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“Tzelem” - newsletter 
 
My message this first week after Easter is titled “Tzelem,” a term I’m guessing may be new to you.  I 
thought it might be helpful to start explaining it by using the Latin term “Imago Dei,” which translates 
very simply as the image of God.  You are probably familiar with that term if you know the words of 
Genesis 1:26-31a: 
 
“Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness; and let them have 
dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the 
wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.’  
So, God created humankind in his image, 
   in the image of God, he created them. 
   male and female he created them.  
God blessed them, and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and 
have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that 
moves upon the earth.’ God said, ‘See, I have given you every plant yielding seed that is upon the 
face of all the earth, and every tree with seed in its fruit; you shall have them for food. And to every 
beast of the earth, and to every bird of the air, and to everything that creeps on the earth, everything 
that has the breath of life, I have given every green plant for food.’ And it was so. God saw everything 
that he had made, and indeed, it was very good. And there was evening and there was morning, the 
sixth day.” 
 
We know that the Book of Genesis represents the very beginning of all that we know.  Genesis, how-
ever, was not put into written form until 600 years before Christ.  It was passed down through the 
generations by way of mouth until it was written down by scribes around 600 BC.   
 
Before the Book of Genesis was given to us by God through Moses, the idea of the “image of God 
“existed, but it meant something different.  It was believed that kings were created in the image of god 
and were divine representations here on earth.  Rulers like the Egyptian pharaohs were entrusted with 
revealing and executing the will of the gods.  No one else, however, was created in “god’s image.”  
Only the kings, not the rest of their civilizations. 

 
Think about how revolutionary, how rebellious, and how subversive it was to have the Book of Genesis 
claim that not only are kings created in the image of God, but so are we all!  Those who remembered 
and passed down the words from Genesis did so centuries before the words were put into writing, so 
think about how they might have been heard by the enslaved Hebrews in Egypt.  Think about how, 



 

 

“Let us make humankind in our own image,” might have built up the early Jewish people, victims of an 
oppressive state.   

 
Fast forward to today.  Sometimes, we are tempted to feel like we don’t matter, like we are insignificant, 
like we are meaningless.  We have to remember that God created us in His image and said we are 
good.  All of us began with an idea that God had.  All of us began with God saying, “You know what?  
Brian should exist.  Jim should exist.  Sandy should exist.  And so, should Lauren, and Scott, and 
Nancy, and Elmer, and Bergen, and Helga.  And you.  You should exist.”  We all began with God 
making the choice to form us in His image.   

 
I want to tell you about a moment that changed my life.  It seemed like a little thing at the time, but 
when I look back on it, it was a pivotal moment in my life.  Every weekday for 3 years - and sometimes 
on weekends as well - I made the trek to Wake Forest University in Winston-Salem from my home in 
Greensboro, North Carolina.  Early on, I drove the route myself daily: 45 minutes there, 45 minutes 
back.  But times were a little tight, and I needed to save some gas money.  Sometimes, I carpooled 
with friends who were in Divinity School with me.  Even then, I still had to drive my very old car that 
was not in the greatest shape.  So, I started taking the bus to school.   
 
Actually, it was 2 buses.  The PART (Piedmont Area Rapid Transit) bus brought me to Winston-Salem, 
and this bus was beautiful.  It was fairly new and not crowded.  Everybody on that bus had a purpose 
- we were all dressed for work, and we all had things to do.  It took 30 minutes to go from my stop in 
Greensboro to the Winston-Salem depot.  When I was on that bus, I would open my laptop or break 
out a book, and I would get some work done.  I had a little light I could switch on, and I could adjust 
the air flow overhead to help feel more comfortable.  It was a smooth ride, and I loved the PART bus.  
But that was only half my journey. 
 
The other half of my journey was the bus that took me from downtown Winston-Salem to the Wake 
Forest campus.  It was also a 30-minute bus ride, but that was a very different bus.  It was a local bus 
that bounced around, often catching the curb in the turns - it was not a smooth ride.  I didn’t have a 
light.  I didn’t have any air flow overhead.  And this bus was full of people who really liked to yell a lot.  
There were folks with hygiene issues - one guy tried to solve his by dunking himself in cologne, it 
seemed (didn’t work).  There were folks who looked like they had nowhere to be besides sitting on 
this bus.  Sometimes fights would even break out!  I got to the point where I started referring to the 
folks on this second bus as “bus people” in my mind.  I felt frustrated and annoyed because I couldn’t 
get any work done with these “bus people” around.  I didn’t like that bus - it made me want to rethink 
my decision not to drive myself.   
 
Then something happened to me.  That semester, I was taking a class on the Old Testament.  I was 
studying some of the Hebrew words in it, and I learned the word “Tzelem.”  Tzelem is an old Hebrew 
word that means “divine spark.”  It’s that moment where God says, “You should exist.”  And I learned 
that every person has it.  Every person created in God’s image has the divine spark.   
 



 

 

When I learned that, I happened to be riding the bus home.  I started looking around the bus, making 
a deliberate effort to look at every person, and saying the word “Tzelem” for each one.  I was able to 
look beyond the things that were bothering me in order to see the divinity in each person.  I got past 
the sights, sounds and smells so I could sense that they were on the same journey that I was on, and 
they were created the same way I was.  I connected with them in a much different way than I ever had 
before.  Eventually, I just started yelling back and forth with them.  And that changed me from the 
inside.  I became a “bus person.”   

 
It’s so easy for me to forget that sometimes, especially when people annoy me, or express a different 
opinion than mine, or take up time that I could be spending on something else.  Each person has that 
divine spark. Each person has that same origin story – a story of a God who loves them enough to 
create them.  I remember reading Psalm 139:14, which says,“ I praise you, for I am fearfully and 
wonderfully made.”  That isn’t just for me - it’s for everyone!  When I recognize that everyone is fearfully 
and wonderfully made, I recognize that God decided they should exist.   
 
One of the authors who helped shape my understanding of God in this way is Thomas Merton.  Merton 
was a Trappist monk and the author of over 60 books, most notably Seven Story Mountain.  He is also 
a world-famous theologian, and probably one of the most notable comparative theologians, a field I 
have particular interest in.  Merton spent much of his life working on developing communion with Asian 
cultures, particularly in China and Tibet.  He studied and compared the teachings of Buddha to the 
teachings of Jesus.  Firm in his Christian faith, he found value in the wisdom represented in other 
world religions and worked towards unity and understanding.  In Seven Story Mountain, Merton writes 
about a moment of clarity that came to him while in his hometown in Kentucky: 
 
“In Louisville, at the corner of Fourth and Walnut, in the center of the shopping district, I was suddenly 
overwhelmed with the realization that I loved all those people, that they were mine and I theirs, that 
we could not be alien to one another even though we were total strangers.  Then it was as if I suddenly 
saw the secret beauty of their hearts, the depths of their hearts, where neither sin nor desire nor self-
knowledge can reach, the core of their reality, the person that each one is in God’s eyes.  If only they 
could all see themselves as they really are.  If only we could see each other that way all the time.  
There would be no more war, no more hatred, no more cruelty, no more greed.  The center of our 
being is like a pure diamond, blazing with the invisible light of heaven.  It is in everybody, and if we 
could see it, we would see these billions of points of light coming together in the face and blaze of a 
sun that would make all the darkness and cruelty of life vanish completely.” 
 
In ministry, I’ve found that this way of thinking is vital.  When I worked as a chaplain at Wake Forest 
Baptist Hospital, I didn’t see people for their disease, or for their pain, or for their particular way of 
expressing their faith.   I saw that divine spark, that part of them that is the image of God, knowing in 
some cases that was the part of them that God was about to reconcile back to himself. 

 
A good friend of mine spends a lot of time ministering to prisoners.  He says that he can’t look at them 
and see their crimes.  He strives to see the image of God in which they were created.  He won’t get 
anywhere with them otherwise.  Jesus always saw people for that divine spark, not just as a series of 



 

 

choices they had made in their lives.  Jesus sees us as human beings, not human doings.  He saw 
that same image of God in the people he encountered during his ministry.  He didn’t define people by 
their sin.  If want to be more like Jesus, we must strive to see people for their potential, just like Jesus 
did and still does. 
 
We are living in a time where we unfortunately have gotten used to dehumanizing one another.   You 
can hardly read or watch the news without seeing how polarized we have become.  We keep talking 
in terms of “us versus them," and the division is growing sharper.  What I’ve learned in my lifetime is 
that evil always tries to divide us.  We have to resist that.  When we look at someone and judge them 
based on how they think, we fail to see God’s work within them.  No one was created with any more 
or less of God’s influence.  And no one is beyond God’s grace, God‘s mercy and God‘s redemption. 

 
If we believe that the image of God is imprinted on us and in us, what then in this world can touch that 
part of us?  Is God not more powerful than anything the world can throw at us?  Is there anything that 
we can do that would change, alter, enhance or diminish the image of God in which we were created?  
I don’t think so. 

 
Several months ago, I talked about how Jesus wants us to love our enemies.  I will be the first to say 
how hard that is to do.  But when we try to see God’s divine spark in all people, we start to see them 
through God’s eyes, who loved them enough to create them - who loved them as much as He loved 
us.  And when we get really good at loving our enemies, there is no longer “them.”  There is only “us.”  

 
I think this is what God wants for us, His creation that He began so long ago.  That we work toward 
unity, harmony, peace, understanding, recognizing that we all bear, we all carry, and we all have within 
us the image of God.  Perhaps then when God looks at His creation, he will always say: “Behold, this 
is good.”  Amen. 

 


