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What does God look like:

Guide of the Perplexed I:1
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mage [selem] and likeness [demuth]. People have thought that in the

Hebrew language image denotes the shape and configuration of a thing.

This supposition led them to the pure doctrine of the corporeality of God,
on account of His saying: Let us make man in our image, after our likeness.®
For they thought that God has a man’s form, I mean his shape and con-
figuration. The pure doctrine of the corporeality of God was a necessary
consequence to be accepted by them. They accordingly believed in it and
deemed that if they abandoned this belief, they would give the lie to the
biblical text; that they would even make the deliy io be nothing at all
unless they thought that God was a body provided with a face and a hand,
like them in shape and configuration. However, He is, in their view, bigger
and more resplendent than they themselves, and the matter of which He
is composed is not flesh and blood. As they see it, this is as far as one can go
in establishing the separateness of God from other things. Now with respect
to that which ought to be said in order to refute the doctrine of the cor-
poreality of God and to establish His real unity — which can have no true
reality unless one disproves His corporeality — you shall know the demon-
stration of all of this from this Treatise. However, here, in this chapter,
only an indication is given with a view to elucidating the meaning of image
and lkeness.

Now I say that in the Hebrew language the proper term designating
the form that is well known among the multitude, namely, that form
which is the shape and configuration of a thing, is to’ar. Thus Scripture
says: beautiful in form [to’ar]|and beautiful in appearance;® What form
[t0°arc] is he of 2;* As the form (to’ar] of the children of a king.’ This term is
also applied to an artificial form; thus: He marketh its form [yeta’arehu)
with a line, and he marketh its form [yeta’arehu] with a compass.5 Those
terms’ are never applied to the deity, may-He be exalted; far and remote
may this thought be from us.?{’he term image, on the other hand, is applied
to the natural form, I mean to the notion in virtue of which a thing is
constituted as a substance and becomes what it is. It is the true reality of
the thing in so far as the latter is that particular being. In man that notion
is that from which human apprehension derives. It is on account of this
intellectual apprehension that it is said of man: In the image of God
created He him3? For this reason also, it is said: Thow contemnest their
image.® For contempt has for its object the soul, which is the specific form,
not the shape and cnnfiguration of the parts of the body. I assert also that
the reason why idols are called images lies in the fact that what was sought
in them was the notion that was deemed to subsist in them, and not their
shape and configuration. I assert similarly with regard to the scriptural
expression: images of your emerods.*® For what was intended by them was
the notion of warding off the harm caused by the emerods, and not the
shape of the emerods. If, however, there should be no doubt concerning the
expressions the images of your emerods and images being used in order to
denote shape and configuration, it would follow that image is an equivocal
or amphibolous term applied to the specific form and also to the artificial
form and to what is analogous to the two in the shapes and configurations
of the natural bodies. That which was meant in the scriptural dictum, let
us make man in our image,'* was the specific form, which is intellectual
apprehension, not the shape and configuration. We have explained to you
the difference between image and form, and have explained the meaning

of image.

As for the term likeness [demuth), it is a noun derived from the verb
damok [to be like), and it too signifies likeness in respect of a notion. For the
scriptural dictum, I am like a pelican in the wilderness,!® does not signify
that its author | resembled the pelican with regard to its wings and feathers,
but that his sadness was like that of the bird. In the same way in the verse,
Nor was any tree in the garden of God like unto it in beauty,'® the likeness is
with respect to the notion of beauty. Similarly the verses, Their venom is in
the likeness of the venom of a serpent'* and His likeness is that of a lion that
Is eager to tear in pieces,'S refer both of them to a likeness in respect of a
notion and not with respect to a shape and a configuration. In the same way
it is said, the likeness of the throne, the likeness of a throne;'® the likeness
referred to being in respect of elevation and sublimity, not in respect of a
throne’s square shape, its solidity, and the length of its legs, as wretched
people think. A similar explanation should also be applied to the expression:
the likeness of the living creatures.!” Now man possesses as his proprium
something in him that is very strange as it is not found in anything else
that exists under the sphere of the moon, namely, intellectual apprehension.

XI:n the exercise of this, no sense, no part of the body, none of the extremities

are used; and therefore this apprehension was likened unto the apprehension
of the deity, which does not require an instrument, although in reality it is
not like the latter apprehension, but only appears so to the first stirrings of
opinion: It was because of this something, 1 mean because of the divine
intellect conjoined with man, that it is said of the latter that he is in the
tmage of God and in His likeness, not that God, may He be exalted, is a
body and possesses a shape.
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Rambam’s Introduction to Perek Helek
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Rambam’s Laws of the
Foundations of the Torah Chap. 1
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ou know their dictum that refers in inclusive fashion to all the kinds
Yof interpretation connected with this subject, namely, their saying: The
Torah speaketh in the language of the sons of man.! The meaning of this is
that everything that all men are capable of understanding and representing
to themselves at first thought has been ascribed to Him as necessarily belong-
ing to God, may He be exalted. Hence attributes indicating corporeality have
been predicated of Him in order to indicate that He, may He be exalted,
exists, inasmuch as the multitude cannot at first conceive of any existence
save that of a body alone} thus that which is neither a body nor existent in
a body does not exist in their opinion. In a similar way one has ascribed to
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