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By Dr. Tammy Jacobowitz

Facilitator’s Note: This unit is presented as a 75-minute session. For a 60-minute session, choose a few of the texts 
within Part Two for your focus.

Introduction (5 minutes)

Welcome to the Global Day of Jewish Learning!

Today we will look more closely at how the Jewish text tradition of midrash (rabbinic interpretation) opens up phrases 
and ideas in the Bible to a variety of possible meanings. We’ll read different interpretations side by side and consider 
how each one can shape our understanding of the source text.

Let’s begin with a thought from Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz on how the Jewish text tradition is sustained by 
generations of readers and thinkers who continually wrestle with the sources. One of the leading scholars of this 
century, Rabbi Steinsaltz is best known for his commentaries on the Bible and Talmud, and for his work on Jewish 
mysticism.

o Read Text #1 aloud. 

Text #1: Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz. Interview in Parabola Magazine, 1989.

The Jewish tradition is full and complete — not because it relies only on an ancient single source, the Bible, but 
because it is open to additions. All the accumulated oral traditions are considered part of the original written Torah. 
Even details of the oral Torah, obviously belonging to a much later period, are considered to be continuations 
of the original revelation. It is all the same revelation, written or oral, and includes the ancient text and the ever-
changing unwritten social form and custom.

o Ask:

1.  What does it mean for a text like the Bible to be “open to additions”? 
2.  Can you think of any examples of art or literature that are based on or responding to earlier works? 

(e.g. novels, plays, songs, movies, essays...) . In what ways could they be continuations or extensions 
 of the original? 

3.  What might it mean to consider interpretations of the Bible to be continuations of the original revelation?

When we consume media or art that reacts to an older source, such as historical events, musical traditions, or a 
canonical work of literature, we engage with both the source material and the work of interpretation. That engagement 
can range from having a debate with friends over whether we like or dislike an interpretation, to creating entirely new 
works of art in order to express our newfound understanding. While our individual opinions are part of keeping the 
canon relevant, creating new works that affect others’ interpretations more broadly is a way of adding to the canon.

How might such a process of interpretation and re-interpretation also apply to how we read the Bible?

Not One Empty Word
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Part One: The Source Text (10 minutes)

 Let’s do a close reading together of the Bible’s description of the creation of humankind. 

o Read Text #2 aloud.
 
Text #2: Genesis 1:26–27. English translation by Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz in The Steinsaltz Humash, 
Koren Publishers Jerusalem. 

א ֱאֹלִקים ׀ ֶאת־ֽהָָאָד֙ם ְּבַצְל֔מֹו  ׂש ַעל־ָהָאֶֽרץ׃ ַוּיְִבָר֨ ֶמׂש ֽהָרֵֹמ֥ ֶרץ ּוְבָכל־ָהֶר֖ יִם ּוַבְּבֵהָמ֙ה ּוְבָכל־ָהָא֔ ם ּוְב֣עֹוף ַהָּׁשַמ֗ ת ַהּיָ֜ נּו ְויְִרּדּ֩ו ִבְדגַ֨ נּו ִּכְדמּוֵת֑ ם ְּבַצְלֵמ֖ ה ָאָד֛ אֶמר ֱאֹלִקים ַנֲֽעֶׂש֥ ֹ֣ ַוּי
א אָֹתֽם׃ ה ָּבָר֥ א אֹ֑תֹו זָָכ֥ר ּונְֵקָב֖ ֶלם ֱאֹלִקים ָּבָר֣ ְּבֶצ֥

26 God said: Let Us make Man in Our image, in Our likeness. And let them dominate over the fish of the sea, and 
over the birds of the heavens, and over the animals, and over all the earth, and over every crawling creature that 
crawls upon the earth. 27 God created man in His own image, in the image of God He created him: Male and 
female He created them.  

o Ask:

1.  What are some of the verbs used to describe the way Man is created? Are there any other unusual linguistic or 
literary devices?

2.  What are the ways that human beings are connected to animals? What are the ways that the verses set up a 
relationship of difference?

3.  How are human beings expected to relate to each other? How are we expected to relate to God?

In Genesis 1:26, humans are the only ones who are described as being created B’tselem Elokim, translated here as  
“in the image of God”. But what does that mean, and why is it important to know the meaning? And who is it who 
does the interpreting?

The Sages — generations of rabbis who have discussed, written about and commented on the core Jewish texts 
for thousands of years — invite us into a kind of reading experience that widens our attention span for words, their 
meanings, and possible interpretations. These discussions and commentaries are each known as a midrash, and are 
collectively referred to as The Midrash.

For the rabbis, readers activate the Bible, draw latent meaning from it, apply it, personalize it, connect with it. This 
does not mean that anything goes, or that there are no rules to interpretation. There are rules. And the rabbis of the 
Midrash regularly contest each other’s interpretations. But their claim is this: the words of the Bible are not meant to be 
read once, explained, and put away. 

Let’s look more closely at the phrase B’tselem Elokim, through the works of scholars and commentators. As we 
explore, think about how you would interpret the meaning of “in the image of God.”
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Part Two : Reading into B’tselem Elokim (40 minutes)

We begin with the Mishna, which here addresses the question of why the human population began with one person. 
The Mishna is the written collection of the Jewish oral law, edited in the 3rd century CE. 

Text #3: Mishna Sanhedrin 4:5. English translation [bold text] and commentary [plain text] by Rabbi Adin 
Even-Israel Steinsaltz in the Koren Talmud Bavli, Sanhedrin 37a.

  

       

sanhedrin . Perek IV . 37b 239 . ׳רק דפ דב לז:   

The mishna cites another reason Adam the first man was created 
alone: And this was done due to the importance of maintaining 
peace among people, so that one person will not say to another: 
My father, i.e., progenitor, is greater than your father. And it was 
also so that the heretics who believe in multiple gods will not 
say: There are many authorities in Heaven, and each created a 
different person.

And this serves to tell of the greatness of the Holy One, Blessed 
be He, as when a person stamps several coins with one seal, 
they are all similar to each other. But the supreme King of 
kings, the Holy One, Blessed be He, stamped all people with 
the seal of Adam the first man, as all of them are his offspring, 
and not one of them is similar to another. Therefore, since all 
humanity descends from one person, each and every person is 
obligated to say: The world was created for me,N as one person 
can be the source of all humanity, and recognize the significance 
of his actions.

The court says to the witnesses: And perhaps you will say: 

Why would we want this trouble? Perhaps it would be better not 
to testify at all. But be aware, as is it not already stated: “And he 
being a witness, whether he has seen or known, if he does not 
utter it, then he shall bear his iniquity” (Leviticus 5:1)? It is a 
transgression not to testify when one can do so. And perhaps 
you will say: Why would we want to be responsibleN for the 
blood of this person? But be aware, as is it not already stated: 

“When the wicked perish, there is song” (Proverbs 11:10)?

gemara The Sages taught in a baraita: How does 
the court describe testimony based on 

conjecture? The court says to the witnesses: Perhaps you saw 
this man about whom you are testifying pursuing another into 
a ruin, and you pursued him and found a sword in his hand, 
dripping with blood, and the one who was ultimately killed was 
convulsing. If you saw only this, it is as if you saw nothing, and 
you cannot testify to the murder.

It is taught in a baraita that Rabbi Shimon ben Shataĥ said as 
an oath: I will not see the consolation of Israel if I did not once 
see one person pursue another into a ruin, and I pursued him 
and saw a sword in his hand, dripping with blood, and the one 
who was ultimately killed was convulsing. And I said to him: 
Wicked person, who has killed this man? Either you or I. But 
what can I do, since your blood is not given over to me,N as the 
Torah states: “At the mouth of two witnesses, or three witnesses, 
shall he that is to die be put to death” (Deuteronomy 17:6), and 
I did not witness you killing him. The One Who knows one’s 
thoughtsN shall punish this man who killed another. The Sages 
said: They did not move from thereN before a snake came and 
bit the murderer, and he died.

The Gemara questions this account: But was this murderer fit to 
die by being bitten by a snake? But doesn’t Rav Yosef say, and 
so the school of Ĥizkiyya also taught: From the day that the 
Temple was destroyed,N although the Sanhedrin ceased to be 
extant, the four types of court-imposed capital punishment have 
not ceased. The Gemara asks: Have they really not ceased? But 
they have ceased, as court-imposed capital punishment is no 
longer given. Rather, the intention is that the halakha of the four 
types of court-imposed capital punishment has not ceased to 
be applicable.

ּלֹא יֹאַמר ָאָדם  ִרּיֹות, ׁשֶ לֹום ַהּבְ ֵני ׁשְ ּוִמּ׳ְ

ּלֹא  ְוׁשֶ ֵמָאִביָך״,  דֹול  ּגָ א  ״ַאּבָ ַלֲחֵבירֹו: 

ְרׁשּויֹות  ה  ״ַהְרּבֵ אֹוְמִרים:  יִנים  ַהּמִ ְיהּו 

ַמִים״ד ָ ּשׁ ּבַ

רּוְך הּוא,  ּבָ דֹוׁש  ַהּקָ ל  ׁשֶ תֹו  דּוּלָ ּגְ יד  ּוְלַהּגִ

חֹוָתם  ּבְ עֹות  ַמְטּבְ ה  ּמָ ּכַ טֹוֵבַע  ָאָדם  ׁשֶ

ַמְלֵכי  ּוֶמֶלְך  ָלֶזהד  ֶזה  ּדֹוִמין  ן  ּכּוּלָ ֶאָחד, 

ל  ּכָ ָטַבע  הּוא  רּוְך  ּבָ דֹוׁש  ַהּקָ ַהְמָלִכים 

ְוֵאין  ָהִראׁשֹון,  ָאָדם  ל  ׁשֶ חֹוָתמֹו  ּבְ ָאָדם 

ל  ּכָ ְלִ׳יָכְך  ַלֲחֵבירֹוד  ּדֹוֶמה  ֵמֶהן  ֶאָחד 

ִנְבָרא  ִביִלי  ׁשְ ּבִ לֹוַמר:  ַחָּייב  ְוֶאָחד  ֶאָחד 

ָהעֹוָלםד

א ּתֹאְמרּו: ּמָ ְוׁשֶ

NOTES
And three rows – לֹׁש ׁשּורֹות  Although it would have sufficed to :ְוׁשָ
have forty-eight Torah scholars present, as their function was to be 
available in case a court of twenty-three needed to add judges until it 
would reach the number of seventy-one (see 40a), they did not want 
to have two rows of twenty-four, as it is improper for a row of students 
to outnumber the actual court (Meiri; Ramah). These rows of Torah 
scholars were added only before a court of twenty-three judges. In the 
Great Sanhedrin of seventy-one, no judges were ever added, and they 
would deliberate until they reached a verdict (Meiri).

From where are these matters derived – י  The mishna :ְמָנא ָהֵני ִמיּלֵ
provides a rationale for the halakha, while the Gemara adduces a 
source from a verse (see Margaliyyot HaYam).

In the navel of the world – ל עֹוָלם ׁשֶ ִטיּבּורֹו   Just as the navel is :ּבְ
somewhat above the midpoint of the body, Eretz Yisrael is located 
somewhat north of the equator. The Torat Ĥayyim explains that just 
as a fetus grows by receiving sustenance through its navel, so too the 
world receives its spiritual sustenance, as it were, from Eretz Yisrael.

That the Sanhedrin is similar to the moon – ַהר ִהיא ּדֹוָמה ַלּסַ  Most :ׁשֶ
of the month the moon is not a full circle (Maharsha).

A fence made of lilies – ים ּנִ ֹוׁשַ ּשׁ  Not only is such a fence not a :סּוָגה ּבַ
true barrier, but it even attracts people to draw near, to smell or pick 
the flowers (Ramah).

Based on conjecture or based on a rumor, etc. – מּוָעה וכופ ְ  :ֵמאֹוֶמד ּוִמּשׁ
In each of these cases, there is a reason why the witness may consider 
it sufficient grounds to testify. In the case of conjecture, the witness 
forms an opinion of what occurred based on his own firsthand, albeit 
incomplete, knowledge. In the case of a rumor, a matter that is public 
knowledge is generally considered to be true. In the case of hearsay 
testimony, hearing another witness testify to the matter in court would 
certainly lead one to consider it true. In the case of hearing it from a 

trusted person, this is also the case. Therefore, the court has to raise 
each of the possibilities (Ramah).

Alternatively, etc. – ָבר ַאֵחר וכופ -There is a dispute among the com :ּדָ
mentaries as to whether these interpretations of the verses were said 
to the witnesses as well (see Meiri and Tosefot Yom Tov).

The world was created for me – ִביִלי ִנְבָרא ָהעֹוָלם ׁשְ  Some explain :ּבִ
that this will lead the witness to consider that just as the world was 
created for him, so too, it was created for the person concerning whom 
he is testifying (Meiri).

HALAKHA
And three rows of learned scholars sit before the judges – לֹׁש  ְוׁשָ
ִבין ִלְ׳ֵניֶהן ְלִמיֵדי ֲחָכִמים יֹוׁשְ ּתַ ל   ,Three rows of learned scholars :ׁשּורֹות ׁשֶ
twenty-three people in each row, are seated before a court of twenty-
three judges. They are seated according to their level of scholarship 
(Rambam Sefer Shofetim, Hilkhot Sanhedrin 1:7).

When the court must ordain, etc. – הּוְצְרכּו ִלְסמֹוְך וכופ: If the court can-
not reach a decision by a decisive majority and must ordain additional 
judges to help them arrive at a verdict, the court ordains the greatest 
Torah scholar in the first row seated before them. The greatest in the 
second row joins the first row, the greatest in the third row joins the 
second row, and they add a Torah scholar to the third row (Rambam 
Sefer Shofetim, Hilkhot Sanhedrin 1:8).

They see if there are twenty-three – ה לֹׁשָ ּוׁשְ ִרים  ֵיׁש ֶעׂשְ  In :רֹוִאין ִאם 
the Sanhedrin of seventy-one that sits in the Chamber of Hewn Stone, 
twenty-three judges must always be present, even when they are not 
judging. If one of them must leave, he looks to see if twenty-three will 
remain. If twenty-three will remain he may leave, but if not, he must 
remain (Rambam Sefer Shofetim, Hilkhot Sanhedrin 3:2).

How does the court intimidate the witnesses in testimony for cases 
of capital law – יַצד ְמַאְּייִמין ֶאת ָהֵעִדים ַעל ֵעיֵדי ְנָ׳ׁשֹות  When the court :ּכֵ
intimidates witnesses testifying in cases of capital law, the judges warn 

them not to testify based on conjecture, hearsay testimony, or what 
they have heard from a trusted person. The court informs the witnesses 
that they will be examined with inquiries and interrogations. The court 
explains to the witnesses the gravity of testimony in cases of capital 
law and emphasizes the sanctity of human life (Rambam Sefer Shofetim, 
Hilkhot Sanhedrin 12:3).

LANGUAGE
Hooligan [biryon] – ְריֹון  The source of this word is unclear. Some :ּבִ
suggest that it may be a shortened and altered form of praetoriani, 
the Roman emperor’s guards, and was extended to mean menacing 
figures with no obedience to authority.

PERSONALITIES
Rabbi Zeira – ֵזיָרא י   Rabbi Zeira, a prominent third-generation :ַרּבִ
amora, was originally from Babylonia, where he studied principally 
under the disciples of Rav and Shmuel. After a period of time he 
ascended to Eretz Yisrael, where he studied under Rabbi Yoĥanan, 
and was then a disciple-colleague of Rabbi Yoĥanan’s greater disciples. 
He was so impressed with the method of study employed in Eretz 
Yisrael that he decided to accept it in its entirety, to the extent that 
he fasted for a hundred days in order to forget what he had learned 
in Babylonia.

The Gemara reports that he would employ a test to see if the fires of 
Gehenna would harm him, by sitting in a lit oven, and it once occurred 
that his legs were singed (see Bava Metzia 85a). After this incident he 
was nicknamed the short one with singed legs.

Rabbi Zeira was famous for his great righteousness, humility, and 
congeniality, and was loved and honored by all in his generation. He 
had many disciples in both Babylonia and Eretz Yisrael, and many of 
his statements are recorded in both the Babylonian Talmud and the 
Jerusalem Talmud. He had a son named Ahava, who was a Torah scholar.:לז

Perek IV
Daf 37 Amud b

ָבר ֶנֱאַמר:  ָרה ַהּזֹאת? ַוֲהלֹא ּכְ נּו ְוַלּצָ ַמה ּלָ

יד״  ״ְוהּוא ֵעד אֹו ָרָאה אֹו ָיָדע ִאם לֹוא ַיּגִ

ָדמֹו  נּו ָלחֹוב ּבְ א ּתֹאְמרּו: ַמה ּלָ ּמָ וגופד ְוׁשֶ

ִעים  ֲאבֹד ְרׁשָ ָבר ֶנֱאַמר ״ּבַ ל ֶזה? ַוֲהלֹא ּכְ ׁשֶ

ה״ד ִרּנָ

אֹוֵמר  ֵמאֹוֶמד?  יַצד  ״ּכֵ ַנן:  ַרּבָ נּו  ּתָ גמפ 
ָרץ ַאַחר ֲחֵבירֹו  ְך ְרִאיֶתם: ׁשֶ א ּכָ ּמָ ָלֶהן: פׁשֶ

ם ַאֲחָריו, ּוְמָצאֶתם ַסִייב  ה, ְוַרְצּתֶ ְלחּוְרּבָ

ְך  רד ִאם ּכָ ָידֹו ְוָדמֹו ְמַטְ׳ֵטב, ְוָהרּוג ְמַ׳ְרּ׳ֵ ּבְ

לּוםפ״ד ְרִאיֶתם, לֹא ְרִאיֶתם ּכְ

ַטח: ֶאְרֶאה  ן ׁשָ ְמעֹון ּבֶ י ׁשִ ְנָיא: ״ָאַמר ַרּבִ ּתַ

ָרץ ַאַחר  ֶנָחָמה ִאם לֹא ָרִאיִתי ֶאָחד ׁשֶ ּבְ

ְוָרִאיִתי  ַאֲחָריו,  י  ְוַרְצּתִ ה,  ְלחּוְרּבָ ֲחֵבירֹו 

ר,  ְמַ׳ְרּ׳ֵ ְוָהרּוג  ְמַטְ׳ֵטב  ְוָדמֹו  ָידֹו  ּבְ ַסִייב 

אֹו  ָלֶזה?  ֲהָרגֹו  ִמי  ע,  ״ָרׁשָ לֹוד  י  ְוָאַמְרּתִ

ֵאין  ׁשֶ ה  ֶאֱעׂשֶ ָמה  ֲאָבל  הד  ַאּתָ אֹו  ֲאִני 

ּתֹוָרה:  ָאְמָרה  ֲהֵרי  ׁשֶ ָיִדי,  ּבְ ָמסּור  ְמָך  ּדָ

ַהּיֹוֵדַע  ת״ד  ַהּמֵ יּוַמת  ֵעִדים  ַנִים  ׁשְ י  ּ׳ִ פַעל 

ָהַרג ֶאת  ַרע ֵמאֹותֹו ָהִאיׁש ׁשֶ בֹות ִיּ׳ָ ַמֲחׁשָ

א  ּבָ ׁשֶ ַעד  ם  ָ ִמּשׁ ָזזּו  לֹא  ָאְמרּו:  ֲחֵבירֹופד 

יׁשֹו, ָוֵמת״ד ָנָחׁש ְוִהּכִ

יֹוֵסב,  ַרב  ְוָהָאַמר  הּוא?  ָנָחׁש  ר  ּבַ ְוַהאי 

ית  ּבֵ ָחַרב  ׁשֶ ״ִמּיֹום  ִחְזִקָּיה:  ֵבי  ּדְ ֵני  ּתָ ְוֵכן 

ַסְנֶהְדִרי,  ְטָלה  ּבָ ׁשֶ י  ּ׳ִ ַעל  ַאב  ׁש,  ְקּדָ ַהּמִ

ְטלּו?  ּבָ לֹא  ְטלּו״ד  ּבָ לֹא  ִמיתֹות  ע  ַאְרּבַ

ִמיתֹות  ע  ַאְרּבַ ין  ״ּדִ א:  ֶאּלָ ְטלּו!  ּבָ ְוָהא 

ְטלּוד לֹא ּבָ

The world was created for me – ִביִלי ִנְבָרא ָהעֹוָלם ׁשְ  Some :ּבִ
explain that this will lead the witness to consider that just as 
the world was created for him, so too, it was created for the 
person concerning whom he is testifying (Meiri).

NOTES

Why would we want this trouble…why would we want 
to be responsible, etc. – נּו ָלחֹוב ּלָ ָרה ַהּזֹאת…ַמה  ְוַלּצָ נּו  ּלָ  ַמה 
 ,Rabbi Meir Arak suggests that the second concern :וכופ
being responsible for the blood of the accused, alludes to 
the halakha that in cases of capital law, it is the witnesses 
themselves who perform the execution.

Since your blood is not given over to me – ְמָך ָמסּור ֵאין ּדָ  ׁשֶ
ָיִדי  By saying: To me, Rabbi Shimon ben Shataĥ alludes to :ּבְ
the fact that a court may not impose capital punishment 
based on conjecture, but a king may (Arukh LaNer).

The One Who knows one’s thoughts – בֹות  :ַהּיֹוֵדַע ַמֲחׁשָ
Since Rabbi Shimon ben Shataĥ did not forewarn the killer, 
only God knows if that man killed intentionally (Maharsha).

They did not move from there – ם ָ ִמּשׁ ָזזּו   Not only :לֹא 
was the murderer killed by the snake, but he was killed 
immediately (see Tosafot).

From the day that the Temple was destroyed – ִמּיֹום 
ׁש ְקּדָ ית ַהּמִ ּבֵ ָחַרב   God would exact punishment on one :ׁשֶ
otherwise liable to receive court-imposed capital punish-
ment, even while the Temple was standing, in the event that 
there were no witnesses to the transgression, or there was 
another cause for the transgressor to be exempt by human 
law. The novelty of this statement is that even when there 
was no longer court-imposed capital punishment at all, God 
would still punish one deserving of death (Ran).

NOTES

o Ask:

1.  If humans are stamped with the seal of Adam, who was created “in the image of God”, then in whose  
image do you think humans are made — God’s or Adam’s? Why?

2.  Whether created in the image of God or in the image of Adam, what does the Mishna say about how the 
descendants of Adam should view themselves? Does that change if you make a distinction between God’s 
image and Adam’s image? Why or why not?

In Text #3, the idea of man being created as one (as opposed to in a community) is combined with B’tselem Elokim 
to suggest that each person is unique and fundamentally equal to every other human being.  The Mishna presents a 
metaphor of a seal used to stamp a coin, and offers two ways to interpret that metaphor: that each human is stamped 
with the same seal of God, or that each human is stamped with the seal of Adam, who was the one made in the image 
of God. 

What makes the stamped image B’tselem Elokim is that God makes every human being totally different from every 
other one — and at the same time, we each come from the same place, have the same value. Each of us is, in effect, 
the entire world. 

Let’s examine three commentaries with different perspectives and approaches, and compare their interpretations of 
B’tselem Elokim. 
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Our first commentary is from Maimonides (also known as Rambam), who lived in Spain and Egypt in the 12th century. 
He was a physician and philosopher whose extensive works have been an essential influence within Judaism. The 
second commentary comes from the Meshekh Hokhma, a philosophical commentary on the Torah by Rabbi Meir 
Simcha HaKohen (1843–1926). A Lithuanian scholar who became the chief rabbi of Dvinsk, he was renowned for his 
knowledge of the Talmud. The third commentary is from Rabbi Steinsaltz.

o Ask participants to read and discuss Texts #4, #5 and #6  in chavruta, and discuss the questions that follow. 

Chavruta is partnered learning. Learning with a friend or two allows you to share ideas and insights with one another as 
you read and discuss texts together. 

Text #4: Maimonides. Guide for the Perplexed 1:1. English translation by Michael Friedländer, 1881.

Some have been of the opinion that by the Hebrew ẓelem, the shape and figure of a thing is to be understood, and 
this explanation led men to believe in the corporeality [of the Divine Being]: for they thought that the words “Let us 
make man in our ẓelem” (Genesis 1:26), implied that God had the form of a human being, i.e., that He had figure 
and shape, and that, consequently, He was corporeal...

As man’s distinction consists in a property which no other creature on earth possesses, viz., intellectual 
perception, in the exercise of which he does not employ his senses, nor move his hand or his foot, this perception 
has been compared — though only apparently, not in truth — to the Divine perception, which requires no corporeal 
organ. On this account, i.e., on account of the Divine intellect with which man has been endowed, he is said to 
have been made in the form and likeness of the Almighty, but far from it be the notion that the Supreme Being is 
corporeal, having a material form.

Text #5: Rabbi Meir Simcha HaKohen. Meshekh Hokhma, Bereshit 7.

נעשה אדם בצלמנו: הצלם האלקי הוא הבחירה החפשית בלי טבע מכריח רק מרצון ושכל חפשי... והנה אם כי אין ביכולת בנו להבין איך היא כי אילו ידעתיו 
הייתיו רק זאת אנו יודעים של הבחירה החפשית הוא מצמצום האלקות שהשי”ת מניח מקום לברואיו לעשות כפי מה שיבחרו ...ולכן אמר אל לבו’ נעשה אדם 
בצלמנו’. פירוש שהתורה מדברת בלשון בני אדם שאמר נניח מקום לבחירת האדם שלא יהא מוכרח במפעליו ומחויב במחשבותיו ויהיה בחירי חפשי לעשות 

טוב או רע כאשר יחפוץ נפשו ויוכל לעשות דברים נגד מזגי טבעו ונגד הישר בעיני ד’.

Let us make man in our image: The image of God refers to man’s ability to choose freely without his nature 
coercing him, to act out of free will and intellect.. It is this alone that we know, that free will results from divine 
constriction, that God, may He be blessed, leaves room for His creatures to act in the manner of their choosing… 
He therefore said to Himself, “Let us make man in Our image,” that is to say, the Torah speaks in the language of 
men, for He said, “Let us leave room for man to choose, that he not be forced in his actions and obligated in his 
thoughts, and that he have the free will to do good or evil as he desires, and that he be able to do things against 
his nature and against what is regarded as upright in the eyes of God.
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Text #6: Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz. Commentary on Genesis 1:26. 

Let Us make man: Many explanations have been offered for the verse’s use of the plural form “Us.” One 
explanation is that in addition to man’s living soul, which gives him his will, the creation of man introduced a new 
concept into the universe, namely, the ability to choose freely and affect the world. Creation, which until this point 
was a delicately balanced ecosystem, was suddenly exposed to a free, independent being, man. In considering 
the introduction of this foreign element, whose unique character will be revealed later, the Midrash suggests that 
God sought the advice of His angels, as it were, and asked their opinion with regard to the creation of man (see 
Bereshit Rabba 17:19). A more poetic explanation appears in an early midrash: God turned to the entire world 
and said: Let us all make man. Since man incorporates all of Creation, all creatures have some connection to him. 
For the creation of man, the lion donated some of its might, the fox gave part of its cunning, the snake its poison, 
the lamb its innocence, and the butterfly its flight. According to this midrash, man was created in the image and 
likeness of all the creatures of the world (see Zohar 3:238b; Yalkut Shimoni, Bereshit 13).

In Our image, in Our likeness Although in a physiological sense man is very similar to other living creatures, he is 
nevertheless a category of being to himself. Unlike other creations, man was fashioned in the image of God, not in 
terms of his appearance, but in terms of his essence. Aside from man’s superior intelligence, this likeness is expressed 
principally in man’s freedom to choose. This quality is unique to man and God. The rest of creation moves within its 
respective circles, always subject to a long chain of cause and effect. Humans are not bound by these chains.

o Ask in chavruta:

1.  What does each text give as the meaning of B’tselem Elokim? Do they say what B’tselem Elokim is not?
2.  How are these commentaries similar and different? Does one particularly resonate with you?
3.  How does it change how you originally understood the phrase B’tselem Elokim when you read Text #2?
4.  What is the impact of their interpretation on your understanding of humankind? How does it capture the 

essence of being a human?

o Bring the group back together and ask some pairs to share their thoughts.

Maimonides rejects the literal interpretation of “tselem”: that if people were created in the image of God, then God 
must then have a human form. Instead, according to Maimonides, human beings are in the image of God because we 
are endowed with an intellect that resembles the Divine. Humans have a level of intellectual perception that has some 
resemblance to Divine perception; this intellectual likeness includes the ability to perceive and abstract. Humankind’s 
“likeness” is not physical but intellectual – our abilities are in the likeness of God, not our faces or bodies.

The Meshekh Hokhma interprets “the image of God” as having free will — the ability to choose — an ability given by 
God to humankind. Because God also has free will, this is a way in which human beings resemble God.

Maimonides and Rabbi HaKohen agree that B’tselem Elokim is incorporeal. Maimonides is talking about intelligence, 
Rabbi HaKohen about acting with free will. Rabbi Steinsaltz connects these two things by saying that free will is an 
expression of that intelligence. All of creation is represented in our personalities, in these collective likenesses. 

Our next text is from Rabbi Joseph Ber Soleveitchik (1903–1993), who was an American Talmudist, scholar and 
philosopher. He is best known for his works synthesizing Jewish law and modern thought. In this text, Rabbi 
Soleveitchik considers what it means for humans to be creative.
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Text #7: Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik. Yemei Zikaron, page 86. English edition, translated by 
Moshe Kroneh, WZO, Jerusalem 1986.

The Torah describes the creation at length in order to teach us a very important lesson – “to walk in all His  
ways” — and to instruct man to imitate his Creator and be himself a creator. A person should not shake his 
head saying that this demand of man is impossible, for he cannot imitate his Creator in creativity...The Torah, 
nevertheless, demands of man and commands him to tirelessly exert himself to cling to the traits of the Holy  
One, blessed be He, and be a creator.

o Ask:

1.  How does the human trait of creativity inform your understanding of B’tselem Elokim? 
2.  Does this text change or enhance your reading of the previous texts or the process of midrash? How and why?

Part Three: Not One Empty Word (10 minutes)

Now that we’ve looked at the act of interpretation, how does this fit with our understanding of the tradition, and where 
we fit into that timeline? How does midrash connect to our lives? 

Let’s read what Moses says to the People of Israel when he completes giving all the words and teachings to them and 
what Rashi derives from it. Rashi lived in France in the 11th century. He is an important commentator on the Bible and 
Talmud, and one of the most famous scholars in Jewish history.

o Read Texts #8 and #9 aloud.

Text #8: Deuteronomy 32:45–47. English translation [bold text] and abridged commentary [plain text] by 
Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz in The Steinsaltz Humash, Koren Publishers Jerusalem.

ר  ֹ֣ ם ִלְׁשמ ְּתַצֻּו֙ם ֶאת־ְּבנֵיֶכ֔ ר  ֲאֶׁש֤ ַהּ֑יֹום  ם  ָּבֶכ֖ יד  ֵמִע֥ י  ר ָאנִֹכ֛ ים ֲאֶׁש֧ ם ְלָכל־ַהְּדָבִר֔ ְלַבְבֶכ֔ ימּו  ִׂש֣ ֲאֵלֶה֙ם  אֶמר  ֹ֤ ַוּי ֶּלה ֶאל־ָּכל־יְִׂשָרֵאֽל׃  ָהֵא֖ ים  ר ֶאת־ָּכל־ַהְּדָבִר֥ ְלַדֵּב֛ ה  ל מֶֹׁש֗ ַויְַכ֣
ָּמה ְלִרְׁשָּתּֽה׃  ן ָׁש֖ ים ֶאת־ַהּיְַרֵּד֛ ם עְֹבִר֧ ר ַאֶּת֜ ה ֲאֶׁש֨ ֲאָדָמ֔ יכּו יִָמי֙ם ַעל־ָה֣ ה ַּתֲאִר֤ ר ַהּזֶ֗ ם ּוַבָּדָב֣ ם ִּכי־֖הּוא ַחּיֵיֶכ֑ ק הּו֙א ִמֶּכ֔ ר ֵר֥ י ֹֽלא־ָדָב֨ ה ַהּזֹֽאת׃ ִּכ֠ י ַהּתֹוָר֥ ַלֲעׂ֔שֹות ֶאת־ָּכל־ִּדְבֵר֖

45 Moses finished speaking all these matters to all Israel. 46 He, Moses, again said to them: Set your 
heart to all the matters that I attest to you today. Diligently observe these matters, and ensure that you will 
command them to your children, to take care to perform all the words of this Torah in the future...47 For it is 
not an empty thing for you, as it is your life. And through this matter you will extend your days on the land 
that you are crossing the Jordan to take possession of it.
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Text #9: Rashi. Commentary on Deuteronomy 32: 45–47. English Translation by M. Rosenbaum and 
A.M. Silbermann.

כי לא דבר רק הוא מכם. ֹלא ְלִחנָּם ַאֶתּם יְגִֵעים ָבּּה, ִכּי ַהְרֵבּה ָשָׂכר ָתּלּוי ָבּּה, כי הוא חייכם; ָדּ”ַא – ֵאין ְלָך ָדָבר ֵריָקן ַבּּתֹוָרה ֶשִׁאם ִתְּדְרֶשּׁנּו ֶשֵׁאין ּבֹו ַמַתּן ָשָׂכר...

FOR IT IS NOT A VAIN [EMPTY] THING FOR YOU – it is not for nothing that you are to occupy yourselves laboriously 
with it, because much reward depends on it, כי הוא חייכם FOR IT IS YOUR LIFE (life is the reward). Another explanation: 
There is not one empty (ריק i.e., apparently superfluous) word in the Torah that, if you properly expound it, has not a 
grant of reward attached to it for doing so. 

o Ask:

1.  Rashi offers two reasons why the words of the Torah are not “empty.” Which resonates with you more? Why?
2.  Does Rashi’s interpretation of the reader’s role change how you perceive the texts we’ve looked at together? Do 

the commentaries we’ve read on B’tselem Elokim influence how you interpret Rashi’s statement? How so? 

Rashi interprets the command in Deuteronomy as more than just “obey the law”. For Rashi, the labor of personally 
struggling with the Torah is a long and necessary process, because the reward is so great. On the other hand, the 
task of reading and interpreting the Torah is rewarding because there is so much meaning in every single word of the 
Torah, just waiting for you to explore. “Not one empty word” means that each and every word in the Torah has room for 
discovery and new understandings.

Conclusion (10 minutes)

o Ask:

1.  After today’s experience of exploring the commentaries on a single line of text, what insights have you gained 
into the way you excavate meaning from the layers of text? How has the idea of “not one empty word” changed 
or enhanced the way you approach reading?

2.  In what ways does Bible study require the creativity Rabbi Soloveitchik describes? As a reader, what is your 
responsibility in the process of generating meaning? 

3.  Think back to our first text by Rabbi Steinsaltz. Having experienced this process of midrashic reading, what 
might “continuations of the original revelation” mean to you now? 

Thinking back to what Rabbi Soleveitchik wrote, reading the Bible — striving to do so, and studying it yourself — is a 
holy act. Its holiness is reflected in the creativity it takes to find the meanings within each word. As Rashi reminds us, 
they are anything but “empty”. We can read, and speak to each other, and ask questions. When we say we are created 
B’tselem Elokim, it is not to say that our faces look like God’s own face, but that our minds are capable of the creativity 
shown by God. Therefore, we are given that same responsibility: that we actively engage with our texts, and bring to 
them our very selves. The volumes of text are full of words that each speak volumes — each word, each idea of the 
Bible generates even more interpretations of meaning and significance. 
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Introduction 

Text #1: Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz. Interview in Parabola Magazine, 1989.

The Jewish tradition is full and complete — not because it relies only on an ancient single source, the Bible, but 
because it is open to additions. All the accumulated oral traditions are considered part of the original written Torah. 
Even details of the oral Torah, obviously belonging to a much later period, are considered to be continuations of the 
original revelation. It is all the same revelation, written or oral, and includes the ancient text and the ever-changing 
unwritten social form and custom.

Part One: The Source Text 

Text #2: Genesis 1:26-27. English translation by Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz in The Steinsaltz Humash, 
Koren Publishers Jerusalem. 

א ֱאֹלִקים ׀ ֶאת־ֽהָָאָד֙ם ְּבַצְל֔מֹו  ׂש ַעל־ָהָאֶֽרץ׃ ַוּיְִבָר֨ ֶמׂש ֽהָרֵֹמ֥ ֶרץ ּוְבָכל־ָהֶר֖ יִם ּוַבְּבֵהָמ֙ה ּוְבָכל־ָהָא֔ ם ּוְב֣עֹוף ַהָּׁשַמ֗ ת ַהּיָ֜ נּו ְויְִרּדּ֩ו ִבְדגַ֨ נּו ִּכְדמּוֵת֑ ם ְּבַצְלֵמ֖ ה ָאָד֛ אֶמר ֱאֹלִקים ַנֲֽעֶׂש֥ ֹ֣ ַוּי
א אָֹתֽם׃ ה ָּבָר֥ א אֹ֑תֹו זָָכ֥ר ּונְֵקָב֖ ֶלם ֱאֹלִקים ָּבָר֣ ְּבֶצ֥

26 God said: Let Us make Man in Our image, in Our likeness. And let them dominate over the fish of the sea, and over 
the birds of the heavens, and over the animals, and over all the earth, and over every crawling creature that crawls upon 
the earth. 27 God created man in His own image, in the image of God He created him: Male and female He created them.  

Part Two : Reading into B’tselem Elokim 

Text #3: Mishna Sanhedrin 4:5. English translation [bold text] and commentary [plain text] by Rabbi Adin 
Even-Israel Steinsaltz in the Koren Talmud Bavli, Sanhedrin 37a.

  

       

sanhedrin . Perek IV . 37b 239 . ׳רק דפ דב לז:   

The mishna cites another reason Adam the first man was created 
alone: And this was done due to the importance of maintaining 
peace among people, so that one person will not say to another: 
My father, i.e., progenitor, is greater than your father. And it was 
also so that the heretics who believe in multiple gods will not 
say: There are many authorities in Heaven, and each created a 
different person.

And this serves to tell of the greatness of the Holy One, Blessed 
be He, as when a person stamps several coins with one seal, 
they are all similar to each other. But the supreme King of 
kings, the Holy One, Blessed be He, stamped all people with 
the seal of Adam the first man, as all of them are his offspring, 
and not one of them is similar to another. Therefore, since all 
humanity descends from one person, each and every person is 
obligated to say: The world was created for me,N as one person 
can be the source of all humanity, and recognize the significance 
of his actions.

The court says to the witnesses: And perhaps you will say: 

Why would we want this trouble? Perhaps it would be better not 
to testify at all. But be aware, as is it not already stated: “And he 
being a witness, whether he has seen or known, if he does not 
utter it, then he shall bear his iniquity” (Leviticus 5:1)? It is a 
transgression not to testify when one can do so. And perhaps 
you will say: Why would we want to be responsibleN for the 
blood of this person? But be aware, as is it not already stated: 

“When the wicked perish, there is song” (Proverbs 11:10)?

gemara The Sages taught in a baraita: How does 
the court describe testimony based on 

conjecture? The court says to the witnesses: Perhaps you saw 
this man about whom you are testifying pursuing another into 
a ruin, and you pursued him and found a sword in his hand, 
dripping with blood, and the one who was ultimately killed was 
convulsing. If you saw only this, it is as if you saw nothing, and 
you cannot testify to the murder.

It is taught in a baraita that Rabbi Shimon ben Shataĥ said as 
an oath: I will not see the consolation of Israel if I did not once 
see one person pursue another into a ruin, and I pursued him 
and saw a sword in his hand, dripping with blood, and the one 
who was ultimately killed was convulsing. And I said to him: 
Wicked person, who has killed this man? Either you or I. But 
what can I do, since your blood is not given over to me,N as the 
Torah states: “At the mouth of two witnesses, or three witnesses, 
shall he that is to die be put to death” (Deuteronomy 17:6), and 
I did not witness you killing him. The One Who knows one’s 
thoughtsN shall punish this man who killed another. The Sages 
said: They did not move from thereN before a snake came and 
bit the murderer, and he died.

The Gemara questions this account: But was this murderer fit to 
die by being bitten by a snake? But doesn’t Rav Yosef say, and 
so the school of Ĥizkiyya also taught: From the day that the 
Temple was destroyed,N although the Sanhedrin ceased to be 
extant, the four types of court-imposed capital punishment have 
not ceased. The Gemara asks: Have they really not ceased? But 
they have ceased, as court-imposed capital punishment is no 
longer given. Rather, the intention is that the halakha of the four 
types of court-imposed capital punishment has not ceased to 
be applicable.

ּלֹא יֹאַמר ָאָדם  ִרּיֹות, ׁשֶ לֹום ַהּבְ ֵני ׁשְ ּוִמּ׳ְ

ּלֹא  ְוׁשֶ ֵמָאִביָך״,  דֹול  ּגָ א  ״ַאּבָ ַלֲחֵבירֹו: 

ְרׁשּויֹות  ה  ״ַהְרּבֵ אֹוְמִרים:  יִנים  ַהּמִ ְיהּו 

ַמִים״ד ָ ּשׁ ּבַ

רּוְך הּוא,  ּבָ דֹוׁש  ַהּקָ ל  ׁשֶ תֹו  דּוּלָ ּגְ יד  ּוְלַהּגִ

חֹוָתם  ּבְ עֹות  ַמְטּבְ ה  ּמָ ּכַ טֹוֵבַע  ָאָדם  ׁשֶ

ַמְלֵכי  ּוֶמֶלְך  ָלֶזהד  ֶזה  ּדֹוִמין  ן  ּכּוּלָ ֶאָחד, 

ל  ּכָ ָטַבע  הּוא  רּוְך  ּבָ דֹוׁש  ַהּקָ ַהְמָלִכים 

ְוֵאין  ָהִראׁשֹון,  ָאָדם  ל  ׁשֶ חֹוָתמֹו  ּבְ ָאָדם 

ל  ּכָ ְלִ׳יָכְך  ַלֲחֵבירֹוד  ּדֹוֶמה  ֵמֶהן  ֶאָחד 

ִנְבָרא  ִביִלי  ׁשְ ּבִ לֹוַמר:  ַחָּייב  ְוֶאָחד  ֶאָחד 

ָהעֹוָלםד

א ּתֹאְמרּו: ּמָ ְוׁשֶ

NOTES
And three rows – לֹׁש ׁשּורֹות  Although it would have sufficed to :ְוׁשָ
have forty-eight Torah scholars present, as their function was to be 
available in case a court of twenty-three needed to add judges until it 
would reach the number of seventy-one (see 40a), they did not want 
to have two rows of twenty-four, as it is improper for a row of students 
to outnumber the actual court (Meiri; Ramah). These rows of Torah 
scholars were added only before a court of twenty-three judges. In the 
Great Sanhedrin of seventy-one, no judges were ever added, and they 
would deliberate until they reached a verdict (Meiri).

From where are these matters derived – י  The mishna :ְמָנא ָהֵני ִמיּלֵ
provides a rationale for the halakha, while the Gemara adduces a 
source from a verse (see Margaliyyot HaYam).

In the navel of the world – ל עֹוָלם ׁשֶ ִטיּבּורֹו   Just as the navel is :ּבְ
somewhat above the midpoint of the body, Eretz Yisrael is located 
somewhat north of the equator. The Torat Ĥayyim explains that just 
as a fetus grows by receiving sustenance through its navel, so too the 
world receives its spiritual sustenance, as it were, from Eretz Yisrael.

That the Sanhedrin is similar to the moon – ַהר ִהיא ּדֹוָמה ַלּסַ  Most :ׁשֶ
of the month the moon is not a full circle (Maharsha).

A fence made of lilies – ים ּנִ ֹוׁשַ ּשׁ  Not only is such a fence not a :סּוָגה ּבַ
true barrier, but it even attracts people to draw near, to smell or pick 
the flowers (Ramah).

Based on conjecture or based on a rumor, etc. – מּוָעה וכופ ְ  :ֵמאֹוֶמד ּוִמּשׁ
In each of these cases, there is a reason why the witness may consider 
it sufficient grounds to testify. In the case of conjecture, the witness 
forms an opinion of what occurred based on his own firsthand, albeit 
incomplete, knowledge. In the case of a rumor, a matter that is public 
knowledge is generally considered to be true. In the case of hearsay 
testimony, hearing another witness testify to the matter in court would 
certainly lead one to consider it true. In the case of hearing it from a 

trusted person, this is also the case. Therefore, the court has to raise 
each of the possibilities (Ramah).

Alternatively, etc. – ָבר ַאֵחר וכופ -There is a dispute among the com :ּדָ
mentaries as to whether these interpretations of the verses were said 
to the witnesses as well (see Meiri and Tosefot Yom Tov).

The world was created for me – ִביִלי ִנְבָרא ָהעֹוָלם ׁשְ  Some explain :ּבִ
that this will lead the witness to consider that just as the world was 
created for him, so too, it was created for the person concerning whom 
he is testifying (Meiri).

HALAKHA
And three rows of learned scholars sit before the judges – לֹׁש  ְוׁשָ
ִבין ִלְ׳ֵניֶהן ְלִמיֵדי ֲחָכִמים יֹוׁשְ ּתַ ל   ,Three rows of learned scholars :ׁשּורֹות ׁשֶ
twenty-three people in each row, are seated before a court of twenty-
three judges. They are seated according to their level of scholarship 
(Rambam Sefer Shofetim, Hilkhot Sanhedrin 1:7).

When the court must ordain, etc. – הּוְצְרכּו ִלְסמֹוְך וכופ: If the court can-
not reach a decision by a decisive majority and must ordain additional 
judges to help them arrive at a verdict, the court ordains the greatest 
Torah scholar in the first row seated before them. The greatest in the 
second row joins the first row, the greatest in the third row joins the 
second row, and they add a Torah scholar to the third row (Rambam 
Sefer Shofetim, Hilkhot Sanhedrin 1:8).

They see if there are twenty-three – ה לֹׁשָ ּוׁשְ ִרים  ֵיׁש ֶעׂשְ  In :רֹוִאין ִאם 
the Sanhedrin of seventy-one that sits in the Chamber of Hewn Stone, 
twenty-three judges must always be present, even when they are not 
judging. If one of them must leave, he looks to see if twenty-three will 
remain. If twenty-three will remain he may leave, but if not, he must 
remain (Rambam Sefer Shofetim, Hilkhot Sanhedrin 3:2).

How does the court intimidate the witnesses in testimony for cases 
of capital law – יַצד ְמַאְּייִמין ֶאת ָהֵעִדים ַעל ֵעיֵדי ְנָ׳ׁשֹות  When the court :ּכֵ
intimidates witnesses testifying in cases of capital law, the judges warn 

them not to testify based on conjecture, hearsay testimony, or what 
they have heard from a trusted person. The court informs the witnesses 
that they will be examined with inquiries and interrogations. The court 
explains to the witnesses the gravity of testimony in cases of capital 
law and emphasizes the sanctity of human life (Rambam Sefer Shofetim, 
Hilkhot Sanhedrin 12:3).

LANGUAGE
Hooligan [biryon] – ְריֹון  The source of this word is unclear. Some :ּבִ
suggest that it may be a shortened and altered form of praetoriani, 
the Roman emperor’s guards, and was extended to mean menacing 
figures with no obedience to authority.

PERSONALITIES
Rabbi Zeira – ֵזיָרא י   Rabbi Zeira, a prominent third-generation :ַרּבִ
amora, was originally from Babylonia, where he studied principally 
under the disciples of Rav and Shmuel. After a period of time he 
ascended to Eretz Yisrael, where he studied under Rabbi Yoĥanan, 
and was then a disciple-colleague of Rabbi Yoĥanan’s greater disciples. 
He was so impressed with the method of study employed in Eretz 
Yisrael that he decided to accept it in its entirety, to the extent that 
he fasted for a hundred days in order to forget what he had learned 
in Babylonia.

The Gemara reports that he would employ a test to see if the fires of 
Gehenna would harm him, by sitting in a lit oven, and it once occurred 
that his legs were singed (see Bava Metzia 85a). After this incident he 
was nicknamed the short one with singed legs.

Rabbi Zeira was famous for his great righteousness, humility, and 
congeniality, and was loved and honored by all in his generation. He 
had many disciples in both Babylonia and Eretz Yisrael, and many of 
his statements are recorded in both the Babylonian Talmud and the 
Jerusalem Talmud. He had a son named Ahava, who was a Torah scholar.:לז

Perek IV
Daf 37 Amud b

ָבר ֶנֱאַמר:  ָרה ַהּזֹאת? ַוֲהלֹא ּכְ נּו ְוַלּצָ ַמה ּלָ

יד״  ״ְוהּוא ֵעד אֹו ָרָאה אֹו ָיָדע ִאם לֹוא ַיּגִ

ָדמֹו  נּו ָלחֹוב ּבְ א ּתֹאְמרּו: ַמה ּלָ ּמָ וגופד ְוׁשֶ

ִעים  ֲאבֹד ְרׁשָ ָבר ֶנֱאַמר ״ּבַ ל ֶזה? ַוֲהלֹא ּכְ ׁשֶ

ה״ד ִרּנָ

אֹוֵמר  ֵמאֹוֶמד?  יַצד  ״ּכֵ ַנן:  ַרּבָ נּו  ּתָ גמפ 
ָרץ ַאַחר ֲחֵבירֹו  ְך ְרִאיֶתם: ׁשֶ א ּכָ ּמָ ָלֶהן: פׁשֶ

ם ַאֲחָריו, ּוְמָצאֶתם ַסִייב  ה, ְוַרְצּתֶ ְלחּוְרּבָ

ְך  רד ִאם ּכָ ָידֹו ְוָדמֹו ְמַטְ׳ֵטב, ְוָהרּוג ְמַ׳ְרּ׳ֵ ּבְ

לּוםפ״ד ְרִאיֶתם, לֹא ְרִאיֶתם ּכְ

ַטח: ֶאְרֶאה  ן ׁשָ ְמעֹון ּבֶ י ׁשִ ְנָיא: ״ָאַמר ַרּבִ ּתַ

ָרץ ַאַחר  ֶנָחָמה ִאם לֹא ָרִאיִתי ֶאָחד ׁשֶ ּבְ

ְוָרִאיִתי  ַאֲחָריו,  י  ְוַרְצּתִ ה,  ְלחּוְרּבָ ֲחֵבירֹו 

ר,  ְמַ׳ְרּ׳ֵ ְוָהרּוג  ְמַטְ׳ֵטב  ְוָדמֹו  ָידֹו  ּבְ ַסִייב 

אֹו  ָלֶזה?  ֲהָרגֹו  ִמי  ע,  ״ָרׁשָ לֹוד  י  ְוָאַמְרּתִ

ֵאין  ׁשֶ ה  ֶאֱעׂשֶ ָמה  ֲאָבל  הד  ַאּתָ אֹו  ֲאִני 

ּתֹוָרה:  ָאְמָרה  ֲהֵרי  ׁשֶ ָיִדי,  ּבְ ָמסּור  ְמָך  ּדָ

ַהּיֹוֵדַע  ת״ד  ַהּמֵ יּוַמת  ֵעִדים  ַנִים  ׁשְ י  ּ׳ִ פַעל 

ָהַרג ֶאת  ַרע ֵמאֹותֹו ָהִאיׁש ׁשֶ בֹות ִיּ׳ָ ַמֲחׁשָ

א  ּבָ ׁשֶ ַעד  ם  ָ ִמּשׁ ָזזּו  לֹא  ָאְמרּו:  ֲחֵבירֹופד 

יׁשֹו, ָוֵמת״ד ָנָחׁש ְוִהּכִ

יֹוֵסב,  ַרב  ְוָהָאַמר  הּוא?  ָנָחׁש  ר  ּבַ ְוַהאי 

ית  ּבֵ ָחַרב  ׁשֶ ״ִמּיֹום  ִחְזִקָּיה:  ֵבי  ּדְ ֵני  ּתָ ְוֵכן 

ַסְנֶהְדִרי,  ְטָלה  ּבָ ׁשֶ י  ּ׳ִ ַעל  ַאב  ׁש,  ְקּדָ ַהּמִ

ְטלּו?  ּבָ לֹא  ְטלּו״ד  ּבָ לֹא  ִמיתֹות  ע  ַאְרּבַ

ִמיתֹות  ע  ַאְרּבַ ין  ״ּדִ א:  ֶאּלָ ְטלּו!  ּבָ ְוָהא 

ְטלּוד לֹא ּבָ

The world was created for me – ִביִלי ִנְבָרא ָהעֹוָלם ׁשְ  Some :ּבִ
explain that this will lead the witness to consider that just as 
the world was created for him, so too, it was created for the 
person concerning whom he is testifying (Meiri).

NOTES

Why would we want this trouble…why would we want 
to be responsible, etc. – נּו ָלחֹוב ּלָ ָרה ַהּזֹאת…ַמה  ְוַלּצָ נּו  ּלָ  ַמה 
 ,Rabbi Meir Arak suggests that the second concern :וכופ
being responsible for the blood of the accused, alludes to 
the halakha that in cases of capital law, it is the witnesses 
themselves who perform the execution.

Since your blood is not given over to me – ְמָך ָמסּור ֵאין ּדָ  ׁשֶ
ָיִדי  By saying: To me, Rabbi Shimon ben Shataĥ alludes to :ּבְ
the fact that a court may not impose capital punishment 
based on conjecture, but a king may (Arukh LaNer).

The One Who knows one’s thoughts – בֹות  :ַהּיֹוֵדַע ַמֲחׁשָ
Since Rabbi Shimon ben Shataĥ did not forewarn the killer, 
only God knows if that man killed intentionally (Maharsha).

They did not move from there – ם ָ ִמּשׁ ָזזּו   Not only :לֹא 
was the murderer killed by the snake, but he was killed 
immediately (see Tosafot).

From the day that the Temple was destroyed – ִמּיֹום 
ׁש ְקּדָ ית ַהּמִ ּבֵ ָחַרב   God would exact punishment on one :ׁשֶ
otherwise liable to receive court-imposed capital punish-
ment, even while the Temple was standing, in the event that 
there were no witnesses to the transgression, or there was 
another cause for the transgressor to be exempt by human 
law. The novelty of this statement is that even when there 
was no longer court-imposed capital punishment at all, God 
would still punish one deserving of death (Ran).

NOTES
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Text #4: Maimonides. Guide for the Perplexed 1:1. English translation by Michael Friedländer, 1881.

Some have been of the opinion that by the Hebrew ẓelem, the shape and figure of a thing is to be understood, and this 
explanation led men to believe in the corporeality [of the Divine Being]: for they thought that the words “Let us make 
man in our ẓelem” (Genesis 1:26), implied that God had the form of a human being, i.e., that He had figure and shape, 
and that, consequently, He was corporeal...

As man’s distinction consists in a property which no other creature on earth possesses, viz., intellectual perception, 
in the exercise of which he does not employ his senses, nor move his hand or his foot, this perception has been 
compared — though only apparently, not in truth — to the Divine perception, which requires no corporeal organ. On 
this account, i.e., on account of the Divine intellect with which man has been endowed, he is said to have been made 
in the form and likeness of the Almighty, but far from it be the notion that the Supreme Being is corporeal, having a 
material form.

Text #5: Rabbi Meir Simcha HaKohen. Meshekh Hokhma, Bereshit 7.

נעשה אדם בצלמנו: הצלם האלקי הוא הבחירה החפשית בלי טבע מכריח רק מרצון ושכל חפשי... והנה אם כי אין ביכולת בנו להבין איך היא כי אילו ידעתיו 
הייתיו רק זאת אנו יודעים של הבחירה החפשית הוא מצמצום האלקות שהשי”ת מניח מקום לברואיו לעשות כפי מה שיבחרו ...ולכן אמר אל לבו’ נעשה אדם 

בצלמנו’. פירוש שהתורה מדברת בלשון בני אדם שאמר נניח מקום לבחירת האדם שלא יהא מוכרח במפעליו ומחויב במחשבותיו ויהיה בחירי חפשי לעשות טוב 
או רע כאשר יחפוץ נפשו ויוכל לעשות דברים נגד מזגי טבעו ונגד הישר בעיני ד’.

Let us make man in our image: The image of God refers to man’s ability to choose freely without his nature coercing 
him, to act out of free will and intellect.. It is this alone that we know, that free will results from divine constriction, that 
God, may He be blessed, leaves room for His creatures to act in the manner of their choosing… He therefore said to 
Himself, “Let us make man in Our image,” that is to say, the Torah speaks in the language of men, for He said, “Let 
us leave room for man to choose, that he not be forced in his actions and obligated in his thoughts, and that he have 
the free will to do good or evil as he desires, and that he be able to do things against his nature and against what is 
regarded as upright in the eyes of God.

Text #6: Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz. Commentary on Genesis 1:26.

Let Us make man: Many explanations have been offered for the verse’s use of the plural form “Us.” One explanation 
is that in addition to man’s living soul, which gives him his will, the creation of man introduced a new concept into 
the universe, namely, the ability to choose freely and affect the world. Creation, which until this point was a delicately 
balanced ecosystem, was suddenly exposed to a free, independent being, man. In considering the introduction of this 
foreign element, whose unique character will be revealed later, the Midrash suggests that God sought the advice of 
His angels, as it were, and asked their opinion with regard to the creation of man (see Bereshit Rabba 17:19). A more 
poetic explanation appears in an early midrash: God turned to the entire world and said: Let us all make man. Since 
man incorporates all of Creation, all creatures have some connection to him. For the creation of man, the lion donated 
some of its might, the fox gave part of its cunning, the snake its poison, the lamb its innocence, and the butterfly its 
flight. According to this midrash, man was created in the image and likeness of all the creatures of the world (see 
Zohar 3:238b; Yalkut Shimoni, Bereshit 13).

In Our image, in Our likeness Although in a physiological sense man is very similar to other living creatures, he is 
nevertheless a category of being to himself. Unlike other creations, man was fashioned in the image of God, not in 
terms of his appearance, but in terms of his essence. Aside from man’s superior intelligence, this likeness is expressed 
principally in man’s freedom to choose. This quality is unique to man and God. The rest of creation moves within its 
respective circles, always subject to a long chain of cause and effect. Humans are not bound by these chains. 
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Text #7: Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik. Yemei Zikaron, page 86. English edition, translated by 
Moshe Kroneh, WZO, Jerusalem 1986.

The Torah describes the creation at length in order to teach us a very important lesson — “to walk in all His ways” — 
and to instruct man to imitate his Creator and be himself a creator. A person should not shake his head saying that this 
demand of man is impossible, for he cannot imitate his Creator in creativity...The Torah, nevertheless, demands of man 
and commands him to tirelessly exert himself to cling to the traits of the Holy One, blessed be He, and be a creator.

Part Three: Not One Empty Word 

Text #8: Deuteronomy 32:45-47. English translation [bold text] and abridged commentary [plain text] by 
Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz in The Steinsaltz Humash, Koren Publishers Jerusalem.

ר ַלֲעׂ֔שֹות  ֹ֣ ם ִלְׁשמ ר ְּתַצֻּו֙ם ֶאת־ְּבנֵיֶכ֔ ם ַהּ֑יֹום ֲאֶׁש֤ יד ָּבֶכ֖ י ֵמִע֥ ר ָאנִֹכ֛ ים ֲאֶׁש֧ ם ְלָכל־ַהְּדָבִר֔ ימּו ְלַבְבֶכ֔ אֶמר ֲאֵלֶה֙ם ִׂש֣ ֹ֤ ֶּלה ֶאל־ָּכל־יְִׂשָרֵאֽל׃ ַוּי ים ָהֵא֖ ר ֶאת־ָּכל־ַהְּדָבִר֥ ה ְלַדֵּב֛ ל מֶֹׁש֗ ַויְַכ֣
ָּמה ְלִרְׁשָּתּֽה: ן ָׁש֖ ים ֶאת־ַהּיְַרֵּד֛ ם עְֹבִר֧ ר ַאֶּת֜ ה ֲאֶׁש֨ ֲאָדָמ֔ יכּו יִָמי֙ם ַעל־ָה֣ ה ַּתֲאִר֤ ר ַהּזֶ֗ ם ּוַבָּדָב֣ ם ִּכי־֖הּוא ַחּיֵיֶכ֑ ק הּו֙א ִמֶּכ֔ ר ֵר֥ י ֹֽלא־ָדָב֨ ה ַהּזֹֽאת׃ ִּכ֠ י ַהּתֹוָר֥ ֶאת־ָּכל־ִּדְבֵר֖

45 Moses finished speaking all these matters to all Israel. 46 He, Moses, again said to them: Set your heart to all 
the matters that I attest to you today. Diligently observe these matters, and ensure that you will command them 
to your children, to take care to perform all the words of this Torah in the future...47 For it is not an empty thing 
for you, as it is your life. And through this matter you will extend your days on the land that you are crossing the 
Jordan to take possession of it.

Text #9: Rashi. Commentary on Deuteronomy 32: 45–47. English Translation by M. Rosenbaum and 
A.M. Silbermann.

כי לא דבר רק הוא מכם. ֹלא ְלִחנָּם ַאֶתּם יְגִֵעים ָבּּה, ִכּי ַהְרֵבּה ָשָׂכר ָתּלּוי ָבּּה, כי הוא חייכם; ָדּ”ַא – ֵאין ְלָך ָדָבר ֵריָקן ַבּּתֹוָרה ֶשִׁאם ִתְּדְרֶשּׁנּו ֶשֵׁאין ּבֹו ַמַתּן ָשָׂכר...

FOR IT IS NOT A VAIN [EMPTY] THING FOR YOU – it is not for nothing that you are to occupy yourselves laboriously 
with it, because much reward depends on it, כי הוא חייכם FOR IT IS YOUR LIFE (life is the reward). Another explanation: 
There is not one empty (ריק i.e., apparently superfluous) word in the Torah that, if you properly expound it, has not a 
grant of reward attached to it for doing so. 
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