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Let us make Man in Our image, after Our likeness. (1:26)

 
 
 

What is the meaning of man being formed in G-d’s image? Certainly man has a corporeal form,
quite unlike Hashem, Who has no corporeality. Furthermore, what is meant by the phrase, “Let us
make Man”? Horav Moshe Shternbuch, Shlita, gives a compelling explanation. The concept of
man as he was created, is not limited to what we see with our human eyes. Man was designed to
be much more than a two- legged creature. Man is man only when he lives up to his spiritual
potential and integrates his spiritual dimension with his physical entity. This is consistent with
Chazal’s dictum, Atem kruyin Adam, “You, (Klal Yisrael) are called Adam, Man, and not the
gentile world.” The potential in spirituality allows Hashem to refer to each of us as an adam, a man.

How does this transpire? What must one do in order to achieve the appellation of a “man.” When a
man performs mitzvos and maasim tovim, good deeds, he enhances the spiritual dimension within
himself; he creates the true “man.” This is the meaning of Naaseh Adam, “Let Us make Man;”
“Us” is a reference to Hashem and man himself. The sum total of man and his actions comprise
the “man” component of the “Us” in the phrase, “Let Us make man.”

The tzelem Elokim is man’s spiritual image, the way in which he appears in the Olam HaRuchani,
spiritual world. When we perform what is demanded of us and enhance our performance with
hiddur mitzvah, with exacting and meticulous observance, we refine our spiritual image. The focus
of man in this world is to develop and embellish his spiritual persona, to live as a “man” and not as
an animal, thereby completing the process of creation that Hashem has initiated.

With this in mind, we now have a new understanding of the meaning of man. There has to be
something different, something special and unique, something striking, about the person. This can
only be actualized by focusing on the spiritual facet of an individual. This, in turn, will manifest itself
in a countenance and demeanor that reflects the true man, as willed by Hashem.

 
 
 

The gedolei Yisrael, Torah leaders, were individuals who truly transcended the realm of the
physical. Each manifested total control over his physical dimension; his complete devotion to
everything spiritual was reflected in their total demeanor. To gaze upon his countenance was to
observe the earthly state of a tzelem Elokim at its zenith. Horav Isser Zalman Meltzer, zl, was an
individual whose gadlus, greatness, in Torah was matched by his empathy for the feelings of each
and every Jew. He was a rosh yeshivah par-excellence whose concern for the plight of his fellow

                               1 / 3



Peninim on the Torah
Hebrew Academy of Cleveland
http://peninim.org

Jew was personal. Their pain was his pain; their joy was his joy. In Touched By A Story, Rabbi
Yechiel Spero relates a poignant incident that occurred concerning Rav Isser Zalman in which this
virtue was manifest.

 
 
 

Horav Aharon Kotler, zl, was the Rosh HaYeshivah in Kletzk, Poland, and also a son-in-law of Rav
Isser Zalman. As war became more and more imminent in Europe, Rav Aharon decided that the
yeshivah in Kletzk would be forced to move to America. Yet, he felt that with a future filled with
uncertainty, it would be best that he send his son Shneur, the future gadol and his spiritual heir, to
his grandfather in Eretz Yisrael. Rav Shneur spent the war years under the watchful eye of his
revered grandfather, who doted on him. Rav Isser Zalman imbued his grandson with an ahavas
Torah and ahavas Yisrael, love of Torah and love for every Jew, which became his hallmarks.

 
 
 

When the war ended and life was beginning to return somewhat to normalcy, Rav Aharon decided
it was time to send for his son. The news obviously brought a bittersweet reaction from the
grandparents, as (Rav) Shneur had been their pride and joy for the past five years. Life must go on,
however, and the young bachur had to go home to his parents. Arrangements were made, and the
day on which (Rav) Shneur was to go home arrived. The taxi that would take him to the ship that
was sailing to America pulled up to the curb, as Rav Isser Zalman and his rebbetzin waited with
their grandson outside their apartment.

It was now time to say goodbye. The rebbetzin hugged her beloved grandchild and blessed him
one last time. Rav Isser Zalman, normally an individual who did not conceal his emotions, stuck out
his hand and bid his grandson a safe journey and hatzlocha, good luck, in the future. Rav Shneur
entered the taxi and left.

A man of Rav Isser Zalman’s stature was always surrounded by his students. This time was no
different. They watched incredulously as their beloved rebbe gave a “cold” goodbye to his
grandson. They knew him to be a warm and sensitive person, traits which were inconsistent with
the way he had just acted. Surely, a grandson deserves more than a handshake!
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Students must learn, and the only way to grow is to ask – which they did. “Rebbe, not even a
hug?” Rav Isser Zalman looked at his students and smiled, as he wiped away a tear from his eyes,
responding, “My dear students, yes, I wanted to hug and kiss Shneur with all my heart. Trust me, it
was quite difficult to contain my emotions, but I felt it would be wrong to publicly express my true
emotions.

 
 
 

“You see, there are many grandfathers who can no longer feel the loving embrace of a grandson.
Likewise, there are many grandchildren who can no longer experience the warmth and caring that
a grandfather has to offer. Many of our people have perished during the war. I felt that in some way
I had to share in their pain and suffering. If I refrain from hugging my beloved grandson, perhaps I
can sensitize myself, ever so slightly, to what these unfortunate Jews are going through.”

We now have a glimpse of what it means to transcend the physical and develop one’s tzelem
Elokim.
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