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/ 
ABSTRACT 

This thesis is a stud y of the theological concept of Imitatio Dei, the imitation of 

God. In the first chapter, I define the term and look briefly at the concept as it 

appears in Christianity and in Greek thought. Then I present a survey of Imitatio Dei 

in the Bible, in rabbinic literature, and in medieval philosophy, with an emphasis on 

Maimonides. 

The second chapter examines in greater depth the concept of Imitatio Dei as it 

appears in the Bible. I approach this part of my study via the notion of the creation 

of humankind in God's image, with Genesis 1:26-27 as the key text. Other important 

biblical texts discussed are Exodus 34 (the middoth) and Leviticus 19 (the Holiness 
'-..... ........ _ 

Code). Much of this chapter is devoted to the scholarship of Eliezer Berkovits, 

particularly his theory of the divine mishpat as the cosmic principle of harmony in the 

universe, which human beings are commanded to further develop within themselves. 

In the third chapter, I discuss Micah 7:18-20 in light of the concept of Imitatio 

Dei The Micah passage is shown to be unprecedented in its description of a God 

whose quintessence and uniqueness consist of the divine attribute of mercy, and it is 

-
shown that Imitatio Dei is human imitation of that attribute. 

The fourth chapter examines the concept of Imitatio Dei in kabbalistic thought 

The major part of the chapter is a close reading of chapter one of The Palm Tree of 

Deborah by Moses Cordovero, a treatise on Imitatio Dei based on Micah 7:18-20. The 

reading of The Palm Tree of Deborah is preceded by an explanation of the kabbalistic 

doctrine of the Sefiroth, and biographical material on Cordovero. 

v 



The fifth chapter discusses the relevance of Irnitatio Dei in modern and 

contemporary Jewish thought. Irnitatio Dei is shown to be an important concept in 

the theologies of Martin Buber and Abraham Joshua Heschel, as well as for other 

contemporary thinkers. 
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A NOTE ON TRANSLA'"AON 

Translations from the Bible are from Tana/ch: A New Translation of the Holy 

Scriptures According to the Traditional Hebrew Text (Philadelphia: The Jewish 

Publication Society, 1985) or my own translation. 

Translations from The Palm Tree of Deborah are from Louis Jacobs. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE DOCTRINE OF IMIT A TIO DEI: INQUIRY AND OVERVIEW 

DEFINITION AND HISTORICAL INFORMATION 

Imitatio Dei, the imitation of God, is a theological term which refers to human 

imitation of certain actions which God is perceived as performing. The Latin term 

originated within Christianity, where it means the modelling of one's actions after those 

of Jesus Christ. This may be understood as the Christian's obligation to love others, just 

as Jesus loved, and as such is found in the New Testament (e.g., Epistle to the Ephesians 

S:lf.) and elsewhere in the literature of the early Church (e.g., Polycarp's Letter to the 

Philippians).1 Taken to the extreme, it sometimes has been understood as the Christian's 

actual participation in the passion and sufferings of Jesus, perhaps even to the extent of 

the experience of stigmata, a kind of concrete physical irnitation .1 In Christian theology, 

then, the actions, and sometimes the experiences, of Jesus become the model; lmitatio 

Dei is Imitatio Christi. 

Looking back even further, the concept of imitation of the divine can be traced to 

Greek thought. The Pythagorean school speaks of "following after God," and Plato too 

makes repeated reference to this idea. In Plato's Theaetetus, Socrates states that human 

beings must become as much like God as possible by becoming just and pious through 

knowledge, and in the Phaedrus Plato writes that only one who follows after God can 

1Martin Buber, 1SNel and the World: Essays in a Time of Crisis (New York: Shocken, 1963), pp. 
68-69. 

2lbid., pp. 69-70. 
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experience true being.3 

Plato developed the Pythagorean idea of metempsychosis, according to which the 

soul is a fallen godlike being imprisoned within the flesh. The soul must migrate 

through a series of bodies until it becomes purified, at which point it must no longer 

return to corporeal form but can reenter the godlike state. Thus God is viewed as ''the 

model of the soul that purifies itself in order to return home.''4 

Whereas in Christian theofogy the person and actions of Jesus are exemplary. 

Greek theology has no such example. The capricious, all -too-human Zeus is no analogue 

to Jesus. Buber writes of the Greek longing for perfection, whereby the Zeus figure 

evolves from a person to a philosophical ideal, and the imitation of God remains a 

problematical and ultimately unsatisfactory concept within Greek thought. ''The Greek," 

Buber states, "can only imitate the wish that he himself has given a visible form.''5 

IN JUDAISM 

There is no one term in Judaism which stands as exact equivalent to '1mitatio 

Dei." Likewise, the concept of imitation of God in Judaism, while similar in some 

respects to that concept as it appears in Christianity and in Greek thought, in most other 

respects must be radically different. There. is no equivalent in Judaism to the Jesus 

figure, who in Cluistianity functions as a bridge and an intermediary between the 

human and the divine. Christian theology has addressed itself to tensions inherent in the 

albi.d., p. 66. 

'Ibid. 

slbid., P· 68. 
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relationship of the human to the divine, as has Greek thought Within Judaism, due to 

certain aspects of the very nature of its theology, which will be discussed, the concept of 

imitation of God is perhaps even more problematical. Yet it is a doctrine of fundamental 

importance throughout Jewish thought. What can be said about Irnitatio Dei as it exists 

within Judaism? 

Judaism is a religion fraught with paradox. One of the greatest of these paradoxes 

concerns the nature of God and the nature of humankind, and their relationship to each 

other. How can a religion which professes that G')d is unknowable and unattainable, and 

which enjoins against making images of God, at lhe same time expect - indeed 

command -- human beings to "be like" God? Rabbi Hama bar Han.ina (third century, 

Palestinian amorah) poses the question thus: 

What is the meaning of that which is written "After the Lord 
your God ye shall walk" (Deut 13:5). ls it then possible for 
man to walk after the Shekinah (the' Holy Presence)? Is it not 
said: "For the Lord thy God is a devouring fire" (Deut. 4:24).6 

The problem here is implicit within the vast, seemingly unbreachable chasm 

separating human beings from the divine. In Buber's words, God is "invisible, 

incomprehensible, unformed, not-to-be formed."7 Human beings, of course, are 

creatures, possessing all the creaturely characteristics and limitations. Yet human beings 

must somehow imitate God. And it is not, as Buber points out, a human conception of 

God that human beings are required to emulate, but God per se - and Buber calls this 

6samuel Belkin. In His Image: The Jewish Philosuplry of Man as Expressed in Rabbinic Traditiorr 
(New York! Abelard-Schuman, 1960), p. 29. 

'Buber, op. cit., p. 71. 



the "central paradox of Judaism.'.a 

IN THE BIBLE 

The biblical text wherein Jewish thought has traditionaUy discerned the ''thirteen 

middoth" - the thirteen measurements, characteristics, or modes of behavior of God - is 

Exodus 34:6ff.9 The thirteen middoth comprise an answer to Moses' request, in Exodus 

33:13, to be shown God's "ways.'' It is noteworthy that, whereas Moses' request to be 

shown God's "glory" (Ex. 33:18) is denied, the request to be shown God 's "ways" is 

granted.10 Although Moses is unable to see what Gnd is, he is permitted to see God's 

ways, or the manifestations of God in action. These are presented as follows: 

The Lord passed before him and proclaimed: 'The Lord! the 
Lord! a God compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, 
abounding in kindness and faithfulness, extending kindness to 
the thousandth generation, forgiving iniquity, transgression, 
and sin; yet He does not remit all punishment, but visits 
iniquity of parents upon children and upon children's 
children, upon the third and fourth generations. Moses 
hastened to bow low to the ground in homage1 and said, "If 1 
have gained Your favor, 0 Lord, pray let the Lord go in our 
midst, even though this is a stiff necked people. Pardon our 
iniquity and our sin, and take us for Your own!" (Ex. 34:6-9) 

Brocke points out that the intention of the thirteen middoth is to "define the area 

within which imitation can occur/'11 and the fact that the list includes negative elements 

as well as positive is not problematical. The negative elements are intentionally omitted 

•Ibid. 

4 

9Michael Brocke, "The 'Imitation of God' in Judaism." In A Falatwi, J.J. Petuchowski, W. 
Strolz, eds., Thre:t Ways to the One God (New York Crossroads, 1987), p. 58. 

iolbid., P· 56. 

11Ibid., p. 58. 
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from liturgical usage, and only the positive elements are considered imitable by human 

beings, who are necessarily limited by their mortality and thus incapable of imitation of 

all of the ways of God.12 Human beings are to model themselves on God, and 

particularly on specific moral ''ways" of God. 

Another biblical text dealing with imitation is the so-called Holiness Code (Lev. 

17-26), with its numerous variations on the theme stated succinctly in 19:2: "you shall be 

holy, for I the Lord your God am holy ." A salient feature of this material is its demand 

that Israel be holy and thereby imitate God.13 The operative term here is kadosh, ''holy." 

What exactly does it mean to be kadosh? The word can best be translated as "set apart." 

As God is other, so too must Israel be, at least in some respects, other. For Israel, 

otherness is accomplished by fulfilling the commandments. The ethical commandments 

are understood as being modelled on God's ways. Indeed, Schechter has call 

Deuteronomy, that book of the Torah which reiterates the entire Mosaic teaching with an 

emphasis on the commandments, "Israel's book of imitatio dei."14 

God's ways appear throughout Scripture. In the Prophets and in th.e Psalms, 

especially, God's dynamic moral qualities are mentioned, with the understanding that 

these are the qualities to be emulated by human beings. 

Certain categories of actions, then, when perf onned by human beings, elevate 

those human beings towards attainment of a greater degree of similarity to the divine. 

13Menabem Haran, "Holiness Code." In Encyclopedia /udaica Qerusalem: Keter, 1975), vol. 8, 
P· 820. 

1•Buber, op. cit., p. 75, quoting Solomon Schechter. 
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Denoting more than moral qualities, they imply moral actions.15 The imitation of God 

involves actual practice of specific behaviors, and moves from the realm of abstract 

theological concept to the realm of the actudl and the practical. 

IN R.ABBlNlC THOUGHT 

Irnitatio Dei has been described as the foundation. the motive, and the inspiration 

for rabbinic ethics. God is the model for humankind. In rabbinic literature, God 

possesses those qualities which should be foremost in human behavior, and the imitation 

of God is advanced as the ideal after whid\ hum~n beings should strive.16 

There exists a great body of Talmud and midrash which explicates the doctrine of 

Irnitatio Dei. The major thrust of this material is that it is not the abstract ethical 

attributes of God which human beings must emulate, but rather the ethical actions of 

God. God becomes an anthropomorphic example whose mi.ddoth reveal those divine 

aspects which are imitable, in order that human beings can learn how they should 

behave humanely toward others. The mosl prominent divine attributes are graciousness 

and mercy, from them issuing the works of lovingkindness.17 

As a model for human behavior, God is represented as personally observing the 

precepts which human beings are expected to observe. The midrash states: 

The attributes of the Holy One blessed be He are unlike those 
of a human being. The latter instructs others what they are to 
do but may not practice it himself. Not so is the Holy One 
Blessed be He; whatever He does He commands Israel to 

15R. Travers Herford, Talmud and Apocrypha (London: Soncino Press, 1933), p. 29ff. 

16Abraham Cohen, Everyman's Talmud (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1949), p. 211. 

1'Brocke, op. cit., p. 67. 
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perform. (Ex. R. 30:9)18 

God, then, becomes the ethical actor who teaches human beings moral behavior; God 

does not merely lay down the norms, but actually does personally what God requires, 

showing via human actions what that is.19 

God as ethical example is found in Targum texts. The authors of the Palestinian 

Targum inserted accounts of God's performance of gemiluth hesed. These exemplary 

deeds include tl\e clothing of the naked (garments of skin for Adam and Eve in Gen. 

3:21), bringing together of bride and bridegroom (Gen. 2:21), visiting the sick (Gen. 18:1 ), 

comforting the mourner (Gen. 35:9), feeding the hungry (Ex. 16:4), and burying the dead 

(Deut. 34:5). Brocke notes that what is found in the Targum reflects existing 

interpretation, the message being that human beings are to treat their neighbors just as 

God did, and does.20 

This idea is prevalent in the rabbinic literature. The rabbis interpreted the 

expression "to walk in the ways of God" to mean the imitation of the middoth.2
' In this 

interpretation, the contradiction of God as a consuming fire, to whose ways human 

beings must cling, disappears. The middoth become the effective "ways" of God in which 

1"Cohen, op. dt., p. 8. 

''Brocke, op. dt., p. 61 . 

10Ibid., PP· 61-62. 

21 Arthur Mannorstein, 'The Imitation of God (Imitatio Dei) in the Hagaddah." In J. 
Rabinowitz. MS. Lew, eds. A. Marmorstein, Studies in Jewish Theology (London: Oxfold 

_rUniversity Press, 1950), pp. 115-116. 



human beings are to "walk."22 A Tannaitic mid.rash on Deuteronomy 11 :22 makes this 

point: 

"To walk in all His ways" (Deut. 11 :22). These are the ways of 
God: "God, a merciful and gracious God" (Ex. 34:6) and "All 
who are called with the name of the Lord will be delivered" 
(Joel 2:30). But how is it possible for man to be called by the 
name of God? Rather, as God is called merciful -- may you 
too be called merciful. As God is called gracious - may you 
too be gracious. As it is written: "God is gracious and 
O'},erciful" (Ps. 145:8) - may you too give free gifts. God is 
called righteous, as it is written: "For God is righteous, He 
loves righteousness" (P>. 11 :7) - may you too be righteous. 
God is called compassjonate, as it is written ''For I am 
compassionate, says the Lord" (Jer. 3:12) - may you too be 
compassionate. Therefore it is written: "All who are called 
with the name of the Lord will be delivered. (Sifre on Deut. 
11 :22) 

Again, in the Talmud it stated: 

What m eans the text, ''You shall walk after the Lord your 
God" (Deut. 13:4). Is it, then, possible for a man to walk after 
the Shekinah of whid\ it is written, "The Lord your God is a 
devouring fire" (Deut. 4:24)? But the meaning is to follow the 
attributes of the Holy One blessed be He: as He clothed the 
naked (Gen. 3:21), so do you clothe the naked; as He visited 
the sick (Gen. 18:1), so do you visit the sick; as He comforted 
mourners (Gen. 25:11), so do you comfort those who mourn; 
as He buried the dead (Deut. 34:6), so do you bury the dead . 
(Sot. 14a) 

This doctrine appears in several other places as well. For example: 

This is my God and I will adorn (sic) Him" (Ex. 15:2). It is, 
then, possible to adorn God? Yes, by resembling Him; as He is 
compassionate and gracious, be also compassionate and 
gracious. (Mekh. 37a"F 

22Brocke, op. cit., p. 62. 

2lCohen, op. dt., p. 11. 

8 



The King has a retinue; what is its duty? To imitate the King. 
(Sifra on Lev. 19:2)24 

Be like Me; as I repay good for evil, so do you repay good for 
evil. (Ex. R. 26:2)25 

9 

In ancient Israelite societies, public service, while continuously stressed, was not a 

profession as such. Judges and other public officials received little pay for their services, 

while all qualified individuals were urged to take upon themselves social responsibility. 

"Quite probably it was precisely because public service was not looked upon as a 

'profession' that Imitatio Dei became .Jne of the fundamental principles in Judaism.''26 

In the Talmud it is stated that the verse "Behold , I have taught you statutes and 

ordinances, even as the Lord my God commanded me" (Deut. 4:5) shows that as God 

teaches without remuneration, so too shall human beings teach without remuneration 

(Ned. 37a, Bech. 29a).27 Upon this dictum, which applies to teachers, judges, and other 

public officials, is the entire structure of Jewish public service grounded; it goes far 

beyond idealistic homily and takes on the force of law.is 

There are numerous rabbinic texts which convey the notion of a kind of indirect 

Imitatio Dei, instructing people not to behave in conformity with the ways of the world . 

Often these texts are similes wherein God is compared with a mortal ruler, and shown to 

'2Sfbid. 

~Udn, op. dt., p. 155. 

'111bid. .. 
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be different, to transcend the conditions and the conventions of mundane sodety.29 

The liturgy makes use of texts dealing with imitation. Included in the daily 

morning worship is the prayer : "Praised be Thou, Lord our God, King of the world, who 

makes the blind to see ... who clothes the naked ... who frees the captives.'' Three times a 

day is recited Psalm 145, wherein God "opens His hand."30 The observance of the 

Sabbath can be viewed as a kind of lmitatio Dei; just as God rested, so are human beings 

commanded to rest (see Ex. 20:11 and 31:17).31 

As touched upon above, the lis~ of God' s middoth includes negative attributes as 

well as positive. In rabbinic literature, God always exemplifies the positive ethical model; 

for most negative injunctions, the literature does not employ the personal model of 

God.32 The rabbis did not overlook the fact that there are certain qualities attributed to 

God which human beings must not emulate.13 The verse "Come and see the works of 

the Lord, He is terrible in His doing to the children of men" (Ps. 66:5) is said to refer to 

the mysterious and devious ways in which God rules the world.34 According to 

rabbinic interpretation, deviousness is one of four divine attributes which human beings 

are not to copy, the others being jealousy, vengeance, and exaltation.35 Midrashim 

2'Srocke, op. cit., p. 63. 

30Ibid. 

31fbid., pp. 63-64. 

32Ibid., p. 63. 

:UC:ohen, op. cit., pp. 211-212. 

34Herford, op. cit., p. 131, quoting Solomon Schechter. 

35Ibid., p. 131. 



referring to these attribu tes include: 

"I the Lord your God am a jealous God" (Ex. 20:5). l am lhe 
master of jealousy and jealousy is not mas ter of Me. (Mekh . 
68a) .~ 

With a human king wrath controls him, but the Holy One 
blessed be He controls His wrath, as it is said, 'The Lord 
avenges and is full of wrath" (the Hebrew literally is "master 
of wrath" Nahum 1:2). (Gen . R. 49:8)31 

The theology involved in discussion of the negative divine attributes needs to be 

sophisticated. lt is necessary to ponder the concept of God's essen tial unity, to f: truggle 

with the idea that, in God , all attributes are one. With regard to the attributes of justice 

and mercy, Belkin writes that to assume that they are separate powers with.in God 

amounts to a heresy. He warns, too, against identification of God with mercy a!one, as 

this assumes another power for jus tice. Rather, God's exercise of justice and mercy is 

simultaneous, in a way which passes human comprehension. God's essence is a unity. 

but the essential nature of humankind is dual, composed of body and soul, of an 

impulse for good and an impulse for evil. In fact , the human sense of justice is 

sometimes at odds with the human feeling for mercy. How is it possible, then, for 

human beings to imitate God vis-a-vis God's attributes of justice and mercy? The 

11 

traditional answer to this question is in part practical - that strict justice is the province 

of the court system, and part ethical - that individuals should try to rise above s trict 

justice, for in so doing they will truly be imitating God in God's attribute of mercy.38 

36(:ohen, ap. cit., p. 212. 

'l1Jbi.d. 

38Belkin, ap. cit., p. 218. 



A somewhat divergent line o( th.:>Ught in rabbinic literature consis ts of almost a 

refutation of Imitatio Dei . This approach is evident in midrashic statements like the 

following: 

"You shall be holy" (Lev. 19:2). Do yo u think that you can be 
as holy as I am? No, J alone am holy." (L,'V. R. 24:9)·w 

"Only he who can accompUsh My works is like Me," says 
God. Once a king lit two torches and prnclaimed, "Whoever 
performs the like shall be called Augustus and I will not 
t>egrudge him the title . God has created heaven and earth. Do 
the same, and then can you t1lso be rn lled God , then will you 
be like Him." (Dcut. R 1:10)411 

Comparable to the line of tho ught contesting the capability of the individual to 

12 

imitate God is the notion that the possibilit y fo r imitatio n rests o nly in the collectivity 01 

Israel as a people. According to Marmors tein, the theory is that "Israel in its unity, 

uniqueness, and harmony, in its separation fro m sin and impurity, and sanctification by 

doctrine and precept, comes neares t to God "41 A midrash illustrating this idea takes the 

form of a dialogue between God and Israel, who proclaim each other's unity, extol each 

other's uniqueness, recognize their interdependency, and so on. The dialogue sets forth 

the clear resemblance perceived between God and Is rael. (Sifre on Deut. 348a, Midrash 

Tanhuma p. 221, and Midrash Shir Ha-Shirim c.p. 16)42 

3~armorstein , op. cit., p. 117. 

40/bid. 

41 /bid., p. 118. 

42lbid., PP· 118-119. 
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This resemblance between God and Israel ts to some ex tent divinely preo rdained, 

and in this sense is different from imitation as an activity per se. Rather, it constitutes a 

more static condition of similarity. From this state of :-esemblance has arisen "a rhetonc 

o f polarity and reciprocity, and all-inclusive antithesis of God and lsrael."4
' Grounded 

in the Bible and influenced by Hellenism, these s tatements are to be found in the 

piyuttim.~ One poem expresses the similarity of God and Israel as follows. 

Who is like you and who is like your people? 
Who is s imilar to yot1 -- but they are similar to you! 
You have choser, tb:'m for you rself. they have chosen you for 

themselves 
They for you and you for them 
Ordained for you and them alike 
The same names for you and them 
They are called by your name, the 'holiness of Israel' 
You are called by their name, 'Holy Israel ' 
You say: I am your sanctifier and your sanctification 
You are my sanctified and my sanctification 
Worthy the sa11ctification of the Holy by the holy! 
(Piyutte Ynn11ni on Lev. 19:2)'5 

Here, and elsewhere in the gt>nre, the election of Israel presupposes a state of 

similarity to God, which is dis tinguished from and yet which complem ents Israel' s 

desire to imitate God via ethical action ."" 

A somewhat different train of thought encountered in the rabbinic material is 

that human beings canno t hope to become like God in this world, but that it is onJy 

43Brocke, op. cit., p. 65 . 

... Ibid., pp. 65-66. 

45/bid'I p. 66 . 

.t.fbid. 



after death that humans can attain a closeness to the divine.r A midrash to this 

effect reads: 

ln the future world you will resemble and be like God. 
Here in this world a man cannot be like God, neither the 
ordinary man, no r the pjous man, nor Israel. A new world, 
an aeon of quite another character, must arise in o rder to 
render possihle this mighty transformation. (P1•s1ktn R. on 
Deut. 4:4)411 

The doctrine of lmitatio D i, thL'n, must be considered as a major motive and 
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inspi ra tion of rabbinic ethics . A person whose conduct is morally upright establishes 

kinship with God through this conduct 4q Throughout rabbinic teaching is manifest 

an endeavor to bridge the gap between the human and the divine, "lo make the 

recognition of God clearer l t1 tht> hum,m understanding and lo cultivate in man a 

resemblance to God."541 

lN MEDIEVAL PHIL050PHY: MAIMONIDES 

Moses Ben Maimon, or Maimonides (11 35-120-1), is the great medieval Jewish 

philosopher in whose worb can be seen d tension between the God of philosophy 

and the God of religion. Dealing with lmitatio Dei the most extensively of all the 

medieval Jewish philosophers, Maimonides numbers it as one of thE: commandments, 

s tating in Se/er ha-Mitzvoth that one is "to emulate God in His beneficent and 

47Mannorstein, op- cit., p. 120. 

48/bid., PP- 120-121. 

·~Cohen, op. cit. , p. 212. 

~armorstein, op. cit., p. 106. 
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righteous ways to the bes t of one's ability . ~' Ma1momdes understood this as being 

related to the admonition to follow the middle way.52 Its importance for 

Maimonides can be seen in his taking the injunction ~o be holy of Leviticus 19 not as 

a single commandment, but as a commandment to fulfill all of U1e 613 

commandments."-1 

ln his struggle against anthropomorphism, Maimonides developed a "negative 

theology" which avoided any positive statements concerning God. According to 

Maimonides, God does not possess ethk.d characteristics. God does, however, act in 

such a manner to which human actions, deriving as they dn from ethical qualiries, 

are comparable. Maimonides writes: 

The highest human virtue is to become like unto Him, in 
so far as man is capable of that: U'\at is, we must make our 
behavior like His, as the sages have indicated wi th the 
explanation of "You sha ll be holy": He is gracious, be 
gracious also; He is merciful, be mercif u1 also. The purpose 
of all this is to show that the attributes ascribed to Him are 
those of His activity and do not signify that He possesses 
characteristics. (Guide of the Perplexed I, 54);.i 

In his books of Jewish practice, Maimonides' intent was to convey the 

trad itional teachings of the active imitation of God, leaving no room for possible 

misinterp retations of a deity with attributes. Elsewhere in his work, Maimonides 

51Seymou r Siegel, "Imitation of God (Tmitatio Dei)." In Encyclopedia ]udaiCJJ (Jerusalem: Keter, 
1975), vol. 8, p. 1292. 

51Brocke, op. cit ., p. 59. 

54Ibid., p. 68. 



states that the path to God is the arqub1 tion of speculative knowledge, particula rly 

knowledge of God, and that this leads to the imitation of God. He sta tes; 

The perfection in which man can truly glory is attained by 
him when he has acquired -- as far as this is possible for 
man -- the knowledge of God, the knowledge of His 
providence, and of the manner in which it influences His 
creatures in their production and continued existence. 
Having acquired this knowledge he will then be 
determined always to seek lovingkindness, justice, and 
righteousness and thus to imitate the ways of God. (Cuidt' 
of the Perplexed III, 54)~' 

Reflecting his concern to synthesizr or to harmonize religion and philosophy, this 

formulation of the Maimonidean concept of lmitatio Ot!i is elegant and powerful . 

HumankinJ, who is most like God whe:i 1l t>xerc1ses its rational capacity to the 
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fullest, thus becomes inspired to be ev1:m more like God in its capacity of love, justice, 

and righteousness. 

SUMMARY 

This initial chapter has been an attempt to define Imitatio Dei, first by viewing 

it in its Christian and Greek contexts, where it is problematical but less so than in its 

Jewish c.ontext. Within the vast, rich complexity of Jewish thought. the concept of 

imitation of God presents unique difficulties. If God is to tally other, how are human 

beings to fulfill the commandment to be like God? We have seen how the rabbis, in 

their effor t to deal with this paradox, developed from the biblical verses an entire 

edlical system. For the rabbis, to "walk in God' s ways" essentially means to follows 

God's example by performing prescribed, specific morally upright actions when 

SSSiegel, op. cit ., p. 1293. 
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relating to fellow human bemgs. In the medieval period, Maimonides understood the 

imitation of God as rela ting to the exercise o( the intellect, which in turn leads a 

person to emulate those ethica l actions of the di vine 

A brief treatment of some aspects of the imitation of God, this chapter has 

raised many questions . It is to one of thL1se questions that we now tum. What can we 

say about lmitatio Dei in the Bible? 



CHAPTER l1 

IMrT ATIO DEI IN THE BJRLE 

TMITATIO DEi IN GENESIS 1 :26~27 

A study of the concept of lmitatio Oei as it appears in the Bible can be 

approached from several directions. ln this chapter. I shall approach Imitatio Dei in 

the Bible th rough the notion of b' t5c/cm Elo/11m, the creation of humankind in GoJ 's 

image, as it appears in Genesis 1:26-27 It 1s n~y opirnof'I that this text is centra l to the 

entire biblical concept of the imitation of God . 

We read: "Let us make aJam f hum.rnkinJJ in our image, after our likeness .. 

And God created 11dam in His image, in the image of God He created him'' (Gen. 1 :26-

27). H ere we confront perhaps the initial paradox of Judaism. For, in lhe o pening of 

the Torah, within the selfsame passages which present God as cosmic creator, as 

omnipotent, ineffably above and wh0lly o ther than the creation which God brings 

into being, we encounter God' s creature ndn111 ns somehow bearin g some essential 

similarity to its creato r. 

Let us backtrack and look at the very beginning of tlte Bible. We see, of course, 

that the Bible begins with God. God's existence is a given, unquestioned and taken 

for granted.1 God here is the creator God, seen in the opening verses of Genesis as 

the force which creates according to a master plan and which imbues all of creation 

with purpose. The narrative describes God's creation of order from chaos. God's 

creation of all aspects of nature -- light, land and sea. vegetation, sun and moon, Ute 

1W. Gunther Plaut, ed., The Torah: A Modeni Commentary (New York: Union of American 
Hebrew Congregations LUAHC]. 1981 ), p. 21. 



sea animals and the land animals -- until finally the s tage is set for the creation o f 

ndam. 

The creation of ndam differs from all preceding acts of creation in that it is 

recorded in two s tages: God voices the intent to create, and then actual ly creates, 

Adam. This highlights the unique status of human beings as the aim and the crown of 

creation.2 Moreover, we read concerning God 's intent· "Let us make adam in our 

image, after our likeness" (Gen. I :26) . And v<hen we read of the ensuing crea tion , v:t> 

learn: "And God created adnm in i-Iis image, in the image of God H e created him" 

(Gen. 1:27). Leibo witz no tes the "poetic and eleva ted" sty le of verse 27, she remarks 

that the creation o f ndam is referred to three times, and she writes: 'The chasm 

separating man from the re t of crea tion 1s s tressed twice in the s tatemen t that he 

was created i11 the image of God ."J 

Reacling the text in this way leads us to an appreciation of how the To rah sets 

up for us a theological base. The very fi rs t and the essential fact w hich we learn 

about human beings is that they are created by God b'tsalnw, b' tselem Elohim - in His 

image, in God's image. According to Plaut, '' ltJhese w ords reflect the Torah's abiding 

wonder over man's special status in creation ... "4 Plaut writes that human beings 

thus possess both a unique intellectual capacity and a unique moral capacity, and a 

fundamental holiness and dignity. Although human nature is radically differen t fro m 

2Nehama Leibowitz, Studies in Bereshit (Genesis) Arveh Newman, tr. (Jerusalem: The World 
Zionist Organization, 1980), pp. 1-2. · 

3Tbid., p. 2. 

'Plaut, op. cit., p. 22. 
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divine nature, human beings are ir. some respects potentialJy capable of approaching 

the divine.5 

Yet as has been remarked, this theological no tion of fi' tsalmo is not without a 

certain tension. 1n discussing this tension, Brocke writes: 

Biblically speaking, it is painful ly clear how partial and 
fragmentary the imitation of God must be. The fact that 
man is made in God's image and likeness (Gen . 1:26f.) has 
no consequence in this regard; to wish to imitate the 
Creator of worlds, to work such miracles as the liberation 
from Egypt, to raise the dead, would be not o nly 
presumptuous bu• ridiculous. Where, then, is the 
specifica lly divine element of human imitation of God? 

H ow, in view of the foregoi ng, is it possible to reach the 
certainty of Judaism that God requires us to imitate Him , 
indeed that He longs for us to do so, and hence that 
imitatio dei is an essential C"haracteris tic of Judaism? 

The possibility of the imitation of God is 1r, fact to be 
found in the Bible, in an area of !if e where the 
con tradictions of inaccessibility and approachabili ty are 
unmistakablP.b 

lMITATIO DEi IN EXODUS 34 AND LEVlTICUS 19 

Brocke sees the thirteen middoth of Exodus 34 as a central text in his argument 

that Imitatio Dei is a biblical injunction. As w e have seen in chapter one of this thesis. 

Brocke understands the middoth as setting parameters within which human imitation 

of the divine can occur. He points ou t that the b part of Exodus 34:9, asking fo r 

God's pardon from punishment, indica tes awareness that, w hile divine ways are 

6Michael Brocke, 'The 'lmitation of God' in Judaism". In A. Falaturi, J. J. Petuchowski, W. 
Strolz, eds., Thre.e Ways to the One God (New York: Crossroads, 1987), p. 57. 



imitable, they are not human ways. Mortals are incapable of complete imHation. 

God's ways, says Brocke, cannot be found in the ordinary human conditio n of error 

and confusion; we must look fo r God 's ways as God imparts them in the Bible.7 
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Furthermore, Brocke writes that the "ways" u{ God ~"IS referred to in the Bible 

are the miiidoth, and not the commandments. As cla rification of this s tatement, h e 

brings Deuteronomy 11 :27· "Fo r if you will be ca reful to do a ll this commandrr.ent 

which I command you to do, loving the Lord you r God, walking in all His ways, and 

cleaving to Him . . " The verse may seem redunda nt, but the unders tanding here is 

that God 's ways must n ot be equated with the commandments. They are the 

commandments and more - to walk in "all" God's ways means to imitate God .s 

The argument progresses to a consideratio n nf Levi ticus 19:2. The injunction 

that ''You shall be ho ly for I the Lord your God am holy" does no t imply that 

humans are to be holy 111st as God 1s holy. Rather, it affirms the possibility that 

humans can be holy . The ensuing list of commandments and proscribed behaviors 

are God-given vehicles for approaching this holiness. Once we have identified God' s 

"ways" with the middoth, concludes BJOd<e. many biblical s tatements may be 

understood as references to lmitatio Dei .,. 

7/bid ., p. 58. 

8/bid., pp. 58-59. 

qlbid., p. 59. 
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IM!T ATIO l)EJ IN THE THEOLOGY OF EUEZER BERKOVITS 

In hi s comprehensive s tudy of biblical theology, 10 Eliezer Berkovits, too, is 

concerned with f..mdamental questions about the relationship between human beings 

and God. Although much of hi s work does not .1ddress lmitatio Dei directly, most of 

it does deal with the intimate d ivine-human relationship whkh is necessary in order 

fo r the imitation of God to become a poss ibility. Berkovits dea ls extensively wit!i th~ 

nature of this relationship . H is method involves the culling of prooftexts frum 

througho ut the Bible, .'l ca reful .1pplicutio1t of these prooftexts and a meticulous 

examination of their languagt> . Employing these prooftt>xts, Berkov1ts a ttempts to 

show that, in the Bible, human beings may come to know G0d via differen t ways. 

Berkovits writes that G1,)d rn<1y be revealed as YHVH. ln this aspect, God is 

known as sovereign and judge, through the manifestatio ns of power and judgmenl 

over people and nations, nature and his tory . As such, God transcends nature and 

humankind.11 In what seems to be direct contrcl st, God also m ay be revealed as 

YHVH Elohim. As YHVH Elohim, God \3 known as providential caregiver, exerting 

love towards humankind . God in this aspect is very near to human beings.12 

According to Berkovits' theory, then, one can experience God as YHVH, in the 

manifestation of divine transcendence, and one can experience God as YHVH Elohim, 

in the manifestation of divine immanence. 

1°Eliezer Berkovits, Man and God: Studies in Biblical Theology (Detroit: Wayne State Uni versity 
P res.s, 1969). 

11/bid., pp. 13-15. 

12lbid., p. 15. 
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But how are these two manifesta tions to be reconcil ed? Berkovits seeks to 

reconcile them by bringing proofte"\tS to illustrate ,1 third biblical fo rmulation 

regarding human acquisition of kncwlrdge of God : "ki YHVH hu ha-Elohim ... that 

YHVH is the Elo~im . " In this context , he discusses the ccmfrontation between Elijah, 

the people, and the prophets of Baal, wherein Elijah commands: "If YHVH be the 

Elohim, foll ow Hirn ... " (1 Kings 18-21).14 For Berkovits, this narrative parallels that 

of the Golden Calf. ln Exodus 32, the Cri lf represents the Elohim, as opposed to 

YHVH, so that the worship of the C1li (Floh1m ) b not J reje(tion of, but a m eans oi 

honorir.g, YHVH. In bo th narratives. the Elohim. as that aspect of deity whose 

immediate concern is for the people. becomes a kind o f intermed iary between them 

and YHVH. Berkovits argues tha t a goal of the Elijah m ateri al is to show that YHVH 

and the Elohim are two aspects of the one God .1" Likewise, s tates Berkovit~, the 

Shema: "Hear, 0 Israel, YHVH is our Elo him; YHVH is o ne " This comes to teach us 

that the transcendent creator is also the immanent preserv er . 1 ~ 

Here Berkovits reaches an unders tanding as to the paradox of the divine­

human relationship. He finds a biblical emphasis on God's simultaneous immanence 

and transcendence. This em?hasis seems to constitute, in part, an insistence that, yes, 

it is possible fo r human beings to stand in a certain kind of relatio nship to God, and 

13/bid., p. 29. 

1•1bid., p. 23. 

15/bid., p. 26. 

16/bid., P· 29. 
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thus to be able to imi tate God. 

Berkov>ts deals with this idea in .rn examination of Leviticus 20:/-8: ''You shall 

sanctify yourselves and be holy, for 1 am YHVH your Elohim. You sha ll faithfully 

observe My laws; I am YHVH who makes you ~wly ." Here we see thal human beings 

are commanded to be holy not because YHVH is holy, but because YHVH the 

Elohim is holy. Berkovits states: 

Only because YHVH is Elohim. because notwithstanding 
his absoluteness, he relates himself to man and reveals 
himself as the providential father, is imitntio dt'i possible; 
only because of that 1na1 nne say to i'I mere man: be thou 
holy, for God too is holy.'' 

In the fourth chapter of his book. wherein Berkovits deab at length with the 

concept of holiness, he continues to devote much of his scholarship ~o the idea of the 

dose relationship between God and humankind. He brings biblical passages to 

illustrate his point that Kndosh Y1srat'L, the "Holy One of Israel ," is an aspect of God 

which rests with the people. Unlike the transcendent manifestation of God as Lord of 

Hosts, Kadosh Yisrael is immanent. To this aspect of God, wruch is in their midst, can 

the people turn for help and comfort.'8 God is u.nderstood as a deity of compassion 

and love, with whom human beings can experience an intimate relationship. 

We have seen how Leviticus 19:2 - "You shall be holy, for I the Lord your 

God am Holy" - has been perceived in biblical, rabbinic, and medieval 

(Maimonidean) theology as a key passage for the concept of Imitatio Dei. ln looking 

17lbid., p. 44. 

18lbid., pp. 143-144. 
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at this text, Berkovits asks what might the connection be between Israel's obligation 

to be holy and the fact of God's holiness. His answer is that a person may become 

actively holy through the effort of seeking God's nearness and thereby developing a 

relationship with God. Exactly how can human beings sanctify themselves by moving 

closer to God? In many passages wherein Israel ).-; commanded to be holy, this is 

connected with doing God's will. Not only by fulfilling the rituals or the law, but bv 

doing God' s will in all ways -- this is how human beings draw nearer t0 God.'Q 

Holiness means immanence, not transcendence; it alludes to closeness tt.1 God.1" 

Nearness to God through the doing of God's will has certa in ethical 

implications. Berkovits writes about what it might entail. in this l.Ontext to "know 

God." He quotes 1 Samuel 2:12, wherein we lea rn that the sons of Eli were "bas.! 

men, they knew not the Lord." Had they known God, they would not have been 

base. Likewise, we learn in Jeremiah 9:1-2 that evi l men do not know God, and Isaiah 

11:9 describes a peaceful world wherein "the ea rth shall be full of the knowledge of 

the Lord."21 When a human being "knows God," that individual perforce behaves 

ethically and morally. As Berkovits continues to emphasize, knowledge of God does 

not mean intellectual knowledge alone, but direct experience -- a personal 

relationship.22 

19/bid., pp. 184-186. 

11Jfbid., p. 223. 

21 Ibid .• pp. 54-55. 

22Tbid., pp. 56-57. 



Jeremiah 31:31-M reads: 

See, a time is coming, declares the Lord, when I will make 
a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the 
house of Judah .. . this is the covenant that I will make with 
the house of Israel ... I will put My teaching into their 
inmost being and inscribe it upon their hearts. Then f wiU 
be their Elohim, and they will be My people. No longer 
will they need to teach one another and say to one another, 
"Heed the Lord;" for all of them, from the least of them to 
the greatest, shall heed Me, declares the Lord. For I will 
forgive their iniquities, and remembt?r their sins no more. 

As Berkovits points out, the above passage informs us that "knowing God'' 
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means that God's teaching becomes part of one's inmos t being, and consequently one 

begins to do God' s \,rill out of love, as a manifesta tion of one'f true self Berkovits 

states: "To enter into the knowing relationship with God is the great transfor'11ing 

experience in human life, which changes human nature itself. This is the root of the 

causal connection between this knowledge of God and ethical conduct ... "23 Here, the 

relevance to Imitatio Oei is that knowledge of God brings human beings to a state 

wherein they are able to imitate God's ethicdl actions. 

We have seen that, according to the theology of Berkovits, God may be 

revealed to human beings as YHVH Elohim, which name refers to an immanent 

manifestation_ When an individual comes to the realization that YHVH (transcendent) 

and Elohim (immanent) are one and the same, this bridges the gap, as it were, 

between the human and the divine. Once this occurs, numerous possibilities exist. 

People can enter into a personal relationship with God, people can sanctify 

Dfbid., p. 59. 
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themselves and become holy by doing God's wi ll i n all ways, people can know God 

directly. 

It seems to me that the tht-ology here, "'"'·hile no t referring to ImitatJo Dei pt!r :;r. 

is nevertheles:-. laying the ground for it. For much ol the problem we have 

encountered with th~ concept of lmitatio Dei is the paradox of the relationship 

between the omnipotent creator God who is wholly o ther, and the mortal being who 

is God's creation. How can the latter possibly imitate the former, about whom 

nothing can be known? Berkovits sees in the Bible a response to this dilemma. The 

Bible is teaching us, Berkovits says, that humt'l n beings are fully capable of a certain 

knowledge of and intimacy with God. Therefnrt', lmitatio Dei turns out to be weU 

within the realm of human possibi lity . 

One of the more intriguing of Berkovits' theories, and one which deals more 

directly with the notion of lmitatio Dei, involves his analysis of the word mishpnt. He 

devotes the fifth chapter of hi s book to a carefu l examination of this word in con te.xt. 

Berkovits shows quite convincingly how the usual translation of the w ord mishpal as 

"ju stice" is erroneous, and that "according to the mishpnt" really means ''after the 

manner." 

Berkovits finds many instances in the Bible of this usage of the word. For 

example, when Joseph interprets the dream of Pharaoh's butler, he tells him: "you 

will p lace Pharaoh's cup in his hand, as was your fonner custom (mishpat) when you 

were his cupbearer" (Gen. 40:13).14 

24Ibid 238 ., p . . 



Regarding the nll';hpnt of God, Berkovits cites Jeremiah 5:4-6: 

This I thought: These are just poor folk; 
They act foolishly; 
For they d o no t know the way of the Lord , 
The mishpat of their God. 
So I will go to the wealthy 
And speak with them: 
Surel y they kn0w the way o( the Lord. 
The mish11nf of their God . 

Jn this passage, he maintains, 1111shpnt is ..?quivalent to cfrrrkh, i.t:> ., '"wa y" or 

"rnanner-"i.; 

Another text which speak::. ('lt tIH, 1Hl'h1'11f o( God is Psalms l l 9: 149, 156, as 

follows: 

Hear my voice as befits Your lovingkinl.lness; 
0 Lord, p reserve me, as is Your rriisl1pal. 

You m ercies are grea t, 0 Lord; 
As is Your mishpat preserve me. 

Berkovits says that from thi s text we learn that God's 1111sltpat is lovin gkindness and 

compassion 211 

2A 

Thus, for Jeremiah and in the Psalms, God's n11shpnt is God's way, the manner 

in which God loves and cares for human beings. This constitutes the right way. in 

which human beings, too, ought to act. Berkovits writes: 

God's way with his creation is God's Jaw for hi s creation. 
God's law for man emanates from God's way with man. 
All law is God's way, appropriately reflected onto the 
realm of human existence. All biblical Jaw. in a sense, is 
imitatio dei. To practice hesed and rahnmin, which is way 

25lbid., pp. 239-240 . 

26lbid., p. 241. 
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(sic) for God , th us itself is God ' s law for man .t: 

The above quota tion is in keeping with tho e biblical passages requiring 

human beings to ad w ith compassion, mercy, and so on. But mishpat is also used in 

the c:; pecific s~nse of referring to <ln aspect of di vine conduct w hich, in the realm of 

the human, means justice and righ t 2~ 

Berkovi ts expand thi s theory by going on to s t.1te tha t God ' s mishpat is none 

other than tl'lat cosmic principle of ba lance and ha rmon v w hich sustains creation . 

More than an ethical or a legal conce:Jt, 111 1sh17at is th l' h;irmonious creation of the 

cosmos, as presented in Isaiah 40:12-14 . ' "''here God ' -. mL"hl'nf is the perfect order in 

the universe ?-J Accord ing to Berl..uvits 

This mIShpnt , becaus e it is the sustaining law of the 
universe, embraces the whole of exis tenc~. all crea ted 
reality. Whatever exists is d ue to its functioning and man 
encounters it conti '1ua1Jy. If man desires to live. he must 
take cognizance of the ramifications of cosmic mi::.hpnt in 
hi s own sphere of exis tence and cooperate with them.30 

How is 1t possible to translate divine mishpnt into human terms? On the human 

level, too, declares Berkovits, mishpnt is a balancing and harmonization of the whole 

with regard to its preservation and its God-intended functioning. Justi ..:e and law 

among human beings are analogous to God's mishpat in the act of creation. Not 

abstract considerations, they arise from a reality, and the!r purpose is to sustain life 

27/bid ., p. 242. 

28/bid . 

1'1Jbid., pp. 242-243. 

10Tbid., p. 243. 
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In both the divine and the human realms, mishpat is a principle of preservation and 

the restoration of balance . ~1 

Berkovits writes that in D"uteronomy 32:4 -- "The Rock~ His deeds are perfect , 

/ Yea, all Hi~ ways are m1shpat" -- mishpat canno t ret er to s tri ct justice, fo r that 

definition wo uld render the s tatement untrue . On the contrary, God 's ways include 

mercy, compassion, and love. II is tliese qualities, th i.>n, \1,·hich cons tit ute the 

harmonious appropriateness of the univt>rsal 1_)rder.''2 

Addressing the problem of thend icy as it is presen ted ln job, Berkovlts 

maintains that when God asks, "Would you impugn My 111ishpaf?" (Job 40:6), God is 

saying, 'Would you invalidate the way I run the universe"'"'\' Of the implications of 

this vis,} (•is Imitatio Oe1, Berko vits wrill•::; 

If we have said earlier that lhe ways of God with men 
become the laws of God for men, it applies only to the 
extent to which those ways may be projected to the human 
scene. Insofar, however, God's way is God's mishpat as the 
cosmic order of God-envisaged appropriateness, no imitatw 
dei is possible. Thus, in history, a chasm may open 
between the way of God that is just and the <)n~ that, 
though not justice, yet is mishpat. And the heart of faith 
which alone may bridge the chasm, plays with the thought 
that in the end, when all is known, even God's inscrutable 
mishpaf may turn out to be one of those paths of God, of 
which it has been said that they are all hesed and emeth, 
lovingkindness and faithfulness.34 

llJbid., p. 245-246. 

32/bid ., p. 247. 

33lbid., p. 251. 

341Uid., p. 251 -252.. 
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This extremely positive s tatE.>rnent suggests that even this aspect of God, i.e., 

divine mishpnt, which exists beyond the realm of human knowledge and experience , 

can somehow serve as a way towards God. Over and over again, Berkovits speaks of 

the infini te possibilities between God and humankind, of the ultimately open quality 

of their relationship. By logical definition , human imitation of U1e cosmic crea tor God 

is impossible; and ye t, through GoJ's omnibenevolence ;rnd through the divine­

human relationship which is a true .-ind eternal possibili ty, all things - including 

Imitatio Dei -- becom e poss ibl t>. 

This work of Berkovits i::. b0lh ludJ scholarship and life-.:iffim1ing theology 

Ht! perceives a pervading inclina ti on in human beings towards lrnitatio Dei, an 

inclination inherent in the verv nature of humankind. lmita tio Dei becomes 

something much more profound than a moral injunction Certain possibilities for the 

good are almost encoded in the genetic material of human beings. As human beings 

are part of God's created universe1 the cosmic principles which are its fibre live 

within us. 

CONCLUSION 

In th.is chapter, we have examined the Loncept of Imitatio Dei as it appears in 

the Bible, approaching it via a central texts: b'tselem Elohim in Genesis 1:26-27. We 

saw how the placement of the text, its st ructure, language, and style, all contribute to 

the theological statement it makes; that lhe essence of humankind is its creation in 

God's image and hence its potential for approaching and being like God. We looked 

at the scholarship of Brocke, who addresses the paradox implicit in the Genesis text 
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and indeed throughout the Bible and subsequent Jewish theology: how is it possible 

for hum an beings to imita te God? He posits that, although God wholly transcends 

human understanding, God's ways ('.vh1ch he identifies wi th the m1ddoth of Exodus 

34) are knowable. When human beings emulate the ways of God, they are on the 

path to fulfilling the potential expressed in Genesis 1 :26-27, as creatures crea ted 

b' tselem Elohim. 

Berkovit5, too, is concemt>d with this pMillfo:>... In this chapter, I have g iven a 

synopsis of Berkovits' biblical theology in :mjer to lay the groundwork for h is 

posi tion re lmitatio Dei . His theo logy on this point suggests that thE-re are specific 

cosmic principles which emana te from God and which are found w ithin all creation, 

including humankind. It is the striving bv human beings lo lurther develop these 

principles within themselves which constitutes lmitatio Dei 

At this juncture we may fee l confident in alfirming that fmitatio Dei is a 

theological concPpt present in the Bible. Next we will turn to an examination of three 

biblical verses, Micah 7:18-20 



CHAPTER rn 
A READING O F MICAH 7 1 -20 

1 ~Who is a God like you, 
Forgiving iniquity 
And remitting transgression 
O f ~e remnant of his heritagE!'; 
Who has not maintained his wrath fo rever 
Because he loves mercv? 

10He will take us back in love; 
H e will vanquish our iniquities, 
You will hurl all their sins 
Into the depths of the seJ . 

2oYou viii! keep faith wilh ,arob, 
Mercy to Abraham, 
As you promised on oa th to our ance to rs 
In days gone by. 

The Jbove verses cons titut t> Lht> (Ulrrnnaung pencopP l)f thl! boo!- of Micah. As 

the focus of our study is lmitatio Dei, our ta~~ in th1~ chapter will be to examine 

these verses in the light of tha t theologi<'al concept O ur inspiration for this line of 

inquiry is Moses Cordovero's cho ice of this tex t as the grounding for his great treab~e 

o n Imitatio Oei, The Palm Tree of Deborah. What relationship may we discern between 

these verses and the notion of imitation of God? In pondering this question, we will 

look briefly at the significance of the verses within the con text of Micah as a whole. 

Then we will analyze each of the three verses individually, with attention to its 

language, structure, and meaning. Where applicable, we will bring to bear the 

commentator Malbim's interpretation o f the text Finally, we wiU try to draw 

conclusions as to what about this text is outstanding and unique, that Cordovero 

perceived therein the scriptural foundation upon which his Palm Tree of Deborah is 
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based. 

Micah 7:i8-20 concludes a work which consi5ts of some of the harshest and 

most uncompromising oracles of judgment encountl'red in the entire prophetic genre 

Following tlle cbssic prophetic pattern of the <1llernJlion of oracles of doom and 

denunciation with o racles of hope and ~a l vation,' the bnok emphasizes the cruel 

oppression of the poor.1 Micah saw that the officials and the wealthy fea red no 

divine reprisal; they felt secure and confident lh<1t God wa~ with them .1 Micah 's 

passionate response to this complacency went e\'en beyond that of Isaiah, even to 

de.daring the destruction of Jerus.1lem and tht> Tempie (Micah (3:12).4 

Scholars view the last threl' verses of Micah as part of a larger sequence, 7:8-

20, a coll ection of liturgical p ieces with antecedents in the hymn of 1 :3f., the 

confessional passages of 4:5 and 7:7, and the prayer of 5:8 . ~ Wolff terms these 

liturgical pieces "psalm texts," and presents the sch0l.uly opinion tha t they were 

added by redactors with litu1 gical in terests to func ti o n as a response of the 

worshiping community.b The last three verses of the book comprise a hymn which 

suggests themes present in the preceding chapters. For exam ple, the refereT\ces in 

1Juan I. Alfaro, Justice and Loyalty; A Commen tary 0 11 t/1p Book of Micah (G rand Rapids: William 
E. Eerdmans, 1989), p. 8. 

2John Bright, A History of Israel (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1981), p. 293. 

l Alfaro, op. cit .. p. 7; Bright, op. cit., p. 293. 

•snght, op. cit., p. 294. 

5Hans Walter Wolff, Micah: A Commentary (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1990), p. 232. 

6/bid., pp. 25-27. 
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verses 18 and 19 to the sins which will be removed and to the wrath which is not 

retained forever are reminiscent of Micah's proclamation in chapters l through 3, anJ 

the forgiveness of sins implied in the proclamation of salvation in chapters 4 and 5. 

While 7:18-20 Joes not connect direcUy with any of the main strata of the book, it 

echoes all of them / 

Wha t, then, is specia l about 7:18-20? What causes thesc> ,·erses to stand out sc.l 

vividly? For, according to Wolff, these verses, Jesp1te lht-i r an tecedents in the book, 

are a novum.8 They include no more p •oplwot"~ of judgmen t, no accusa tions, no 

announcements of punishment In un.su rpassingly beJutifu l language, this short 

concludmg hymn alone extols the forgivene~s of all g uilt.~ After all the harsh 

judgments in the book of Micah comes this hymn of hope. It b p recisely this 

declaration of total and complete redemplion, of ab~olute salvation, whit h renders 

these verses unique . In an attempt to understand how lhe poet achieves this, we will 

now read the verses closely, one by one. 

18Who is a God like you, 
Forgiving iniquity 
And remitting transgression 
Of the remnant of his heritage; 
Who has not maintained his wrath fo rever 
Because he loves mercy? 

What, asks verse 18, is unique about God? Before we go any fur ther into the 

Micah text, we can state that there are many aspects of God which are unique. God is 

7/bid., p. 25. 

8/bid., p. 232. 

9/bi.d., p. 233. 
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unique in having created the unjverse; God's attributes of omnipresence and 

omnipotence are unique; God en ters into histo ry and performs unique acts of 

redemption; God loves Israel and indeed all of humankind with a unique iove; and 

so on. This we may know in some measure from personal experience, or at any r;-it t? 

we are taught as much in the Biblt.>. But which aspect in particula r of God's 

uniqueness will verse 18 emphasize -- and why? 

Reading further, w e have our answer. That attribute of God, that aspect of 

God's uniqueness, which the poet s tres~ es , which matters m ost to him in this context, 

is the incomparability of divine fo rgiveness of human sins . 

The first participial daust:' makes refert>n ce ll) God's fo rgiving of iniquity. This 

phrase (noseh avon) is the most frequent expression for fo rgiveness in the Bible.10 The 

language appears in the description nf the Yorn Kippur ritual wherein the scapegoat 

bears away all of Israel's transgressions (Lev. 1fl 22), ;rnd is employed to describe the 

action of God's servant who bea rs a.way the sins of m any (ls . 53:12). From the root 

meaning to diverge, avon is one of the three major words fo r sin.11 

Em ployed in the second participial clause, pcshah means apostasy or rebellion, 

and is the most severe of che three words for sin.11 Here God is said to be over al­

peshah, remitting transgression, which usage also occurs in ProverbG 9:11, where the 

best thing about a person is said to be that he remits transgression, o r overlooks 

10Jbid., p. 229. 

11Jbid. 

12/bid. 
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offense.13 

In Micah 7:18, it is "the remna nt of his heritage'' whose transgression God 

remits. AJthough the word "remnant" (shc'crif) is found repea tedly in Micah's 

prophecies (2:1;, 4:7, 5:6-7), it is in 7:18 ;ilnne that it occurs as part of the phrase 

"remnant of his heritage," which usage emphasi zt:s the intimate relationship between 

the remnant and God.14 The same phrase LKCurs in 2 Kings 21:14, when God says 

that "the remnant of my heritage" will bt' givt?n in to the hand of the enemy, the 

ramifications o f which are complete Jes~ruct1on of the prest>nl and future o f Israel. In 

direct contras t, when it is s tated that God will remit the transgression o f the remnant 

of his heritage, it means a to tal revocatilln of divine judgment, an d thus a renewal of 

existence c:iOd the promise of a future for IsrJel 1 ~ 

This verse, then, combines the powerful statement thal God "remits 

transgression," i. e., fo rgives the most severe of s ins, the pcshah, with the objective 

clause "of the remnant of his heri tage," 1.e . of those w ith whom God has a most 

intimate connection and who are the sole hope for Israel 's future . In this way, in a 

remarkably powerful economy of language, the firs t participial clause wherein God is 

stated as "forgiving iniquily " is magnified and intensified . 

13[/Jid. 

14f/Jid. 

151/Jid., pp. 229-230. 
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The third unit of verse 18 introduces the idea that God's anger is limited in 

time, an idea found too in Psalms (Ps . .30:6, 103:g. etc) and in Isaiah 57:16.'b The 

cause of cessation of divine wrath, as we learn in the Micah verse and also in Isaiah 

54:8, is that God loves and desires mercy. Wolff makes an interesting point when he 

understands what he tenns the "k1-clause·· in lhe tourth sentence as functioning 

theologically, providing the m otivation fo r the thrt>t:> preceding sentences concerning 

forgiveness.r 

The phrase "he loves (d esires) mr rcy .. (}11111·1: hcscd hu) is a beautiful o nt.>. 

Striking in its s implicity, it conveys a wenlth 0 1 meanmg. The Hebrew is alliterative 

and metrically effective. The word licsl'J is an inspi red choice, deno ting an inti:nate 

lovingkindness. In a way, thi s humble yt!l lofty phrase is the fulcrum u pon which the 

Micah hymn turns, for it is from this VPry attribute of God, God' s delight in hesed, 

that arises God's readiness to let go of anger and to forgin• s in. Divine wra th, the 

poet tells us, is temporary, while di vine lovingkindness is ultimate and permanent. 

Malbim (Meir Loeb ben Jehiel Michael , 1809-1879) comments on Micah 7:18-20 

from a perspective which makes it relevant to o ur study of lmitalio Dei. His 

approach to the Micah verses is intertextual, the other text which he brings being 

Exodus 34:6-7 -- the thirteen middoth. Malbim's intent is to explain ustensible 

contradictions between the Micah text and the Exodus text, and within the Micah text 

itself. While many of the details of Malbim' s commentary are not directly applicable 

16Jbid., p. 230. 

17[bid. 
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to our study here, it is worthwhile to note some WJYS in which his interpretation 

emphasizes certa in qualities of the Micah text which we have al ready discussed. For 

example, in his commentary on verse 18, Malbim savs that the middofh of compassion 

and mercy art- op erative when God's w rath is not maintained forever. Malbim's use 

of the mutdoth here serves to fur ther the sense that God 's readiness to forgive is an 

essential divine attribute. 

19He will take us back in love; 
He will vanquish our iniquities, 
You will hurl all their sirs 
Into the depths of the st>a 

While verse 18 describes God 's cJCtion~ in ~erwrat , \ 'erse 19, with its imperfect 

verb fonns, deals with c;pecific divine actinns vet Ill lKcur. Th is shift indicates an even 

greater confidence in God.18 Likewise, verse 19 is nwre personalized, the sta tem ents 

referring back to the speakers of the hymn themselves. 1
'
1 

The next sentence, "he will vanquish (tread d own) our iniquities," Wolff calls 

"absolutely unparalleled."20 As the word kavnsh is generally used w ith people (slaves 

subdued by force in Jer. 34:11, 16; women assaulted in Esther 7:8), here Israel 's 

iniquities are personified as enemies whom God will d estroy. This personification of 

Israel's sins continues ir, the next sentence, w here they are hurled into the depths of 

the sea, just as were the Egyptian arm y (Ex, 15:4£.).11 

18/bid. 

"1DJbid. 

21Tbid., p. 231; Alfaro, op. cit ., p. 82. 
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Verse 19 adds the third major word for sin: hntoth. Both avon and hatoth appear 

here in a plural form, and ·concerning hntoth the verse reads: "nil our sins ." Wolff 

writes that the intent is "to present in a comprehensive manner the profusion of 

transgressions for which Israel has been indicted by the prophetic word; then it 

places them under the power of Yahweh's love <1nd forgiveness which destroys 

them."22 Once again, then, the purport is to show that God's forgiveness is totally 

triumphant, unequivoca ll y triumphing over all sin. 

2t>you will keep faith \·Vitr Jacob, 
Mercy to Abraham, 
As you promised on oath lo our ancestors 
In days gone by 

The last verse maintains the mood of confidence of the preceding verse. Here, 

confidence is expressed in the reliability of God' s promise to the patriarchs. The oa th 

promised to the ancestors in dayc gone by is Deuteronomic in concept and in 

phraseology (cf. Deut. 1:8, 35; 4:31 ; 6:10, 18, 23; etc.), and always refers to the divine 

promise of the land. Except here, God prorni~es emcth (faithfulness, loyalty) and, once 

again, hesed, the foundation for the forgiveness of all sins_v 

The naming of "Jacob" and "Abraham" as recipients of God's faithfulness and 

mercy does not refer, of course, to the actual patriarchs, but to the present and future 

generations. Israel understands its future in light of God's forgiveness of all its sins, 

thus calling itself Jacob and Abraham. In this way, Israel attests that, despite its own 

shortcomings in these areas, it is certain of God's unconditional faithfulness and 

nwolff, op. cit., p. 231 

Dfbid. 
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mercy_2~ This certainty becomes anchored in histo ry with the naming of the 

patriarchs. The promises God gave to them are still valid, and will be eternally valid 

for their descendants-25 

Malbim interprets similarly. Continuing his intertextual approach, he notes in 

Exodus 34:6-7 the middoth of faithfulness and of "extending mercy to the thousand th 

generation.'' Malbim adds the definite article to the words "faith" and "mercy" in the 

Micah text, thereby particularizing them. The sense is that, while the promise of 

faithfulness and mercy was made to our aPcestors, God will fu lfill the promise nor Jn 

them, but in us . As the present generation, we are the thousandth generation (Ex. 

34:7) who can be assured of divine salva tion . 

One of the functions of verse 20 is to personalize and particularize the message 

of the hymn. By bringing God 's ancient prnm1se into the presen t, the poet infuses it 

with a newness and an immediacy. This is in keeping with the note of confidence 

and assurance which has been building throughout the hymn. 

Having looked at the three verses individually, let us now see what 

conclusions we can reach r egarding the pericope as a w hole. What is its message, anJ 

what connection is there between that message and the concept of lmitatio Dei? 

This short hymn celebrates, to a degree found nowhere else, the 

incomparability of God's forgiveness of sins.26 The d escriptions of the act of 

24[bid. 

25 Alfaro, op. cit., p. 82. 

26Wolff, op. cit., p. 229. 
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forgiveness are graphic and diverse;r, the act is described with relish, almost 

lovingly. Among all of God's unique l:ieeds and attributes. it 1s the divine capacity (or 

forgiveness which is singled out fo r praise. 

As Alfaro states, God is great 

not so much because of his awe-inspiring and spectacular 
deeds in nature and history, but because of his total 
victory over sin and transgression, and because of his 
loving mercy through which he proves his fidelity to his 
promises. The justice or "anger'' of God is not inflexible 
and heartless, since he delights in steadfast love. His very 
nature indines him to p(lnfon much IT\Ore than the 
repentance of the sinner merits.28 

It is a consequence of God's forgiveness alone lhilt Israel can hope for a new 

beginning and a future, for in the ;ibsence of divine mercy, sin \-.•ould triumph. But 

God's mercy is greater than God's \\Tath , and lhus the message of Micah is one of 

eternal hope. 

The individual human being is commanded and desires to imitate God. Does 

that individual imitate God's acts of might and power? ~l:i, because might and power 

are not the greatest of God 's attributes, nor are they what constitu tes God's 

uniqueness. Rather, the individual must imitate God's acts of forgiveness. Just as 

God's mercy is what sets God apart (Micah 7:18), so it is the emulation of that divine 

mercy which would enable human beings to approach God, to approach what is 

greatest in themselves, that which sets them apart as human beings. 

11lbid. , p. 234_ 

28 Alfaro, op. cit., p. 81. 
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To see God's greatness as being God's readiness to fo rgive seems to me a 

powerful insight, and a highly sophisticated piece of psychology. For it is human 

nature that fo rgiveness of the sins of others, and of o ur own sins, is overwhelmingly 

difficult. We struggle every day of our lives to overcome anger. W e wish to cultivate 

within ourselves a love of mercy, .md the capacity to accept and to pardon_ How 

magnificent to be able to perceive those very qualities within God! 

Micah 7: 16-20 has been called by many scholars the greatest doxology in the 

Bible.29 The poet describes a God who '.S infinitely forgiving, loving, merciful, 

faithful , and compassionate. Here, God's victory over sin through forgiveness is the 

divine attribute par excellence, Jnd the attribute most worthy of human imitation. 

Speaking as it does with such urgencv ,1nd clarity to the human condition, this short 

but powerful hymn inspired Moses Cordovero and became the text on which he 

based his work The Palm Tree> of Vdmrah 

'l'l[lJid. 



CHAPTER JV 

IMITATIO DEI IN MOSES CORDOVERO'S THE PALM TR EF OF DEBORAH 

In this chapter, we will look al the doctrine of lmitatio Dei as it appears in Tht' 

Palm Tree of Deborah by Moses Cordovero We wi ll pay special attention to 

Cordovero's firs t chapter, wherein he lis ts thirt een attributt>s of mercy wh.ich are 

given to hum ankind to emulate. Not the thirteen middoth o f Exodus 34, as o ne might 

expecl, these are even higher at tribu tes which Cordovero perceives in Micah 7:18-20. 

THE KABBALIS11C DOCTRINE OF THE T EN SCFIROTll 

Before we go to Cordovero's \\'Ork, tl ,.vJll be helpful for us to famil iarize 

ourselves with the kabba li s tic doctrin~ of the ten Sefirorh, which underlies The Palm 

Tree of Deborah . Act:nrding to this highly eso teric and comple system. the d ivine 

nature is of two aspects. The firs t is termed the £11 So( ("infinite," ··wi thout lim it"), and 

represen ts the hidd en God , u tterly unknowable and inacc~ssible, concealed beyond 

all human apprehension. In the view of the kabba lists, the E11 Sof is not even 

mentio ned in the Bible. With its insistence on human inabi lity to comprehend God's 

essence, the Doctrine of En Sof resembles the "negative theology" of Maimonides and 

other medieval philosophers.• 

The second aspect of God is God the o pen and the accessible, manifes t in the 

Bible, who relates to humankind, exhibiting compassion and practicing ju stice.2 Once 

again we encounter the paradox: how can the En Sof be the God of creatio n, 

' Lawrence Flne, "Kabbalistic Texts." In Back to the Sources: Reading the Classical Jewish Texts 
(New York: Summit Books, 1984), p. 318. 

2Louis Jacobs, The Palm Tree of Deborah (New York: Sepher-Hennon Press, 1974), p. 23. 
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accessible to humankind? How are these two appa rently contradictory God concep ts 

reconciled by the kabbalists? This is accomplished through the agent of Lhe Sefiroth , 

the ten emanations through which the £11 So{ is revealed . 

The concept o( the Se/froth is the mos t prominent and distinctive feature of the 

kabbalistic system. Related to the Hebrew word sn11p1r ("sapphire"), the term Sefirah 

suggests divine radiance and illumination. The ten St>firoth are emanations flowing 

out of the hidden essence of £11 So{. so that the rnncealed aspect of God gives birth, 

as it were, to more manifest parts of itself 1 

Along with this kabbalistic teaching of two aspects of the divine nature - the 

En Sof and God as revealed through the Stfiroth -- 1s necessitated a g reat concern les t 

the teaching be construed as in any 'vay du:-1hs ti c 4 The kabbali sts were consistentl y 

adamant in affirming the unity of the divine, despite the two aspects. They taught 

that the emanation of the Seftroth was a kind of process which occurred entirely 

within the divine itself. (This is contrast lo the neoplatonic system of the medieval 

philosophers, where the emanations are not seen as activity taking place within the 

Godhead, but outside of it.)5 Not mere external traits , the Sefiroth must be 

understood as the organic parts of God, as symbols pointing to the spiritual realities 

comprising the life of the deity." For the kabbalists, the God manifested in the 

3Fine, op. cit., p. 218. 

4Jacobs, op. cit ., p. 23. 

5Gershom Scholem, Kabba/ah (Jerusalem: Keter, 1974), p. 98. 

6Fine, op. cit., p. 319. 
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Sefiroth is the same God as found in traditional religious belief The hidden God in 

the aspect of £11 Suf and t11e God of the S1'firolh are one and the same, view ed from 

two different perspectives .~ 

The En Sof, then, manifests itself outward via the ten Scfiroth, which emanate 

in succession, "as if one candle w ere lit from another without the Emanator being 

diminished in any way,'' and in a specific' o rder .x Although there exist alternate 

depictions of the Sc.f troth, the names and order most generally used Jre as foll ows:" 

The first and highest o f the S11·1rotli is Kl'tt'r C:lyo11 ("supernal o r supreme 

crown"), or simply Keter ("crown "). Kctt'r reµ resents the fi rs t impulse of En Sof, the 

movement of an emerging will. Associa ted with Kcter is "<livine N o thingness; 

cons ti tu ting the point beyond which the human imagi nation canno t penetrate, Kt'fer is 

the barrier between G od 's concealment i!nd manifestatio n .111 At the beginning of the 

first chapter of The Palm Tree of Deborah, Cordo vero makes reference to this first 

Sefirah when he writes~ "[l)t is proper for m an to imitate the acts of the Supernal 

Crown, which are the thirteen highest attributes of mercy hinted at in [Micah 7:18-

20].'' Because Keter is free from all judgment, its attributes are the h ighest that 

humankind can emulate, higher even than the middoth of Exodus 34."11 

7Scholem, op. cit ., p. 98. 

6/IJid ., p. 102. 

4Scholem, op. cit., p. 106; Jacobs, op. cit., pp. 23-27; Fine, op. cit., pp. 319-323. 

1°Fine, op. cit., p. 322. 

11J bs 't 46 aco , op. c1 ., p. . 
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From Keter flows the second Stfirah, called Hokhmnh ("wisdom"). Hokhnwh is 

known as the "beginning" because it is the first truly discernible aspect of the 

Godhead. It represents the creative will of God. An active masculine principle, it 1s 

understood as impregnating the third Scf1rah, calleJ Bi11ah ("understanding" or 

"intelligence"), the female counterpart of ljoklmuzh. ln 8111ah, the details of creation are 

actualized in the divine thought. From the union of Hokhmnh and Binah issue the 

seven lower Sefiroth 

The fourth Sefimh is somct1rr.es called Ct'dullnh (''greatness"), but more 

commonly, l-Jcsed ("mercy"). Hes1·d is the divine grace which effects creation, that 

aspect of the divine which is wholly fill ed with God's love. Through Hesed, God's 

unrestrained love flows down into the world. But the superabundance of this divine 

Jove would proYe overwhelming to humankind, so must be ltmited or confined in 

order for humankind to exist. This limitation is made possible by the fifth Sefirah, 

called Gevurah ("power") [or alternately, Din ("judgment")] . Gevurah is the source o( 

divine control and justice. ljesed and Gcvurah are complementary Sefiroth which 

temper each other, resulting in the sixth Sefirah, called Tifereth ("beauty") [or Rahamim 

("compassion")]. Tifereth is the source of all beauty in the world. A harmonizing 

principle, it blends the forces of lfesed and Gevurnh, and maintains equilibrium among 

all the Sefiroth. 

l;lesed is supported by the seventh Sefirah, called Netzah ("lasting endurance") 

and Geuurah by the eighth Sefirah, called Hod ("majesty"). Together they express two 

aspects of divine sovereignty: Netzah symbolizes God as compassionate ruler and Hod 
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symbolizes God as regal king. They combine to form the ninth Sefirah, called Yesod 

Olam ("foundation of the world"), or simply Ye5od ("foundation") , [A variant name is 

Tzad.dik ("righteous one").] 

Yesod is the suurce of all active forces of God, a vehicle conveying the flow of 

the first eight Sefiroth into the tenth and lowest Scf1rnlt, called Malkhuth ("kingdom") 

(or Atarah ("diadem")). Because it is through Mnlkhuth that the abundance of divine 

grace is diffused into the world, thereby enabling i t to exist, Mnfkhuth represents the 

creative force at work in the world . 

Malkhuth is also called Sl11•khinnh. In rabbinic literature, ··s hekhi1111h" is the term 

applied to the indwelling presence of God in the world . In kabbalistk thought, it 

becomes the female principle which is the last attribute through which the Creator 

acts in the lower world.12 

ln their entirety, the Sef1roth make up the "tree of the Sefiroth," a cosmic tree 

which grows downward from its roots, spreading out from its trunk to its branches. 

Another image is of the Seftroth in the form of a man, with each Sefirah representing a 

par ticular part of the anatomy. Different symbolic systems and various divisions of 

the Sefiroth existed. The following diagram represents the Sefiroth as they are most 

commonly depicted, and as they are W\derstood by Moses Cordovero: 

12Scholem, ap. d t., p. 112. 



Binah 

Gevurah 

Hod 

Keter 

Tifereth 

Yesod 

Malkhuth 
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l:fokhrnah 

f::Iesed 

Netzah 

The above is an extremely si mplifie~ explananon of the kabbalistic d octrine of 

the Sefiroth. The kabbahsts themselves understood this system as representing a 

reality, to be sure, but as a suhjective response le tha t reality. Since the reality of the 

hidden God revealing itself through emanations is beyond human perception, il 

defies d escription and can be expressed only symbolically " Symbology employed 

by the kabbalists to express the structur al system of the Sefiroth includes, as 

mentioned above, the "tree of the Sefirotlt" and the Sefirot/1 in the form of a man, and 

also the Sefiroth as analogous to the ten names of God , to the seven days of the week, 

to cosmological elements, to biblical figures (the ushpizi11 ), and so on .1• The ushpizin 

are particularly interesting with regard to Imitatio Dei in that the symbolism involved 

conveys a moral content of the Sefiroth. Each biblical figure represents d specific 

ethical attribute, whereby the righteous are inspired and thus embody those divine 

13/bid., p. 105. 

14lbi.d., pp. 105-111. 



so 

attributes in the world .1s 

Other symbolism attached to t..he Sefiroth which will be helpful for us to 

examine in the context of Imitatio Dei are those of Adam Knd111nn, and Knesef Yisrarl 

and the Shekhinah. Adam Kndmo11 , "Supernal Man." is another name fo r the system of 

the ten Sefiroth . According to the kJ bb,1lis ts, to say that humankind was created in the 

image of God is to say that is was created m the image of the Supernal Man. To the 

divine nature as revealed in the Supernal Man belong the qualities of mercy, 

compassion, power, beauty, and so en 'Nhen human beings realize these qualities in 

their own lives, they cause them to function in the upper worlds . 1 ~ The concept of 

the Supernal man is one way by which the kd bba lists understand the 

interdependence between the di vine and human realms. 

Another such concept is that of l<. 11eset Yzs raP/, the community of Israel, and the 

Shekhinah, one of the ten manifestations of the Godhead and identified with Malkhutlt, 

the tenth Sefirah . Scholem calls these the most important of the symbolism of the 

Sefiroth.11 The community plays a vital role in kabbalistic thought. The mundane 

community of Israel is counterpart to the mystical Israel in the upper realm, the latter 

represented by the Shekhinah . Israel is assigned a leading role in the cosmic drama. 

This teaching is both an attempt to compensa te for the d egraded condition of 

1· bid •1 ., p. 111. 

16Jacobs, op. cit., p. 20. 

175<:holem, ap. d t., p. 111 . 
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medieval Jewry a-nd a justification fo r Jewry's continued existence.'~ 

Regarding the kabbalistic understanding of Israel's part in the cosmic scheme, 

Brocke writes that Israel's suffering in the world reflects a fissure in the life of God 

Every thought and action of the community on earth was understood as being greatly 

significant By their influence on the delicate relationships wi th in the realm of the 

Sefiroth, they either increase the fissure and thereby prolong tJ1e exile of Israel, or 

work toward healing the fi ssure and thereby hastening redemption. Hence, Brocke 

states, utmost importance was ascribed .o lmitatio Dei in all a rt?a of life .'" 

Indeed, the significance of humankind i s e senUal L0 kabba listic thought . 

Human beings are the cr0\"'11 t1f creation. Whatever they d o on ea rth, whether good 

o r ill, influences the body of lhe Supernal Man, that is, lhe Sf'firoth . If human beings 

perform sinful deeds . the harmonious balance of the Stfiroth is disturbed. If, on the 

other hand, human beings act virtuously, the relationship between the upper and 

lower realms is strengthened, and djvine grace flows freely from above. A right 

action performed below has the power to rectify an imbalance, and this is the process 

of tile/run. In the words of the kabbalistic literature, ''the impulse from below calls 

forth that from above." (Zoh11r I, 64a)20 

The intricate, finely-tuned relationship between the divine and the human, 

whereby the Sefiroth constitute that area within w hich God reveals itself to 

"Jacobs, op. cit., p. 32. 

1°Michael Brocke, 'The 'Imitation of God' in Judaism." In A. Falaturi, J. J, Petuchowsk.i, W. 
Strolz, eds., Thrre Ways to the One God (New York: Crossroads, 1987), pp. 69-70. 

2<lfine, op. cit., p. 328. 



humankind and humankind's thoughts and actions in turn influence God, makes 

Imitation Dei a key concept within kabbalistic thought. Jacobs has this to say 

regarding the kabbalistic doctrine: 

It considers the Imitation of God to be an actual imitation 
o f the divine nature as revealed in lhe Sefirot and it 
considers the relationship between God and man to be a 
reciprocal one so that by imitating God man brings down 
God's grace from above ... God created man in h is image 
and when man, in tum, imitates God he causes, as it were, 
God to imitate man.21 
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The Palm Tree of Deborah directly <' Jdresses this teaching. Before we engage in a 

reading of this book, we shall look at the life and work of i~s author, Moses 

Cordovero. 

THE LIFE AND W ORK OF MOSES CORDOVtRO:u 

Moses ben Jacob Cordovero (ReMaK) was bNn in 1552, possibly in Safed. As 

indicated by his name, his family was of Spanish o rigin . He lived in Safed, was 

married and the father of a son. Cordovero's teachers were Joseph Caro for the 

"revealed things" (Bible, Talmud, commentaries, codes) and Solomon Alkabetz for the 

"hidden things" (kabbalah). 

Cordovero participated in a mystic fellowship with Alkabetz and other 

disciples. Composed of austerely pious men, this fellowship followed an exceedingly 

rigorous regimen which they believed would prepare them to approach their studies 

of the kabbalah with the requisite purity. Following is Jacobs' description of some of 

21Jacobs, op. cit., p. 37. 

~urces for this biographical sketch are J. Ben-Shlomo in Scholem, op. cit., pp. 401404 and 
Jacobs, op. cit., pp. 9-18. 



the rules of that regimen. 

[T]hese rules enjoin them to make their hearts the abode of 
the Shekhini1h, the Divine Presence, by banishing all profane 
thoughts and concentrating on the words of Torah and 
holy things. They were not to speak evil of any creature, 
they Wf-re not to be betrayed into anger nor to curse any 
being. They were to speak only the truth, never allowing 
falsehood of any kind to escape their lips. They were to 
behave in a kindly spirit to their fellowmen, even though 
they be transgressors. They were to confess their sins 
before every meal and before retiring to bed. Only 
Hebrew, the sacred tongue, was to be used in their 
conversations with one another. They were not to drink 
wine· during the day except on the Sabbath and on the 
Festivals. At night they were atlowed to drink a little wine 
but only if diluted. Each night they were to sit on the 
ground to mourn the destruction of the Temple and to 
weep over their sins which postpone the redemption. Each 
week at least two chapters of the Mishnnh should be 
learned by heart. Charity should be given every day.~ 

This passage is particularly interesting m conjunction with The Palm Tree of Deborah. 

A kind of practice manual of Imitatio Dei, Cordovero's book seems idealistic and 
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even stringent. However, when we see the standards to which the mystic fellowship 

held themselves, we realize that the practitioners understood the prescribed conduct 

to be within the grasp of those who would take it seriously. We realize to what great 

extent the kabbalists understood Imitatio Dei to be their primary daily concern and 

their life goal. 

Cordovero was a prolific writer, held in high esteem by the foremost 

kabbalists. He influenced other writers and was famous even in his own lifetime. His 

opus is an attempt to synthesize the different previous trends of kabbalah, and to 

23lbid., pp. 11 -12. 



construct a speculative mystical system. This is especinll y evident in his theological 

works, which arc based on the Zohnr.24 His two principle systematic books are 

Pardes Rimmonim and £/imnh Rabbati 

CordoverC''s theology has been touched upon above in this chapter. Now we 

will define it further. Following the medieval phil0sophers, Maimonides in particul..tr, 

and also the Zohnr, Cordovero conceivt>s of Goll as transcendent being and Fi rst 

Cause. Like the phiiosophers, he maintains lhat no po:.itive attributes are ascribable 

to God. But Cordovero differs from the philos0phers in hi s conception of the Sef1roth , 

which enable him to unify the notion of transcendent God (£11 son with that of 
~ 

revealed God . We discussed above the kabbali~tic view, held by Cordovero, that 

while the Stfiroth emanate outwara from GoJ, God is 1rnm.:inent m them. For 

Cordovero, the Scfirotl1 are the instruments by which GoJ exercises divine providence 

in the world. 

While Cordovero's thevlogy underlies The Palm Tree of Deborah, it is not 

exposited systematically in that work. Rdther, the book is an ethical treatise in the 

form of guidelines and prescriptions on how to live a !if e of sancti ty thwugh practical 

application of the doctrine of Imitatio Dei. 

The Palm Tree of Deborah (Tomer Devorah) was first published in Venice in 1588, 

and since then has gone through many editions. Hs enigmatic title has aroused 

scholarly speculation, but has not been satisfactorily explained. The book has been 

extremely popular and influential, serving as a model to later writers. In the 

24Ben-Shlomo in Scholem, op. cit., p. 401. 



55 

nineteenth century, Israel Salanter, founder of the Musar movement, urged the study 

of The Prilm Tree of Deborah . Salanter is reported to have said that one who studies the 

book assiduously will be able to reach the high spiritual sta te of "the love of 

lsrael."25 

As with many of the great sages and teachers, legends have arisen around the 

life of Cordovero. He died in Safed in 1570. 

We are now ready to begin our reading of chapter o ne of The Palm Tree of 

Deborah. 

A READlNG OF CHAPTER ONE OJ-'. THE PALM TNEE OF DEBORAH 

Chapter one opens with the admonition that it is proper for human beings to 

engage in Imitatio Dei . Here Cordovero refers to GoJ m God's role as creator of 

humankind, and reminds us that human beings resemble God in both likeness and 

image. This is a direct reference to Genesis 1:26: "And God said, 'Let us make adam 

[humankind] in our image. after our likeness ... . " ' As we have posited in chapter two 

of this thesis, this text (Gen. 1:26-27} is central to the concept of lmitatio Dei as it is 

presented in the Bible. 

It is noteworthy that Cordovero begins with a bibJJcal allusion, as this is in 

keeping with the kabbalistic view that the Torah is the direct word of God , 

possessing, besides its exterior aspect, an interior aspect in which there exists an 

esoteric reality.26 In this first sentence of his book, Cordovero continues with an 

25Jacobs, op. cit., p. 41. 

liScholem, op. cit., p. 168. 



allusion to the Zahar when he equates the likeness and im<1ge of God with the 

Supernal Form, i.e., Adam Kruimon or lhe Superna l M<ln . This loo is in keeping with 

kabbalistic thought in the sense that there is no conflict perceived between the 

"revealed things" of the Bible and the "hidden things" of the mystical literature and 

practice. 

So 

We can also make a connection between C .1rdovern's equation of the 

transcendent God ot creation with the immanent God ot the Supernal Form as 

revealed in the Sefiroth with the bibli ca l theolo"y of Berkovits, as discussed in chapter 

two of this thesis . In Berkovits' view, as we have seen, god exists in both the aspect 

of YHVH the transcend ent and the aspect of Elohim the immanent. Berkovits shows 

by the use of prooftexts that YHVH and Elohim are one and the same. We find the 

same unity in Cordovero, where to resemble GoJ lhe crea tor is to resemble the 

Supernal Form. For both Berkovi ts and Cordovero, hu rnar1 beings enter into a 

relationship with the divine by responding to and imitating that aspect of the divine 

which is immanent and accessible to them. 

Returning to the Cordovero text, we read that the chief supernal image and 

likeness is in deeds. The purport here is that. according to the kabbalists, the Sefiroth 

are mainly attributes, or ways in which the divine manifests itself.27 Therefore, 

writes Cordovero, for a human being to resemble the Supernal Form in bodily 

appearance but not in deeds is a debasement of the Supernal Form. 

27Jacobs, op. cit., p. 46. 
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Two kabbalistic concep ts are appa rent in th is statement. One is that the Sefiroth 

follow a human pattern, and that not only are the human will, in tellect, and emotio ns 

present therein, but even the human body reflects the realities of the upper world. In 

the realm o f the Sefiroth there do actually ex.is t s uch realiti es as the hand of God, fo r 

example, of which the human hand is a kind of pale counterpart in the finite 

world.28 Therefore, anthropomorphism poses no problem fo r Cordovero, and . for 

him, human beings are created li lt>rally m the physical image of God. However, mere 

physical resemblance is a debasement if it is not accompanied by resemblance in 

deeds. 

This brings us to the seconJ kabbalistic concept apparent in Cordovero's 

s tatemem, namely, that there is an interdependenct> between the upper and the lower 

worlds . Human actions influence the Srfiroth. Jf human actions are d eficient in 

virtue -- in this case, if they are no~ imitative of thl' Supernal Form -- they have a 

direct negative effect on the upper world . 

Cordovero describes the person who resembles the Supernal Form merely in 

body as "a handsome form whose deeds are ugly," which is reminiscent of the 

proverb that "beauty is only skin deep ." With regard to such a person, maintains 

Cordovero, physical resemblance alone is of no value. Consequently, he states, it is 

proper for human beings to imitate the acts of the Supernal Crown, i.e., Keter, the 

highest of the Sefiroth . H e says that these acts are the thirteen highes t attributes of 

mercy which are hinted at in Micah 7:18-20 and which, as we have noted above in 

2BJbid., p. 27. 
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this chapter, are higher even thon the m1ddoth of Exodus 34. 

This introductory paragraph to Th1· Palm Tree of Deborah is striking in the 

simplicity with which it conveys 1ls powerful elhic<ll message. In a few sentences, 

Cordovero offers a moving and convincing argument fo r the centrality of lmitatio Oei 

in human life. 

Following the introduction, Cordovero begins his exposition of the thirteen 

attributes which he discnvers in the Micah text. The first attribu te he discusses, he 

finds in the words "Who is a God like you ?" He sees this as a refe rence to God as " ,1 

patient King Who bears insult in ;i manner that is flbove human understanding," fo r 

nothing is hidden from God 's providence . At every moment, God caus1::s life­

sLstaining d ivine power to fl ow dow1\ into human beings. Even when hum<in beings 

misuse this power by sinning against God , God never ceases from nourishing them, 

even from enabling them to remain alivL 

Cordovero reminds us that it is well within God 's power to arrest this divine 

flow, as God did in the case of Jeroboam when his hand grew withered (1 Kings 

13A). Yet God, whose patience is infinite, empowers the s inner with the very 

goodness which the sinner in turn perverts and uses again$t God . This is the aU­

encompassing extent of God's patience referred lo in the phrase 'Who is a God like 

you?" 

Concluding his exposition of the first attribute, Cordovero maintains that this 

virtue is one that human beings should make their own. A person should 'be patient 

and a llow himself to be insulted even to this extent and yet not refuse to bestow of 
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his goodness to the recipients." 

What has Cordovero ach i·eved here' He has tC\ ken a brief phrase and 

extrapolated from it a wealth of meaning . He has penetrated to the very heart of the 

Micah text. As "'re have discussed in chapter th ree of this thesis, in terpretation of the 

Micah text holds that it is God's qualities of forgiveness and mercy which constitute 

God's uniqueness and which are God's quintessence. Cordovero would stand in 

agreement, but he akes it one step f urt.her. From the vantage point of the kabbalistic 

doctrine of the Seffroth , he envisions God pouring life-sustaining power into human 

beings even at the moment they si t, . Nol only does God forgive sinners, God 

nourishes them and loves them while they are sinning, even whert their sinful actions 

create a fissure in the Supernal Form. This latter attribute of God conveys a deeper 

meaning, reached by means of the application of kabbalistic thought 

At this juncture, an inquiry into the notion of free will seems in order. 1f God 

continues to empower sinner:;, then God is enabl ing them, as it were, to sin. And 

God does this out of patience and out of love. One analogy that comes to mind is 

that of the devoted parent allowing the child to m isbehave, to make mistakes, even 

though the child ' s behavior hurts the parent. Thus d oes God bear the actions o{ 

sinners. God could prevent their misdeeds, but instead God lets them act as they will . 

For human beings must be free to sin, if they are to be equally free to act virtuously 

and thus contribute to the harmonious balance of the Sefiroth . 

We see here the pattern that Cordovero will follow throughout chapter one. 

For each phrase of the Micah text wherein Cordovero perceives a divine attribute, he 
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quotes the phrase, discourses on it, and ends the st-ction with a statement that it is 

fitting for human beings to make that a ttribute their mvn, wiH1 some words on how 

that might be accomplished. Also, we see another C"ha racteris tic of the chapter as a 

whole, namely, Cordovero's use of quo tations frnm .:i nd allusinns to the Bible. 

Talmud, midrash, and kabbalistic works. 

In the next phrase from Micah, "forgiving iniquity," Cordovero perceives an 

attribute which he calls even greater than the preceding orte - the at tribute of 

tolerance. More specifically, Cordo"eri speaks of God' s tolerance of a "destroying 

angel" which is created whenever ri person sins. The destroying angel comes from the 

literal kabbalistic interpretatjon of a talrnuJic L~xl ''He who commits a sin acyuires a 

prosecutor for himself" (Av. 4:13).zc. Here Con.iovero understands it to mean a 

demon which s tands before God and tells God who i t was whose sin created him. 

Then God has the opportunity to send the destroying angel back to the sinner, to 

torment the sinner. But God does not do this . Ins tead, God bears the sin by 

nourishing and sustaining the destroying angel, just as God nourishes and sustains 

all the world. By doing so, God is giving the sinner the chance to repent, 

Cordovero brings a midrashic exegesis of a biblical prooftext to illustrate his 

point. The prooftext is Cain' s words to God in Genesis 4:13: "My sin is too great to 

bear." The mid.rash is from Gen. R. 22: 11 which has Cain saying: ''You bear (that is to 

say, you nourish and sustain) the whole world; is my sin so heavy that you cannot 

bear it (that is, sustain it until I repent)?" For Cordovero, the "sin" refers to the 

'l'lfbid., p. 49. 
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destroying angel. Again we see a kabbalistic interpretation of rabbinic material. 

How does Cordovero apply this to the human condition? He writes that 

people should learn to patientJy toler;-?.te the offenses of others, even while others 

continue to offend. until they repent or the wrongs are somehow righted. Cordovero 

indirectly distinguishes between a s ingle. ex po~t facto act of forgiveness, and an 

ongoing forgiveness in the face of continuous offense. To strive to develop the latter 

capacity within oneseH is, of course, much more difficult. Thi~ is an excellent 

definition of tolerance. 

Cordovero's concept of the tfost ro. ing angel is interesting from a psychological 

standpoint in that it implies that a sin can be so powerful that it takes on a life of its 

own. That Cordovero sees it as a demonic figure makes it powerful indeed. This 

personification of a sin as a demon is typically kabbalistic, and a vivid literary device. 

Cordovero finds the third attribute within the Micah phrase: "and remits (or, 

passes by the] transgression." He brings three biblical prooftexts: "For with You is 

forgiveness" (Ps. 130:4), 'When the Lord shall have washed away the filth of the 

daughters of Zion'' (Is. 4:4), and ''And I [God] will sprinkle dean water upon you" 

(Ez. 36:25). Cordovero employs these texts to emphasize tha t it is not a deputy of god 

who pardons and washes away sin, but God personally. With respect to human 

beings, Cordovero writes, the significance is that people must not refuse to right 

wrongs caused by others, with the excuse that, after all, they were someone else's 

fault. Rather, individuals must take it upon themselves personally to rectify harmful 

situations, whomever may have caused them. 
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ln addition, Cordovero states that from these prooftexts one learns the depth 

of shame inherent in sinning, "for the King himself is obliged to cleanse the filthy 

garments." Cordovero's statement here reminds us of the trui sm that a sin against 

humankind is a s in .. gainst God. rt reflects the kabbalis ti c teaching that wrongful 

human actions produce a destructive effect on th t:> higher worlds. Accepting this 

premise, human beings must recogmze the great e'tenl of their responsibility; to help 

preserve the cosmic balance, they must work to rectifv all wrongs . irregardless of 

what or who is their cause. 

Wat~r is a mighty elemental force and a potent symbol of purification. 

Cordovero's use in thi s passage of the cleansing properti es of water is highly 

effective. 

The fourth attribute from Micah appear in the phrase: "of the remnant of his 

heritage." This, of course, is a traditional reference to the community of Israel. What 

Cordovero does in this section is to make the loving relationship between God and 

Israel a paradigm for relationships within Israel. H e wants to show that all souls are 

united both with God and, consequently, with each o ther, and therefore each is 

responsible fo r acting toward the other with love. 

Cordovero begins with God's asking, how can I punish Israel, who are my 

relatives of the flesh? Cordovero shows via midrashic reference (Shir Ha-Shirim R. 9:4) 

that God calls Israel spouse, sister, daughter, mother, children. Through wordplay, he 

states that the verse reads "she' erith [remnant] of his inheritance" because it comes 

from the term she' er basar, or relationship of the flesh, the word she' er meaning both 



"remnant" and "rela ti onsh ip •· 

At this point, Cordovero intensifies God's question, having God ask, what 

shall I d o if I punish Is rael, fo r the pain will be mme? lit: engages in more wordplay 

in dealing with the biblh.·al text. "In all their sorrow~ He was affl icted '' (Is. 63:9) . H e 

deals here with the kcri (the biblic,11 w0rd v:hkh is te,1d, i\ lthough it differs from thL· 

word as it 1s written) and the kct1/lli !th t> biblic,11 worJ ,u; tt 1:. writtPn) . In the Isaiah 

veri;e, the kcri of "He" b /(I wi th the letter r>nl', m eaning "}le" ("J n all their sorrow H e 

was afflicted") The kt'f1/ll1 , hciwe\'er. 1s f',, with .he letter 11/epli . meaning "not" ("In all 

their sorrows He did not afnict them")." Con:lovero allempts to reconci le the ken 

with the kctib/1 as follow~. 

The kct1bh 1o m1 of the word. wri tt>s Cordovl'ro. refers to ''that whkh is not," 

i e .. the Sefirnh of Ket i'f, which is also called "the H ighes t Wonder " because nothing 

can be known about it 11 In other words, when lsraeL suffers, God (as Kcta) suffers, 

so if God w ere to pu11ish Is ra el for their sins, God wuuld feel Israel' s pain. And even 

mo re so would the "Two Faces," i.e, B111nh and l fokhm11h, -;uffer, fo r in them is tht­

divine providence concentrated. 

With the krri form of the word, Con.lovero follows the traditional meaning that 

God suffers along with Israel. But here, o nce again, the kabbalistic reading would 

have God's suffering be even m ore intense, as God and Israel are one. We recall here, 

too, the kabbalis tic equation of Kncset Yisrnd, Malkhuth , and the Shekh inah. 

)/)Ibid., p. 51 . 

31/bid., pp. 51-52. 
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Cordovero brings it down to the human level whPn he says that, just as God 

suffers when Israel suffers, so do Jews feel one another' s pain. This is because "all 

lsrael are related one to the other, fo r their souls are united and in each soul there is 

a portion of all the others.'' He backs up his argument by citing rabbinic statements 

that many people observing the commandments carry more weight than do a few 

people observing the commandments, because the many possess a combined 

strength, and that the situation is similar with the initial mi11ya11 who come to the 

synagogue. In this way are the souls of all jf'ws bound up wi th one another. 

All that has preceded in this section leads up to its culminating paragraph, a 

moving case for Imitatio Dei as the path for loving one's fe llow human being as 

oneself. Here, empathy is understood to be the ultimate goal in interpersonal human 

relationships. The passage is simple, strong, and beautiful, and here we quote it in 

full. 

And since all Israelites are related to each o ther, it is only 
right that a man desire his neighbour's well-being, that he 
eye benevolently the good fortune of hi s neighbour and 
that his neighbour's honour be as dear to him as his own; 
for he and his neighbour are one. This is w.hy we are 
commanded to love our neighbour as ourself [Leviticus 
19:18]. It is proper that a man desire the well-being of his 
neighbour and that he speak no evil of him nor desire that 
evil befall him. Just as the Holy One, Blessed is He, desires 
neither our disgrace nor our suffering because we are His 
relatives so, too, a man should not desire to witness evil 
befalling his neighbour nor to see his neighbour suffer or 
disgraced. And these things should cause him the same 
pain as if he were the victim. The same applies to his 
neighbour's good fortune. 

In my opinion, this passage is one of the high points of The Palm Tree of Deborah. 
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The Micah phrase "who has not maintained hi wrath torever'· contains the 

fifth attribute, that of not persisting in one' s anger, but putting it aside. Cordovero 

gives examples of God's exhibiting this attribute when God res tores the borders of 

Israel, despite the fact that the people are idolaters (2 Kings 14:25), and when God 

says "For I will not contend fo r ever, neither will 1 bear grud ge" (Is . 57:16, variant of) 

Cordovero comments on these verses by saying tha t they illustrate God's allowing 

God's anger to abate, ~ver longing compassionately for human repentance, and that 

God's severity is always tempered by tenderness. 

In a like manner. writes Cordovero, should people d eal with others. Even 

when rebuh, of one's fellows or one's children, is appropriate, people should not 

hold on to anger, but should make an end of 1t. Bnngmg materi al from the Talmud 

(Pes. 113b) and the Torah ("You shall surely help him," Ex 23:5), Cordovero shows 

that it is permitted to hate a sinner for the offense the sinner has committed, but that 

one must help the sinner. which the rabbis explain as: "You sha ll leave aside that 

which is in your heart,'' i.e., one's anger ('nzobh meaning both "help" and "leave"). 

That is to say, it is one's duty to deal lovingly with a sinner, as perhaps this way Qf 

dealing with the sinner will prove successful. 

Cordovero's mention of children in this context is interesting because it is in 

complete accord with the philosophy of contemporary child-rearing practices. When 

it becomes necessary to reprimand or punish children, it should be undertaken out of 

love, and the parents mst be prepared to relinquish their anger. This is also true 

regarding relationships with spouses, family members, friends, and colleagues. 

-
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Cordovero's suggestion that this is a more effective way of dealing with one's own 

anger. and with peopl~ who may have offended us, is strikingly modem . It is one 

example of many where The Pn/111 Trt•r of Deborah is remarkably sophisticated from ii 

psychological ~tandpoint. 

In discussing the next attribute, which he finds in the Micah phrase "because 

he loves [or, delights in] mercy," Cordovero makes reference~ lo his earlier work 

Pnrdes Rimmo11i111 . The earlier work explains that there exist in a celestial ?alace angels 

whose function is to take note of acts c1f human kindness. When the divine quality of 

justice pleads against Israel before God, these angels bring Israel's kind acts to God's 

attention. Cordovero says that God, who deligh ts in mercy, is merciful towards a 

backsliding Israel if they are kind to one another . 

To elucidate the kabbalistic material, Cordovero brings a biblical prooftext (Ex. 

10:2, 8) and a midrash on it (Lev. R. 26). According to these texts, Gabrie l, the prince 

of justice was given permis:::ion to receive the powers of justice from between the 

wheelwork from under the cherubim from the fire of the altar -- in kabbalistic terms, 

the judgment of the power of nuilkJmth. When Gabriel did so, judgment became so 

strong that it would have utterly destroyed the sinful community of Israel. But in the 

cherubim there appeared the form of a human hand. And God told Gabriel that 

Israel must be spared because, notwiths tanding the fact that they are guilty, they 

perform deeds of kindness towards each other. 

So too, enjoins Cordovero, should human beings make the quality of mercy 

their own. They should not seek to condemn an offender totally, but should look for 
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the offender's positive qualities and appreciate them, saying, "It is enough for m e that 

he 1'as shown kindness, or possesses at least one good quality." Trus is particularly 

true, s tates Cordovero, with regard to one' s wife. Cord overo's conception of m ercy. 

then, is giving o thers the benefit of the doubt, seeking out the bes t in people, 

overlooking their negative qualities and concentrating on their positive ones. 

In discussing Micah' s phrase "he will again have compassion upon us [or, ht> 

will take u~ back in love)," Cordovero alludes to the rabbinic teaching that in the 

sight of God the penitent stands higher than the person who has never sinned (Ber. 

34b). He says that this has been explained elsewhere in the Talmud, and embarks 

upon a lengthy discourse combining talmudk and kabbalistic ideas concerning 

repentance. The upshot of the discourse is that repentant sinners have had to mortify 

themselves and to s truggle, and have sunk deep, so il1al their ascension is greater 

than that of people who have not sinned and therefore have not mortified themselves 

or struggled. God' s love is increased towards the p enitent, which is the meaning of 

"he will again have compassion upon us." 

Cordo.vero writes that human beings, when approached by others who have 

wronged them in the past but who now desire to make amends, should no t retain 

their former anger, but instead receive the penitents with kindness and love. 

Penitents should be encouraged to a far greater degree than those who have not 

sinned, presumably because the former are in need of help and support. 

Th.is discussion includes references to the "outside ones," demonic beings who 

inhabit the evil realm of the "other side," the sitra ahra. This is the domain of darkness 
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and of demonic powers, which, although its ultimate emergence is from the Sefiroth, 

is no longer an organic part of the Sefiroth .32 As we have s~en before, the kabbalistic 

personification of evil emphasizes the great power of sin, so great Lhat it takes on a 

life of its O\VT\. Another kabbalistic reference is to the "fifth palace of the Garden of 

Eden," a very high s tate to which U1e perfectly repentant may ascend, but the 

perfectly righteous may not (Zohrir I, 39a).'-l This is an example of the imaginative 

and vivid imagery of the mystical teachings. 

The eighth phrase is "he will vanquish [subdue] our iniquities." Cordovero 

writes that God behaves in this manner towards Israel. He quotes Genesis 40:10 -­

"and as it was budding, its blossoms shot forth " ·- to make his point that the divine 

precepts enter God's presence wi thout limit. But no t so sins, which God prevents 

from entering. Another biblical quotation, Psalms 5:5 - "evil shall not sojourn with 

You" -- Cordovero takes to mean that sins cannot dwell with God. He goes on to 

explain that this is the reason that the performance oi a good deed is not rewarded in 

this world (Kidd. 39b), since good deeds are within the divine presence, and a 

spiritual reward cannot be part of the material world. 

For the same reason, God does not accept good deeds as bribes, that is to say, 

good deeds do not cancel out sinful ones. Cordovero here refers to the talmudic 

dictum that even with the perfectly righteous person who commits a single sin, it is 

as if that person has burned the whole Torah, until that person repents and then 

12Scholem, crp. dt., p. 123. 

33Jacobs, op. dt., p. 59. 



receives reward for the good deeds (Kidd. 39b). 

Cordovero states that, while divine providence extends over both good and 

evil deeds, in God's great kindness God subdm•s lh t? evil but allows the good to 

flourish. Thus, the evil deeds never enter into the innermost presence, but the good 

deeds flourish and mount upwards. They erect an edifice and an honorable robe 

which clothes the soul as it ascends to paradise (Zohar lll, 169a ). 
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ln this section, there is a ret1 l sense of rno\'ement and of flow. Reading it, we 

feel something of the dynamic rJi l'.\e kabbalistic , ystem. God and humankind are 

separate but interconnected, with God responding directly to good d eeds and to sins. 

There is the organic imagery of good dteds gro..,,•ing upward and blossoming, like 

plants in the sunlight The vertical movement of the good deeds as they build an 

edifice is a sort of obverse of the Tower of Babel, ,1nd it also brings lo mind the 

construction of the Temple, the holiest earthly abodf! of God. The overall effect is tha t 

of a thrusting upwards, of U1e positive growth generated by the performance of good 

deeds. 

Also in this section, we see good as belonging to the heavenly realm and evil 

as connected with hell, yet both as being encompassed within God's providence and 

both as choices available to hwnan beings. This is relevant to the tension between 

duality and unity as seen in the kabbalistic notions of good and evil, and even in Lhe 

nature of the divine. 

Concerning the subduing of iniquities, Cordovero writes that human beings 

can make this divine attribute their own by forgetting and rejecting the evil actions of 
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others and instead remaining mindful of their good actions. In doing so, people can 

allow the good to dwell within themselves. just as it dwells within God. This is a 

sensitive analogy in that it recognizes how, when people look for the good in others, 

they tend to become better people themselves; Cordovero has s tated this fact in a 

poetic manner. Cordovero says, too, that human b~ings should emulate God in not 

weighing good deeds against bad. They should readily fo rget tne evil, hide 

themselves from it, and remember onl y the good 

Cordovero finds the next divine attribute m the phras• : .. you will hurl all their 

sins into the depths of the sea ." This section involves some rather complicated 

reasoning, and indeed Cordovero }umself admits that it 1s very hard to understand_ 

Here Cord overo tries to explain how it is that the scapegoat can bear away Israel's 

sins (Lev. 16:22), and how Israel' s enemies (Pharaoh, Sennacharib, Harnan, etc.) come 

to be punished when they are in effect God' s instruments, to whom God delivers a 

sinful Israel. 

To explain this, Cordovero begins by quoting the Yom K.ippur prayer wherein 

the penitent pleads for sins committed to be purged away through God's compassion, 

but not by sore affliction . The idea here is tha_t people must suffer in order to achieve 

atonement, but they wish their suffering to be light so as not to interfere with their 

study of Torah. Cordovero then refers to the Zollar (11, 262b) which states that, after 

people confess, their sins become, like the goat, a part of Sama'el, the kabbalis tic 

figure who is the prince of demons. When God decrees that penitents shall suffer in 

atonement, Sama' el (or the goat) appears, the sins devolve upon him, and the 
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penitent becomes purified. The goat who now hears the ::.ins must be killed, and 

likewise the stone which is used to stone the criminal or the sword wruch is used to 

execute the criminal must be buried in order to nullify their power. 

Cordovero writes that in the same way are we to understand the secret of 

Nebuchadnezzar's image (Dan. 2). The image existed solely in order to be broken, 

and was refasruoned in order to be broken.34 It becomes a parable for Sama'el and 

the wicked. whom God will eventually resurrect in order to d es troy. Cordovero 

equates the wicked with "the depths of the ' c>a," according to the biblical verse: "But 

the wicked are like the troubled sea which ca nnot rest, whose waters cast up mire 

and dirt'' (ls. 57:20). In this way dot's Cordovero link up his theology with the phrase 

from Micah. 

When Israel is punished, writes Cordovero, God repents fo r what has occurred 

previously and makes demands on behalf of their shame. So should human beings 

aspire, by not hating those who have sinner, suffered , and repented, but by having 

mercy upon them. He alludes to the rabbinic interpretation (Mish. Mal<l<. 3:15) of 

Deuteronomy 25:3, where after a criminal has received the prescribed punishment, 

the criminal becomes as one's own brother, and must be treated with the same 

respect and compassion. People internalize this divine attribute when they refrain 

from thinking that sinners suffer as a result of their sins, but rather exhihit mercy 

towards them and welcome them for having atoned. 

34lbid., p. 64. 
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Of all the individual s~ctions based on Micah phrases, this one is perhaps the 

most fanciful in how it utilizes bibl ical texts in an almost farfetched way to impart 

kabbalistic ideas. An example is the use of the Daniel verses about Nebuchadnezzar's 

image to illustrate the future resurrection of Sama'el. While thi s section is at times 

difficult to follow. the application of the Micah phrase is ingenious and interesting, 

and Cordovero certainly succeeds in ultimately conveying his message 

''You will keep faith with[show truth to] Jacob" is U1e next phrase. Here 

Cordovero distinguishes between two tvpp ., of human beings. Average people, who 

may conduct themselves truthfully but who do not go beyond the letter of the law, 

Cordovero calls by the name of the patriarch "Jacob." Exceptional people, who 

surpass the average in excellence, he calls by Jacob's other name, "Israel," the name 

God gave to him after he struggled with the angel and proved himself worthy. Those 

called "Israel" posses Ute divine attribute of truth plus justice and righteousness . Like 

them, and like God, they behave in truth and uprightness towards otlters, without 

perverting justice. Cordovero states that human beings should show compassion 

towards their fellows just as God is compassionate towards "Jacob,'' to those who are 

average. When people are treated in such a way, it helps them to become better, in 

accordance with the quality of truth. 

In his interpretation of the next phrase, "mercy to Abraham," Cordovero 

defines a third type of human being. These are the good and saintly who themselves 

go beyond the letter of the law - perhaps we can say, who are living embodiments 

of Torah, such as the great sages -- and these Cordovero calls by the name of the 
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patriarch, ''Abraham." To these people God shows a special mercy, behaving towards 

them as they themselves behave. Towards them, god acts neither in justice alone nor 

in strict uprightness alone, but with a very special mercy. 

Alt.hough by no means parC\llel with Maimonidean theology, Cordovero's 

concept of an exceptional relationship between the Divine and "Abraham,'' the saintly, 

does seem to correspond to it on some level Maimonides in the Guide of the Perplexed 

speaks of the fully developed and advanced human being as existing under divine 

providence, a s tate of being which the ave:age person is not vouchsafed, or has not 

earned. He states that God's attributes of lovingkmdness, judgment, and 

righteousness - attributes which human beings are to emulate - are most evident in 

the providence which God bestowed on the patriarchs and on Moses. This is a special 

kind of providence bestowed upon those who have eleva ted themselves to a very 

high level of existence by perfecting themselves, to the extent that they have 

completely connected their intellects with the divine intellect. In doing so, they 

transcend their environment, assume a new identity, and become, like the angels, 

part of God. They become safe from evil , for their true being is with God.~ 

Cordovero seems here to be saying something similar, which would be in 

keeping with his understanding of the doctrine of the Sefirot That is, if the more 

virtuous people are, the more their actions positively influence the upper worlds, 

then ipso facto do they receive back the divine influence in kind. This cannot be 

35 Alfred L. Ivry, ''Providence, Divine Omniscience and Possibility: The Case of Maimonides." 
In Tamar Rudavsky, ed., Divine Omnisdence and Omnipotence in Medieval Philosophy (The 
Netherlands: D. Reidel, 1985), pp. 155-156. 
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cosmic balance. 
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Cordovero \vrites that human beings should exhibit the quality of "mercy to 

Abraham" by going beyond the letter of the law when dealing with the good and 

saintly. People should take care to approach everyone with righteousness, justice, and 

uprightness, but even m ore so vvith regard to the good and saintly . Furthermore, the 

good and saintly should hold a great importance fo r people, who should be attracted 

to them and should seek out their compa ·1y. 

At first blush, Cordovero's teaching in thi s section might appear undemocratic 

and a contradiction to his stance that everyone, even (and especially) the sinner, 

merits human compassion. However, I do not believe this to be the case. Again, this 

can be understood in light of the doctrine of the Seffroth, where good promotes good 

and evil, evil. Perhaps the key here is Cordovero' s insistence that people befriend the 

exceedingly virtuous. In this way can their virtue influence those who seek them out. 

We know this to be true, which is why we wish to keep good company. Also, here 

Cordovero is referring to the love and respect which people feel towards great 

teachers and scholars, and suggesting how that love and respect can be encouraged 

and nurtured . 

The twelfth Micah phrase wherein Cordovero discerns a divine attribute for 

human imitation is "as you promised on oath to our ancestors." He understands the 

biblical verse "I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious" (Ex. 33:19) after its 

Talmudic interpretation (Ber. 7a), that God will be merciful even to those who may 
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not deserve it. Cordovero speaks of God's mercv in these cases as an unearned gift. 

bestowed upon the unworthy because of the oath God swore to the patriarchs. By 

virtue of their being descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, God will be merciful 

towards them, guiding them until they improve. 

Cordovero writes that human beings shoulJ display this same mercy in their 

encounters even with the wicked, always bearing in mind that they too are children 

of the patriarchs. Although they may be wicked, their ancestors were exceedingly 

worthy and, states Cordovero, one who disgn1ces the children, disgraces the parents . 

Just as God guides the \vicked so that they will h,we the opportunity to becomP 

better people, so too can human being influence others fo r the good by treating them 

with compassion, both for the sake of who they are as descenda nts of the patriarchs, 

and for the sake of the patriarchs themselves 

Cordovero's teaching in this section has much in common with the notion that 

all human beings pussess within them a spark of the divine, inasmuch as all are 

created b'tselem Elohim. It is incumbent upon people to recognize the divine likeness 

in others, and to relate to them accordingly. In much the same way, all members of 

the household of Israel are kin, and the fact of their common ancestry must be 

remembered always, so that they learn to deal mercifully with one another. 

The thirteenth and final Micah verse is "in days gone by." To Cordovero, this 

means that God will continue to love and show mercy to Israel, even after the merit 

of the ancestors has run its course. Cordovero brings the biblical prooftext ·1 

accounted to your favor the devotion of your youth, your love as a bride" Qer. 2:2) to 
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show that God remembers all the good deeds which Israel has perfonned since the 

very beginning. 

In addition, says Cordovero, God recalls all the good qualities which Israel has 

ever exhibited, and by which God controls the world . Here Cord overo speaks of an 

all-embracing property which God creates from these good qualities, as is explained 

in the Zohnr (fll, 134b). With this property does God show mercy to Israel. 

Human beings, too, even when they are· unable to perceive anything worthy in 

others, should imitate this divine attribute hy remembering that there must have been 

a time, no matter how distant, when these people were worthy. Cordovero instructs 

his readers to remember the love of ''those newly weaned from milk, just taken away 

for the breast" (ls. 28:9). This is highly insightful of Cordovero, as most people feel 

tenderness towards babies and children. If people remember this, says Cordovero, 

they will find no one unworthy of their mercy. 

Cordovero ends the fi rst chapter of The Palm Tree of Deborah with a 

recapitulation and an admonition, which is quoted below in full. 

Until now, we have expounded the thirteen qualities by 
which man resembles his Maker. These are the qualities of 
higher mercy and their special property is that just as man 
conducts himself here below so will he be worthy of 
opening that higher quality from above. As he behaves, so 
will be the affluence from above and he will cause that 
quality to shine upon earth. Therefore, let not these 
thirteen qualities depart from the eyes of the mind and let 
not the verse [Micah 7:18-20) depart from the mouth, so 
that it be a permanent reminder. And whenever there is 
the opportunity of exercising one of these qualities one will 
remember, saying to oneself: "Behold, this depends on this 
particular quality. I shall not depart from it, so that the 
quality may not be hidden and depart from the world." 



The above passage, which speaks fo r itself, is remarkable in how it speaks with 

simul taneous severity and gentleness of an awesome responsibility and privilege 

allocated to humankind. 

This concludes our reading of .:hapter one o( The Palm Tree of Deborah. This 

chapter, as we have seen, deals with the imitation of Kettr, the highest Sefiroth. 

Chapter two also deals with the imitation of Keter , with an emphasis on humility, 

right thoughts, kindness to others. perfection of the senses, and the eradication of 

pride. 
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Chapters three through nine concern the imitation of the other Sefiroth . Chapter 

three deals with the imitation of Hokhma, and teaches th ~ t people who attain wisdom 

should influence others as much as possible. As wisdom preserves life, people are 

enjoined. in their wisdom, to extend kindness and mercy to all of God's creatures, 

both human and animal. Chapter four is concerned with the imitation of Binah, and 

teaches that the quality of understanding is attained through perfect repentance, 

which rectifies every flaw. 

In chapter five, Cordovero writes about the imitation of the 1-j.esed, stating tbat 

people learn the ways of lovingkindness by devoting themselves to the service of 

God, notwithstanding any suffering they may endure in their lives. The chapter 

describes in detail how to serve God by practicing benevolence. Practices include 

caring for the newborn child, proper circumcision of the male child, visiting and 

healing of the sick, giving charity, welcoming guests, attending to the dead, bringing 

the bride beneath the marriage canopy, and making peace between people. 
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Cordovero understands all these acts of benevolence performed in the lower world as 

acts on behalf of the upper world , which help the Sefirvth to function harmoniously 

Chapter six deals with the imitation of Gevurah, concentrating on how to 

properly channel the evi! inclination so that it , too, serves God. Chapter seven is 

about the imitation of Tifereth . It states that the quality of beauty is to be found in the 

study of Torah, and goes on to describe the proper behavior befitting a Torah scholar. 

This behavior involves being an effective and compassionate teacher to one's 

students, modesty, the study of Torah free from material reward, and the purification 

of one's thoug1'ts. 

Chapter eight concerns the imitation of Netz.ah , Hod, and Yesod. The practice of 

this imitation includes the support and encouragement of students of the Torah, and 

the proper purification of oneself during the study of Torah. Chapter nine, whose 

topic is the imitation of Malkhuth, emphasizes, again, the correct spi rit in which to 

study Torah, including sacrifices one must make for the sake of this study. It also 

discusses marital relations in the spirit of holiness . In chapter ten , Cordovero writes 

about one's daily conduct, that is, how people are to conduct themselves in order that 

they may comprehend the functioning of the Sefiroth and be bound to the world of 

the Sefiroth. Much of this chapter has to do with synagogue observance_ 

We can see that The Palm Tree of Deborah continues the task it begins in chapter 

one. It is a practical guide and manual for those people wishing to improve 

themselves and their relationships with others, and consequently their relationship to 

God. Topics covered in the book are extensive; all areas of life are proper arenas for 
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COMMENTS ON CHAPTER ONE OF TH£ PALM TREE OF DEBORAH 
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Perhaps one of the most striking characteristics of this text is, in my opinion, 

the way in which CorJovero expresses such complex ideas and high ideals in such 

simple language. While it is true that many of his allusions and much of his 

terminology may pose difficulties for those readers unfamiliar with rabbirtic literature 

or with kabbalah, Cordovero for the most part is not difficult to fo llow. This is 

because Cordovero seems to speak from his own experience, directly to the reader. 

His dedication to his topic, his personal commitment to the teaching he espouses, and 

his obvious care and concern to communicate his beliefs to the reader, all contribute 

to an ease of understanding and a sense of intimacy. 

Furthermore, Cordovero neither preaches nor condescends to the reader. As 

has been noted above, the standards Cordovero sets are lofty, and at times seem 

almost impossible. Yet we respond to Cordovero's own involvement with the 

material, and we respond to his gentleness and to his humility. These encourage us, 

as indeed does the nature of Cordovero's teaching itself. That is to say, when the 

lesson is lmitatio Dei - compassion, mercy, forgiveness, and love -- the students 

desire to learn and they have no fear. Cordovero is very strict with himself and he 

admonishes us to be very strict with ourselves, but he guides us gently and we 

understand that he would be patient with and forgiving of our failures. 

Even for those people who do not subscribe to kabbalistic doctrine, 

Cordovero's teaching can be meaningful and even practical. Most of us would wish 
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to become better human beings, to treat others more kindly, to be able to forgive, to 

be able to love. Mo~t of us would wish to believe that our good deeds carry some 

weight and that they have the power tu influence the world . We might not wish the 

same of our bad de ... ds, but we do want to learn to be able to take responsibility for 

our actions. It is these universal issues which Cordovero addresses, and The Palm Tree 

of Deborah encourages us, inspires us, and instructs us how to deal V'.-ith these issues 

in our own lives. It is truly a P°'"'erful book 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS, WlTI-l SOME THOUGHTS 
ON TI-IE RELEVANCE OF !MIT A TIO DEi TODAY 

SUMMARY 

We began this thesis by defining Imitatio Dei as a theological term referring to 

human imitation of God - more specifically, of ce rtain actions which God is 

perceived as performing. In looking at this concept relative to Judaism, we were 

confronted with a paradux. That is, how can a religion professing that God is wholly 

incomprehensible command human imitation? To this paradox has Jewish thought 

addressed it~elf throughout the ages. 

The earlies t body of work in which Jews have approached the concept of 

Imitatio Dei is, of course, the Bible, the Jewish tl!xt "'"I' qua 11011 upon which is based 

all subsequent ] ewish thought. f n this thesis, we have dealt with two biblical texts 

which we have understood to be central to the imitation of God as it appears in the 

Bible. 

Genesis 26-27, wherein God creates humankind b'tsolmo, in God's own image, 

has been discussed as a key passage, In this text, we see God as cosmic creator 

endowing the creature adam with attributes which are in essence similar to, or even 

identical with, those of the divine. The implication of this passage is that human 

beings are created with the potential for approaching and being like God to some 

important degree. 

The other biblical passage we have understood to be critical with regard to 

lmitatio Dei is Exodus 34:6ff. In this text, Jewish thought has discerned thirteen 
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mi.ddoth, or characteristic modes of behavior, of God. The positive mi.ddoth presented 

herein are traditiona lly understood as moral "ways" of God upon which human 

beings are enjoined to model their own behavior. 

Another biblical passage dealing with Jmitatio Dei is the Holiness Code of 

Leviticus 17-26, whose theme is stated in 19:2 as: "You shall be holy, fo r 1 the Lord 

your God am holy." Here, the ethical commandments are c;een as reflective of God's 

ways. Indeed, as we have discussed in chapter two of this thesis, many statements 

throughout the Bible may be understo0d ?;, references to human imitation of the 

ways of God. 

Also in chapter two, we have dealt ex tensively with the scholarship of biblical 

theologian Eliezer Berkovits, who suggests that there are specific cosmic principles. 

e.g. , love and compassion, which are to be found in humankind, and which people 

must strive to develop within themselves. Berkovits understands the word mishpat as 

referring to the manner in which God acts, and brings many prooftexts to illustrate 

his point. Mishpat means that aspect of divine conduct which, in the human realm, 

requires people to act justly, righteously, and compassionately. God's mishpat is the 

cosmic principle of balance and harmony which sustains creation. By entering into 

an intimate relationship with God, human beings become capable of living their lives 

in accordance with this principle, and thus engage in Lmitatio Dei. 

The next stratum of Jewish thought is that of the rabbis, who further develop 

the biblical teaching that God is the model for humankind. Imitatio Dei is the 

foundation and the inspiration for rabbinic elhics. Here, as in biblical thought, and to 



an even greater degree, it is Grid' s ways or actions which are imitable and held as 

exemplary. God becomes-a kind of anthropomorphic example who personally 

performs specific actions which human beings are enjoined to imitate. 
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According to the rabbis, God actually clothes the naked, visits the sick, 

comforts mourners, buries the dead, and so on. Over and over again in rabbinic 

literature do we meet this remarkable dialectic of God as ethical actor. In chapter 

two we have discussed this rabbinic teaching in detai l, and have seen how the rabbis 

sought to address the paradox of the chasu1 between th~ human and the divine by 

clarifying human understanding of God and thereby enabling human beings to 

cultivate: an ethical resemblance to God, parlicdarly in the quality of their behaviCJr 

towards their fellow human beings. 

In discussing the notion of Imitatio Dei as it appears in medieval Jewish 

philosophy, we have concentrated on the thought of Maimonides, in whose works 

can be perceived a concern with the tension between the God of philosophy and the 

God of religion. Maimonides counted Imitatio Dei as one of the commandments, 

stating that people should emulate the beneficent and righteous ways of God to the 

best of their ability. He sees in Leviticus 19:2 ("You shall be holy ... ") a 

commandment to fulfill all the commandments. 

According to Maimonides' "negative theology,'' God possesses no attributes, 

yet God does act, and it is these divine actions which human beings must strive to 

imitate. Furthermore, since human beings are most fully human and closest to the 

divine when they exercise and develop their rational potential to the utmost, it is in 
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righteousness. 
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We next looked at Micah 7:18-20 in the iight of the concept of Imitatio Dei, in 

preparation for our reading of chapter one of Thi' Pnlm Trl'c of Deborah, which takes as 

its point of departure the Micah text. We noted how the verses conclude a prophetic 

book which contains some of tJ1e harshest oracles of judgment in the entire genre, 

and yet these concluding verses themselves are wholly devoid of judgment or 

accusation. On the contrary, they constitu te a hymn unparalleled in its promise of 

absolute redemption and salvation, and of undying hope. 

We asked how the "Mica h poet" achieveJ the powerful effect of these verses. 

and how he made them credible. We came to see how he accomplished this by 

insisting on the clivine attribu te of mercy as that quality, among all the qualities of 

God, which constitutes the essence of God's uniqueness. To a degree found nowhere 

else in the Bible, this passage extols the incomparability of the divine forgiveness of 

human sin. Thus, and only thus, is there hope for Israel and hope for the individual . 

Consequently, God's mercy - not God's might or power or any other of God's 

attributes - becomes that attribute most worthy of human imitation. Following the 

"Micah poet," we reason that if God's uniqueness lies in God's mercy, God's 

willingness to forgive, then that is the very divine attribute to which human beings 

must aspire when they engage in Imitatio Dei. 

We then turned our attention to the concept of Imitatio Dei within kabbalistic 

thought. For the kabbalists, God is of two aspects: the En Sof, hidden and absolutely 
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unknowable, and the God who relates to humankind wiU1 justice and compassion. 

When the En So/ is revealed through the emanations of the ten Sefiroth, the two 

seemingly contradictory aspects of God are reconciled . 

The Sefiroth themselves are intrica tely balanced in their relationship to each 

other. At the same time, they are continuously inOuenced by human behavior. When 

people sin, they exert a harmful influence on the finely-tuned balance of the Sefiroth 

Conversely, when people act virtuously, the imbalanc~ is rectifi ed, and the 

relationship between lhe upper and the lower realms is strengthened via the healing 

process of tildwn . This notion of a reciprocal relationship between God and 

humankind makes the concept off mita tio Dei tundament;il to kabbalis tic thought. 

When humans imitate God as revealed in the Stjiroth , they cause God's grace to flow 

freely from above, which is to SilY that God, as it were, imitates human beings. 

According to the kabbalists , the impulse from below ca lls fo rth the impulse from 

above. 

Moses Cordovero's The Pnlm Tree of Debornh is an ethical treatise whose aim is 

to teach the reader how to live a life in accordance with lmitatio Dei as understood 

by the kabba.listic doctrine of the Sefiroth . Cordovero attempts to show how each of 

the Sefiroth, in the light of the qualities revealed therein, can be perfected by human 

thought and action.1 In chapter one of his book, as we have seen, Cordovero 

addresses himself to the highest Sefirah, called Keter, finding therein thirteen attributes 

1Michael Brocke, 'The ' Imitation of God' in Judaism." in A. Falaturi, J. J. Petuchowski, W. 
Strolz, eds., Three Ways to the Orte God (New York: Crossroads, 1987), p. 70. 
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of mercy which he perceives as alluded to in Micah 7:18-20. He sys tematically 

explains Pach attribute, firs r as it is exhibited in God's behavior towards human 

beings, and second as to how human beings can imitate God by making the attribute 

their own. 

As we have discussed in chapter four of this thesis, Cordovero presents his 

teaching dearly and gently. His book is accessible even to modem readers unfamiliar 

with rabbinic literature or with kabbalah. The Pa/111 Tree of Deborah serves as a 

relevant and inspirational guide for any persons concerned with working or their 

inner selves and learning how to Jive more humanely with their fellow human 

beings. 

In our analysis of the concept of lmitatio Dei as it has been understood in 

biblical, rabbinic, medieval, and kabbalistic thought, we have noted both differences 

and similarities. Perhaps the most basic concern which all these schools of 'though t 

hold in common is the attempt to comprehend how, after all, it could be possible for 

human beings to imitate the unknowable, the transcendent God. At the beginning of 

this thesis, we deemed this to be the central paradox of Judaism: Can human beings 

enter into a relationship with God, who is wholly other? What we have come to see 

in the course of our study is that Judaism has posited various forms of mediation to 

bridge the gap separating humankind and God, in order to understand that 

relationship as possible. 

In biblical thought, God is revealed in the middoth, divine attributes equated 

with the "ways" of God which human beings are to imitate. Berkovits sees God's 
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mishpat as the manner in which God acts, after which human behavior is to be 

modelled. The rabbis, too, attach grea t tmportance to the middoth as the "ways'' of 

God in which human beings mus t walk. For the rabbis, Gud performs 

anthropomorphic exemplary actions. The Maimonidean concept is of a God of whom 

no attributes can be predicated, but who nevertheless acts, and whose acts are 

worthy of imita tion. The doctrine of the Sefiroth is the kabbalistic system whereby the 

En Sof and human beings enter into d rela tionship. 

Throughout its theology, then, has Judaism understood s0me form of 

mediation as necessary for there f<..l be a rebtionship between the humdn and the 

divine, and hence for the possibility of lmitatio Oei We can describe these forms of 

mediation as dynamic rather than static and, except perhaps in the case of 

Maimonides, we can describe the ensuing relationship as intimate rather than 

impersonaJ . 

lMITATIO D Ei FOR TWO MODERN JEWISH PHILOSOPHERS: 
MARTIN BUBER AND ABRAHAM JOSHUA HESCHEL 

Thus we have come to see the centrality of the imitation of God in traditional 

Jewish thought. But what of its relevance for modern Judaism? In our investigation of 

this question1 we tum first to the theology of Ma:tin Buber (1878-1965). 

For Buber, Imitatio Dei is the goal of human existence. Buber writes that when 

we perfect our souls to be like God, this does not mean that we can ever achieve 

equality with God, but that the soul has actualized its own particular likeness to God, 

its yehidah or uniqueness as God's image. He states the imitation of God to be 

founded on Genesis 1:27, wherein God creates Adam in God's image, and he takes 
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that verse to mean that human beings are destined to bring to perfection in our lives 

the image in which we were created, and which we carry within ourselves.2 

According to Buber, Judaism. more than any other rt?ligion, has grasped the 

seriousness and the importance of the fact that humankind is created in the image of 

God. He says that Judaism stresses the role of individual human responsibility fo r 

work on oneself in order to achieve se lf-perfection , To show this, he quotes a rabbinic 

answer to the question of why the Torah states: ''And God created Adam in His 

image" (Gen. 1:27), mentioning the image "dtrJut the likeness. The interpretation 

(Yalkuth Reubeni on Gen. 1 :27) is that the likeness, the process of becoming like, lies in 

the hand of humankind.; 

Besides stressing the respons.ibility that the individual must assume in the 

process of lmitatio Dei, Buber also emphasizes the divine love involved. He brings 

examples of rabbinic and hasidic thought to illustrate that it is out of profound love 

for humankind that God has created human beings in the divine image. In the words 

of Rabbi Akiba: "How greatly God must have loved us to create us in His image; yet 

even greater love did He show us in making us conscious that we are created in his 

image'' (Abh. 3:18). 

Exactly how, then, asks Buber, can we imitate God? How ::an God, the 

unimaginable, be our model? Following the tradition, Buber finds the answer to his 

question in the middoth, the ways in which God works, as far as they are made 

2Martin Buber, Israel and the World:Essays in a Time of Crisis (New York: Schock.en, 1963), pp. 
n·73. 

l[f1i.d., p. 73. 



89 

known to humankind. He calls God's acts of clothing the naked, visiting the sick, and 

so on, "enacted middoth ," or visible patterns for humankind, and he understands the 

mitzvoth, the commandments, to be "middoth made human.'"' 

In addition, Buber writes of coming to know God in times of trial. Like Job, w~ 

learn that God does not show us mercy alone; we may undergo terrible suffering as 

well. When this occurs, we experience the hand of the transcendent God who is 

beyond all attributes; we experience the secret. And it is precisely at these m oments, 

Buber avows, that we learn to know God a:\d to imita te God.' 

Next we turn to the work of another great modern theologian, Abraham 

Joshua Heschel 0907-1972). Heschel states that it i:;. of the utmost importance for 

human beings to be aware tha t we li ve in God's eternal presence, and that every one 

of our actions is an encounter between the human and the holy. For Heschel, 

performance of the mitzvoth is the means of evoking within ourselves this 

awareness .6 

However, mitzvoth are not to be performed as a mere external compliance with 

the law. They are to be performed out of love. Heschel here quotes the rabbis: "All 

you do should be done out of love'' (Sifre on Deut 11 : 13). He maintains that kavanah, 

or inner devotion, is imperative, and that a good deed consists not just in what we 

do but also in how we do it. In order to ensure the flow of kavanah , says Heschel, we 

' Ibid., p. 76. 

5llli.d., pp. 76-77. 

6Abraham Joshua H eschel, God in Search of Man: A Philosophy of Judaism (Philadelphia: Jewish 
Publication Society, 1956), p. 356. 
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must keep alive our sense of the ineffable, and we must rem ember that God ''asks for 

the heart." For Heschei, then, proper observance of the mitzvoth is fiU ed with joy and 

with love.7 He directly relates this to Imitatio Dei when he s tates: 

The main function of observance is not in imposing a 
discipline but in keeping us spir itually perceptive. Judaism 
is not interested in automatons. In its essence obedience is 
a form of imitating God . That we observe is obedience; 
what w e observe is imitation of God .M 

According to H eschel, human beings must strive to be one wi th w hat they do 

When good deed s are perfo rmed fo r the sake 0f God, then we become transformed 

and sanctified . The ultima te goal fo r human beings is to become incarnations of the 

Torah, for the Torah to exist within our souls and wi th in our deeds. Heschel terms 

this the "immanence of God in deed s," and speaks of Juda ism 's concern to let God 

enter into the ways in which we act in the world . Our destiny, affirms Heschel, is to 

be partners with God. When we try to live in this way, "we discover the divine 

within ourselves and its accord w ith the divine beyond ourselves.'19 

IMITATIO DEi FOR SOME C ONTEMPORARY JEWISH THINKERS 

In a thought-provoking arti cle,10 contemporary c:a bbi Is rael Kestenbaum 

discusses the place of Imitatio Dei in the rabbinic role of pastoral counsellor. A s 

caregiver, he asks, what are the rabbi's obligations? He finds his answer in the 

1lbid., pp. 306-310. 

8/bid., p. 310. 

91Uid., pp. 310-313. 

1°Israel Kestenbaum, 'The Rabbi as Caregiver." In Basil Herring, ed., TJ1e Rabbinate as Calling 
arid Vocation: Models of Rabbinic Leadership (Northvale, NJ: J. Aronson, 1991), pp. 67-75. 
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Ninety-first Psalm, where God is envisioned as protector and redeemer, provider and 

savior, lis tener and empathizer. It is in the portrayal of God as listener and 

empathizer that Kestenbaum finds a model for the rabbi as ca regiver .n 

Kestenbaum supports his position with biblical and rabbinic texts. He reveals 

his sensitivity in choosing several apt quotations from Psalms to show that God is 

perceived as always p resent for people d uring times o f trail. His q uota tions indude: 

"When he calls upon M e, I will answer him: l wi ll be with him in trouble" (Ps. 91 :15) 

and "Yea, though I walk through the vall t>y of the shadow o f death, I fea r no evil fo r 

You are with me'' (Ps. 23:4). God's p resence is clearly unders tood as an empathic one, 

writes Kestenbaum, feeling, as it were, human pa in and suffering. Kestenbaurn notes, 

too, that rabbinic tradition often speaks of the kabbahs tic them e whereby, during 

periods w hen Israel is afflicted , the Shckhinnh similarl )' experiences sensations of 

hurt.12 

Kestenbaurn writes : 

God is not apart from us: H e is near and close and 
identified with us in our time of trouble. In that presence, 
independent of relief of our symptoms, we feel secure and 
uplifted. We call this empathy, that is, being with someone 
in his or her predicament. Empathy is the most important 
single component of effective caregiv ing . It is at the core of 
Imitatio Dei. 

Empathy is at the center of the loving act; 1 suspect it is 
the real meaning of "And thou shalt love thy neighbor as 
thyself' (Lev. 19:18). Moreover, as an imperative, it 
challenges us to chesed in the form of /m itatio Dei, its 

11lbid., pp. 70-71 . 

12/bid., pp. 71 -n . 
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purest expression.'' 

According to Kestenbaum, rabbis must learn via work and discipline how to 

be empathic. They must be wi lling to forgo any distance bet\\leen themselves and the 

persons requiring the care, becoming partners with them, making themselves 

available and making certain that they never become judgmental. Acting as 

caregivers, rabbis must work for self-knowledge in order that they may be fully open 

to those whom they would wish to help.1
' 

AJso, rabb is must learn that, when ;-esponding empathically, they are not to 

approach the situation with predetermined agendas or answers. Instead, they must 

connect with their own inner readiness to receive. To act in this way requires 

courage, admits Kestenbaum, but rabbis a re freed in realizing that they need only be 

listening and caring, they need only be present. This is not an all-or-nothing 

proposition, but rather is expressed by degrees according to the rabbi's skills and 

current state of mind. And most important, ''the more empathic the [rabbi's) response 

the more the love and presence of God will be felt, with all the healing of the spirit 

associated with it."1s 

Kestenbaum offers pragmatic suggestions on how to bring this model to life. 

Foremost among these is his insistence on supervised clinical training both for 

rabbinic students and for rabbis already in the field, so that they may hone their 

13lbid., p. 72. 

"Ibid., pp. 72-73. 

1slbid. 
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pastoral counselling skills.1b 

While Kestenbaum's concern is the rabbi per se, his findjngs are perhaps 

equally valid fo r any person, clergy 0 1 lay, who would wish to relate empathically to 

others. Kestenbaum's article is an excellent example of how lmitatio Dei becomes a 

practical approach to life as well as a theological d octrine. 

Another contemporary rabbi, Robert L. Katz, has written extensively on 

empathy. In one artide,17 Katz defines empath y as the process by which people, 

here psychotherapists, "feel themst?lves into" the inner reality of another person, the 

goal being to communicate wilh thal person in terms of his or her unique point 0( 

view in order to appreciate how he or she is sensing and experi encing,18 Katz sees 

the essential elements of empathy as a sharing of feelings and ideas, a process of 

identification with another person, and as a mode of intimate and sensitive 

communication. 1
<1 

Katz looks to traditional Jewish sources and infers a rabbinic understanding o{ 

empathy from the great body of material regarding God's concern for humankind 

and God's identification with the human cond ition. From J:.h.ese illustrations of God' s 

anthropopathy, Katz concludes that the ascription of empathy to God signifies the 

16/bid., pp. 73-75. 

17Robert L. Katz, "Empathy in Modem Psychotherapy and in the Aggadah ." In Sheldon H. 
Blank, et al., eds., Hebrew Union College Annual, vol. xxx, pp. 191-215 <Philadelphia; Maurice 
Jacobs, 1959). 

18/bid., p. 192. 

19~" 194 JUIU . , P· . 
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assigning of a high value to empathy in human beings.20 

Although the aggadic context and language is anything but psychological, 

writes Katz, we can dearly see how the rabbis were expressing som e of the same 

human n eeds and aspirations with which modern psychotherapy is concemed.21 He 

understands the rabbinic term hishvnh ("He made himself like or equal to '') as 

analogous to the psychological process of identification. Employing this term, the 

rabbis ascribed human emotions to God and indicated their belief that God felt for 

human beings, even to the exten t of directlv pa rticipa ting in their suffering. Like 

Kestenbaum, Ka tz reads the verse "l will be with him in trouble" (Ps. 91:15) as 

suggesting divine empathy. He sees this, loo, in Isaiah 63:9: "ln a ll their afflictions He 

was afflicted. "22 

Katz discusses the rabbinic theme of the Sht1khi11ah in exile, according to which 

God suffers along with Israel and becomes a "partner in their sorrow" (Ex. R. ch. 2). 

In a multitude of images, the profound involvement of God and Israel is d ramatized. 

For example, the rabbis take up the image from Isaiah 66:13 of God who comforts as 

does a mother. 1n the Talmud, God is said to shed tears for the suffering Israel (Hag. 

Sb, Ber. 59)1 to be overcome with grief for them (San. 46a, Hag. Sb). Also in the 

literature is God portrayed as participating in the suffering of all human beings, even 

Israel's enemies. One well-known example of the latter is when God rebukes the 

111fbid . 

211bid., p. 196. 

12/bid. , p. 196-197. 



angels who are rejoicing in the d rowning of the Egyptian army in the sea (San. 

39b).2.l 

By bringing a wealth of illus trations trom traditional texts, Katz shows that 

empathy is a core Jewish value derived from the Jewish perception of a God who 

personally empathizes with human beings. Katz w rites: 

In Judaism the sources for the ethics of empathy are to be 
derived largely from the conception of imitntia Dei. 
Empathy may be seen as a moral and practical quality 
which is demanded o f the individual in his human 
relations by an omnipotent God.24 

In this lucid and beautifully research article, Katz undertakes a comparative 

examination of empathy as it appears in the classic Jewish sources and in modem 

psychotherapy. He states that his study will sugges t direction and guidance for the 

rabbinic counsellor.25 As does Kestenbaum, Katz succeeds in providing a pragmatic 

model of empathy which is eminently useful to both the pas toral counsello r and to 
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the responsive layperson. In light of this thesis, it is exciting that these contemporary 

thinkers understand empathy as originating v,rithin the concept of Imitatio Dei. 

At this point, we may briefly mention the place of lmitatio Dei and closely 

related concepts in the works of other contemporary Jewish thinkers. Arthur Waskow 

is a ''new age" writer involved in the havurah movement. ln his creative celebration 

of Judaism, he draws on kabbalistic as well as other sources, and much of the tone of 

'DJbid., pp. 198-200. 

2'4Jbid., p. 206-207. 

15/bid., p. 191. 



his work approaches the theology we have discussed in this thesis.26 Lawrence 

Kushner is a rabb! whose books have renewed and popula rized kabbalistic ideas, 

with lmitatio Dei being a recurrent theme.17 

Feminist jPwish writers, such as Judith Plaskow, Aviva Cantor, Marcia Falk, 

Rita Gross, Naomi Janowitz, Ellen M. Umansky, and Maggie Werug, 2JI continue to 

explore female images of God. Challenging the sexism implicit in !Jatriarchal 

theology, they define new ways in which we can identify ourselves as crea ted in the 

image of a God who possesses both "masculine" a• ,d "feminine" attributes, and who is 

at the same time neither male nor female but transcenJs gender. 

CONCLUSION 

We have seen that from its inception over five thousand years ago to the 

present day, Judaism has wrestled with the paradox of U1e relationship between God 

and humankind. A resolution of that paradox has evolved, in part, into the concept 

of Imitatio Dei. According to this doctrine, God is wholly unknowable and yet God is 

UWorks by Arthur Waskow include: Godwrestling (New York: Schocken, 1978); Seasons of Our 
Joy (New York: Bantam, 1982); These Holy Sparks: The Rebirth of the Jewish People (Sa n Francisc:o: 
Harper and Row, 1983). 

27Books by Lawrence Kushner include: Tile Book of Miracles: A Young Person's Guide to Jewish 
Spiritual AUN:ireness (New York: UAHC, 1987); God Was;,, this Place and 1, I Did Not Know: Finding 
Se,lf, Spirituality, and ll/timate Me.aning (Woodstock, VT: Jewishlights Publishing, 1991); Honey from 
the Rocle: 10 Gates to Jewish Mysticism (New York: Harper and Row, 1977). 

lBSooks and articles by these authors include: Judith Plaskow, Standing Again at Sinai (New 
York: Harper and Row, 1990); Aviva Cantor, "A Jewish's Woman's Haggadah," Rita Gross, 
"Female God Language in a Jewish Context," Naomi Janowitz and Maggie Wenig, ''Sabbath 
Prayers for Women," all in Carol P. Christ and Judith Plaskow, eds., Wornanspirit Rising (New 
York Harper and Row, 1979); Marcia Falk., "Notes on Composing New Blessings" and Ellen M. 
Umansky, "Creating a Jewish Feminist Theology," both in Judith Plaskow and Carol P. Christ, 
eds., Weaving the Visions (New York: Harper and Row, 1989). 



revealed to humankind via specific ethical actions which God performs - acts of 

mercy, compassion, and love. ln imitating these acts in our m..rn lives, we, who are 

created in God's image, approach the actualizati011 of the divine within our::.elves, 

and only thus do we become fully human. 
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What is the relevance of Imitatio Dei today? In our contemplation of this 

question, the most positive and life-affirming impressions arise. Day by day and 

moment by moment, our work is cut out for us We are enjoined by our religion to 

constantly aspire to be like God, which means, \vr,en all is said and done, to be good. 

This is a message startling in its power and its simplicity. It is a message of awesome 

responsibility; it is a message of hope 

This is our struggle and our joy. For this art' we created. 
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