
Shubert Spero

Rabbi Spero, a member of the editorial board of
TRADITION, serves as Rabbi of Young Israel of
Cleveland and is Professor of Philosophy at the

Cleveland Institute of Art. He is a frequent contributor
to TRADITION as well as to many other publications.
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Similarities between man's understanding of himself and the per-
sonalistic concept of the biblical God are striking and have been
noted frequently. The Bible itself teaches that man was created "in
the image of God," implying that in some significant respects man
resembles God. Others, less sympathetic to religion and following a
reductionist aproach, have attempted to explain the similarities by
suggesting that, on the contrary, man, for a variety of conceptual

and psychological reasons, fashioned the idea of God in his (man's)
own image. In Jewish thought, the relationship between the concept
of self and the concept of God has generally been developed in the
direction of the latter to the former. That is, what was known about
God was applied to man. This is as expected, since one usually pro-
ceeds from the known to the unknown. And what the Bible enabled
us to affirm about God was more clear and specific than what we
could say with any assurance about man. The point of resemblance

between man and God that was most fruitfully developed by the rab-
bis was in regard to the moral nature and moral capacity of man.
Nothing is more central to the Bible than the essentially moral nature
of God. Ascribed to the Almighty are a series of moral acts of
benevolence such as feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, pro-
viding for the lonely, and burying the dead, as well as acts of justice
such as punishing the wicked, saving the righteous, and fulfillng His

promises. i More important, in response to a request by Moses to be
shown God's "glory" and His "ways," there follows a revelation of
God's "goodness," in which He is described as "Lord, who is mer-
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ciful and compassionate, long-suffering and abundant in kindness
and truth . . ." 2 Since these moral predicates are expressed in the

form of generalized dispositional attributes, they reveal a more pro-
found and more essential relationship between God and morality
than the ascription of individual moral acts. An individual may per-
form sporadic moral acts and yet not possess a moral character. To
be "merciful" is to have developed a resident moral character to the
point where one can confidently expect only moral acts.

But man is commanded to "walk after the Lord your God" and to
"walk in His ways. "3 This is interpreted to mean, "I must make
myself like unto Him, as He is compassionate and gracious, be also
compassionate and gracious."

Actually, two principles flow from this concept of imitatio Dei.
One is that man has the moral capacity, the insight to know the right
and the good and the freedom to choose the right and the good. Se-
cond, man has the obligation to seek out and walk the moral path,
which is the derekh hashem. What emerges is that man's resemblance
to God has a static as well as dynamic aspect. Man, by virtue of what
he is, is already a moral agent-free and responsible. But man has yet
to develop a moral personality. It was in this sense that the rabbis
noted the different terms mentioned in the biblical passage announc-
ing the creation of man. "Let us make man in our image (tse/em)
after our likeness (demut). "4 While God does create man in His im-
age and confers irreducible value upon him, the "likeness," which is
the process of "becoming like," lies in the hands of man.' He has yet
to fulfil this destiny by living a moral life and exercising his divine
"image." Man must therefore look to God to learn who he (man) is
and to discover what he (man) has yet to do.

In rabbinic literature we do not find any serious effort to cultivate
the relationship between selfhood and Godhood in the opposite
direction (i.e., to utilize our knowledge of selfhood as a means of
enhancing our understanding of the nature of Godhood). As already
indicated, there was no real reason to do this, as the intellectual
climate and condition of belief were such as to place knowledge of
self lower on the cognitive scale than knowledge of God. Further-
more, whatever problems these early thinkers may have had with the
concept of God, they were not of the kind that could be elucidated by
our knowledge of self.

However, we do find a talmudic teaching in the name of R. Shimi
Ben Ukba that draws some interesting parallels between the soul or
the self and God, but apparently only for a homiletical purpose.

Five times did David say, "Bless the lord, 0 my soul." In reference to what
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was it said? He said it in reference to the Holy One, blessed be He (God) and in
reference to the soul. Just as God fills the entire world, so does the soul fil the
entire body. Just as God sees but cannot be seen, so does the soul see but can-
not be seen.

Just as God nourishes the entire world, so does the soul nourish the entire
body.
Just as God is pure so is the soul pure.
Just as God dwells in an innermost place. so does the soul dwell in an inner-
most place.
Therefore, let the soul which possesses these five attributes come and praise
Him to whom these five attributes belong.'

Although the wording in this passage is from God to the soul,
some of the parallels listed suggested a possible reverse approach to
Rabbi Gamaliel, who was once questioned thus by a skeptic: "Where
is your God located?" Rabbi Gamaliel replied, "I do not know."
The other said to him, "Is this your wisdom that you daily offer
prayers to Him without knowing where He is?" Rabbi Gamaliel
answered him, "You have questioned me concerning One who is
remote from me . . . let me question you about something which is
with you day and night. Tell me where is your soul?" The man said,
"I do not know.'''

Here Rabbi Gamaliel points to a familiar and accepted concept-a
nonspatial entity called the "soul" -as a possible model for forming
a conception about an invisible and incorporeal God. Once we have a
situation in which our concept of God has become unintelligible or
unconvincing whereas the notion of selfhood remains a common ex-
perience accessible to introspection, the balance has shifted so

cognitive illumination can flow from selfhood to Godhood. In-
dicative of this fact is the changed sequence of these elements at the
conclusion of the Midrash: "In the same manner that nobody knows
the place of the soul, so does nobody know the place of the Holy
One, blessed be He.'"

Maimonides, whose theological situation was also one of guiding
the religiously perplexed, made extensive use of the analogy between
God and the universe on one hand and the individual soul and body
on the other. In a long chapter, Maimonides develops the notion

already familar to the rabbis, of man as microcosm, and points out
in great detail the structural and organic similarities between man as
an individual and the universe as a whole.9 The crucial element of the
parallel, however, lies in the fact that

in man there is a certain force which unites the members of the body, controls
them and gives to each of them what it requires. . . . It is man's intellectual
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faculties which enable him to think, consider and act and which governs all the
forces of the body.

There also exists in the universe a certain force which controls the whole,
which sets in motion the chief and principal parts and gives them the motive
power for governing the rest. . . . It is the source of the existence of the
Universe in all parts. That force is God, blessed be His name."

Maimonides is quick to point out that the analogy between man
and the universe does not hold in all respects and that there are
discrepancies in regard to three points. One is that while man's ra-
tional faculty "is a force inherent in the body and not separate from
it, God is not a force inherent in the body of the universe but is

separate from all of its parts.'tIl
What is Maimonides' purpose in drawing the parallel between man

and the universe, between the soul and God? It does not seem to be
the case that Maimonides is merely indulging the medievalists pen-
chant to exhibit the Divine aesthetic by pointing to similar forms and
patterns that are repeated in various parts of the creation, for the
aesthetic aspect is surely spoiled by the three points in respect to
which the analogy breaks down. I suggest that Maimonides realized
that there was no way by which he could rationally explicate the man-
ner in which God rules the universe. In his own words: "How God
rules the universe and provides for it is a complete mystery; man is
unable to solve it. For on the one hand it can be proven that God is
separate from the universe and in no contact whatever with it; but on
the other hand, His rule and providence can be proven to exist in all
parts of the universe even in the smallest." 

12 If, however, we go back
to the case of man and try to comprehend how the self relates to the
body and how the intellect functions as it does, we are confronted by
a similar mystery: "The intellect is the highest of all faculties of living
creatures; it is very difficult to comprehend and its true character
cannot be understood as easily as man's other faculties."

What this analogy tries to generate is a sort of intellectual humilty
or agnostic consistency. All of us, through introspection, are directly
aware of our subjectivity as an abiding continuant, as a unitary self
that is most clearly felt in the active role of deciding or wiling and is
causally effcacious in the world. "I deliberate; I act; I remember.
Therefore, I am." But neither philosophy nor science has been able

to provide an account of the self that would do justice to the in-
trospective evidence of a spirit-like entity and, at the same time, ex-
plain its connection with the physical processes of the body. Yet our
inabilty to comprehend the interaction between body and con-
sciousness causes few people to give up their common sense notion of
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the self as agent. So, too, the fact that we cannot explain how God
rules the universe can perhaps be seen as an acceptable measure of
mystery within what to Maimonides, at least, must have seemed to be
a generally rational scheme of religious belief. Similarly, Rabbi
Gamaliel's reply to the skeptic shames him into silence by pointing
out that his own self is nonspatial and yet pretty "real" and "alive."
Surely, therefore, the fact that we cannot pinpoint God's location
should not deter us from His worship.

In recent years much of the thrust of philosophy of religion has
been in the area of meaning rather than truth. That is, the critical ap-
paratus of analytic thought has questioned not whether the basic
assertions of religion are true, but whether they make sense. Terms
and concepts such as "God," "God's existence," "God's love,"
"God as Lord of history," and "God as creator of the world" have
all been judged as resistant to the ordinary meaning of these terms
and therefore empty of sense.

One attempt to fix the reference range of words such as God and to
show that the concept of God is not an empty notion makes use of
what has been called the allusive function of language. Thus, when
we speak of God as a transcendent being or as a spirit, we are using
words designed to give us an impression of the Divine, hint at Him,
suggest Him. There is no suggestion here of having properties in
common or of analogates bearing resemblance to each other.

One of the examples found in current discussions is the use of the
word "spirit," by which we designate God as transcendent or
metaempiricaL. Can we give any intellgible content to this notion?
What do we have in mind when we talk of a God who is a being out-
side of space and time and on whom the spatio-temporal universe is
in some sense dependent?

Several writers suggest that our willngness to entertain such a no-

tion stems from the self-awareness that we all experience, that is the
ground for the intuitive conviction that we ourselves are not simply
spatio-temporal objects.13 Much of what goes on within us can be
described from the point of view of the observer using physicalist or
behaviorist language. However, when we regard ourselves from
within as agents, we find that certain portions of our experience, such
as loving, feeling, and hoping, are adequately described only when
we use nonphysical concepts. There is something nonspatial about
these experiences. It is argued that each of us has a direct awareness
of our own subjectivity, a sense of identity that goes beyond the most
exhaustive description of distinguishing traits.

There is a subjectivity which each of us realizes for himself which is not and
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logically could not be exhausted by any number. of third person designates,
however far they went and however various they were. Here then is fact-my
own existence as I know it in its full subjectivity which eludes any exhaustive
direct description."

Ramsey calls this a "paradigm of mystery."
To be sure, these writers are not presenting this as evidence for the

existence of a "soul," that because we experience something like

spirit, there exists something like spirit. Nor do they claim that we
have a perfectly clear concept of "pure being" or "disembodied
spirit." Their point is simply that we are able to have some concept
of a being independent of space, that by abstraction from ordinary
experience we can gain some hint of a reality where "what is im-
perfectly realized in us is fully and perfectly realized." What we are
therefore doing when we draft a word for theological use and
describe God as a pure spirit is deliberately to commit a "category
mistake." We are asserting first that "spirit" retains specific mean-
ing by connection with spirituality as the name of a human aspect
but, second, that it is to be governed by a rule that declares that the
norm is not to be taken as an abstract noun such as "smile" but as a
concrete noun such as "man."I'

Let us paraphrase the Midrash in light of this: "In the same man-
ner as we experience our own subjectivity-as a conscious, non-
spatial active agent or spirit-so too may we conceive of the Holy
.one blessed be He, as pure or perfect spirit." Here selfhood is used
to help us to achieve a conception of the Divine.

A second instance of interaction between selfhood and Godhood is
one where the level rises from facilitating conception to perceiving a
real possibility. This involves the traditional metaphysical problem of
freedom of the wilL. What has kept this problem alive in contem-
porary philosophy is the pressure that emanates from two areas of
human experience. First, the entire concept of moral responsibilty
and the juridical apparatus and social sanctions based on it seem to
assume the possibility of moral acts that are freely chosen by the self
and express the purposes of the self. Thus we are not free and
therefore not responsible when (1) our limbs are set in motion by
some external physical agency, (2) we act in ignorance of the special
circumstances in the situation, or (3) our action is the result of some
uncontrollable emotion or the effects of drugs or alcohol or "brain-
washing." Moreover, the language of moral judgment expressed in
sentences such as, "You ought not to have done X" implies that
"You could have refrained from doing X." "Ought" implies "can."
The "freedom of will" required by the concept of moral responsibili-
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ty includes the possibility that the agent could have done other than
what he did. This implies what has been called "contracausal"
freedom (i.e., that the self, in a moral struggle between his strongest
desire flowing from his character as so far formed and his sense of
duty is able to adopt either alternative). This he can do by an exertion
of what we call "wilpower," which suggests the opening of new

sources of energy. What this means in effect is that in a moral situa-
tion, the decision that is made by the agent is essentially unpredic-

table. Assuming a complete and perfect knowledge of the heredity,
environment, and character of the agent, it would nevertheless have
been impossible to foretell his decision. 

16,

The second source of support for the doctrine of moral freedom is
our own immediate experience. There is no doubt that we all feel
ourselves to be free in the sense just described. There are many deci-
sions we make in life after prolonged deliberation where we just
"know" we could have chosen otherwise. From the standpoint of
our practical self-consciousness, from the internal standpoint of liv-
ing experience, we are "certain that it lies with ourselves to decide
whether we shall let our character as so far formed dictate our action
or whether we shall by effort oppose its dictates and rise to duty." In
short, immediate experience makes us certain that our act is not
determined by the totality of our past and yet we are equally certain
that the act is determined by our self i 7

In spite of the best efforts by many thinkers to show that the
freedom-of-the-wil issue is a pseudo-problem and that ordinary no-
tions of moral responsibility can be reconciled with a deterministic

picture of the universe as revealed by modern science, the issue re-
mains alive, with the philosophical edge, in my judgment, remaining
in favor of the Libertarians. i8

Religious Jews obviously have a vital stake in the outcome of this
philosophical controversy. Human beings could hardly be the reci-
pients of moral and ritual mitsvot and be held responsible for their
observance if they did not possess contracausal freedom. The specific
biblical texts are equally clear. "Sin croucheth by the door. . . and
unto thee is its desire but thou mayest rule over it,"19 and "I have set
before thee, the blessing and the curse; therefore choose life." 20 And
Maimonides points out that man's freedom to be righteous or wicked
is "the pillar' of the Torah" and "the principle upon which all the
words of the Prophets rest."21

Aside from the intrinsic importance of this principle, freedom of
the wil can be viewed as another instance of how selfhood can point
us in the direction of Godhood. If, indeed, man has contracausal
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freedom, what does this imply about the nature of the universe in
which we live? It would mean that there is at least one small area of
which we are clearly aware wherein the iron laws of determinism do
not apply; one exception to the tightly woven network of cause and
effect that grips the rest of nature; one chink in the causal nexus
through which the self is able to introduce new spiritual energy and
moral power. But this would be dramatic evidence of the biblical
teaching that the human being transcends nature by virtue of the
selfhood implanted in him by God. While in all other respects man is
part of nature (takhtonim), his soul or self is an endowment from
another order (elyonim), so that he alone is responsible (i.e., capable
of freely responding to a Divine command, of overruling his
strongest desire). It is perhaps in this sense that a 1pm ,(nissayon) is
related to a m (ness).22 In a moral test (11'1::1 man, if he is suc-
cessful, exerts his freedom and transcends his own nature. In a
"miracle," God exerts His freedom and contravenes the course of
nature. A person who passes a moral test has actually performed a
"miracle," has overcome his nature as so far formed. Maimonides
points to the passage "Behold man has become as one of us to know
good and evil" as referring to the fact that man is unique in possess-
ing the power of free choice. 

23 This is a capacity that makes man akin

to God.
Indeed, if we follow the reasoning of those who maintain that the

moral decisions of the individual are in principle unpredictable, we
come upon another interesting insight. It is argued that in order to
predict a person's conduct you would have to have a complete
knowledge of his character and circumstances. But you could not
possibly have this sort of knowledge of a person until the end of his
life. "Character" is not a fixed quality given once and for all at a cer-
tain period and henceforth constant. It is in the making throughout
life.24 Moral experience is possibly the only truly creative activity
open to man, the only avenue through which he can introduce true
novelty into the world.

If man is free and creative in this sense, we do not live in a closed
"block" universe. We therefore have another example of moving

from selfhood to an understanding of Godhood. If man can act in
contracausal freedom and thus weave new and unexpected additions
to the unhemmed fringes of his personality, it surely is easier to ac-
cept the notion of a God who is the uncaused cause and who
mysteriously has input into nature and history and is the creator par
excellence.2' In the same manner as we know ourselves to be free, to
act responsibly, and to create new dimensions of character and per-
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sonality so, too, might there exist a God who is the source of our
freedom and creativity and possesses these qualities to a perfect
degree. Obadiah S'forno comments on the passage "And God
created man in His own image" as follows: "In part man is similar to
the Almighty who also acts in freedom. However, God always freely
chooses the good which is not the case with man."

A third area where knowledge of self can lead to knowledge of
God involves not the knowledge of self but knowledge of other
selves. This is an old and familiar epistemological puzzle known as
the problem of other minds; it has been discussed for a long time by
the philosophers. Each of us believes that we are not alone in the
world. There are other beings who think and reason, have sensations
and feelings just as we do. However, while a person can observe in
others behavior and circumstance, he cannot directly perceive their
mental states. We cannot observe the thoughts and feelings of other
humans. How then do we know, for example, that a friend, B, is in
pain? What is our evidence?

The most plausible answer to this question is the analogical ap-
proach first suggested by Descartes and Locke and since endorsed by
a number of modern thinkers. I start with my own case, where I
associate certain external pain-behavior (facial grimaces, sighs and
groans, clutching of certain parts of the body, etc.) with the internal
feeling of pain. From there, I proceed to infer from the pain-

behavior of others that they must also be experiencing a feeling of
pain similar to my own. This analogical approach, which is based on
an inductive argument, may schematically be represented as follows:

1. Every case of pain-behavior such that I have determined by

observation, whether or not it was accompanied by pain in the
body displaying it (i.e., my own case), was accompanied by
pain in that body.

2. Probably every case of pain-behavior is accompanied by pain in

the body displaying it.
3. B over there is displaying pain behavior.

4. Probably B feels a pain.

This inductive argument is strikingly similar in form to the tradi-
tional teleological arguement for the existence of God (generally con-
sidered to be the most persuasive of the arguments in the repertoire
of natural theology), which can be expressed as follows:

1. Everything that exhibits curious adoptation of means to ends
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and is such that we know whether or not it was the product of
intelligent design, was in fact, the product of intellgent design.

2. The universe exhibits curious adaptation of means to ends.

3. Therefore, the universe is probably the product of intellgent
design.

Alvin Plantinga, in a detailed and complex analysis, convincingly
demonstrates that both arguments fall victim to similar objections. 

26

While much of what he writes is too technical to reproduce here, his
conclusion is based on the fact that in both cases the specific evidence
on hand supports only one or two of a number of propositions, all of
which would have to be upheld in order to arrive at the desired con-
clusion. Thus, in the case of the teleological argument, to conclude
that God exists you would have to maintain not only that the universe
is designed (which the evidence does support), but also that the

following propositions for which the evidence is ambigious are true.

1. The universe is designed by exactly one being.

2. The universe was created ex nihilo.
3. The universe was created by the being who designed it.
4. The creator of the universe is omniscient, omnipotent, and

perfectly good.
5. The creator of the universe is an eternal spirit without bodily at-

tributes.

In regard to the analogical argument for the existence of other
minds there is likewise a set of additional propositions, the conjunc-
tion of which is not rendered more probable by the evidence at hand.
These are:

1. I am not the only being that feels pain.
2. There are some pains that I do not feeL.
3. Sometimes certain areas of my body are free from pain.
4. There are some pains that are not in my body.
5. There are some cases of pain that are not accompanied by pain-

behavior on the part of my body.
6. I am the only person who feels pain in my body.
7. Sometimes someone feels pain when I do not.

It seems that the conjunction of the propositions of the teleological
argument are as probable on the evidence as is the analogical argu-
ment on its evidence. Therefore Plantinga concludes: "If my belief in
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other minds is rational, so is my belief in God. But obviously the
former is rational, so therefore is the latter."27

Whether or,not Plantinga's conclusion is beyond question is irrele-
vant for present purposes. I refer to his thesis only to show that here
we have another instance in modern philosophy where selfhood is
seen to serve as a guide to Godhood.

There is a rabbinic teaching that says: "Know what is above (from)
you, an eye sees and an ear hears, and all of your deeds are recorded
in a book."2' Some commentators interpreted this in a novel way:
"Know what is above?" Do you wish to gain insight into the One
above? "(From) You." Think about yourself. Analyze your own
selfhood. From your own introspection learn about God. For, as we
have seen, awareness of the mystery of self can give us somewhat of a
conception of the eternal spirit that is God; the immediate experience
of our own freedom makes it easier to believe in the Holy One who is
truly free and, just as we are rationally unembarrassed by our belief
in other minds though the evidence and reasons are incomplete, so
too need we not shriIlk from taking the "leap of faith" even though
the rational support for that move is not conclusive.
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