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Ancient Witness: Genesis 1:26-27 

 

Today, I’m going to talk about one of the most radical ideas in the entire Bible.  And it is this idea that 

within every human being is the Imago Dei, or the image of God.  Every person bears the resemblance 

of God.  And it is radical because this means that every human being is precious beyond measure and is 

to be treated with awe, dignity and respect.  No one is disposable.  No life is less valuable than other 

lives.  And this idea has the power to transform the world. 

 

In our text today from the ancient creation myth in Genesis, it says, “God created humankind in God’s 

own image.”  Old Testament scholar, Walter Bruggeman points out that humankind is spoken in both 

the singular (“In the image of God he created him”) and the plural (“male and female he created them”).  

He writes: 

 

On the one hand, humankind is a  single entity.  All human persons stand in solidarity before 

God.  But on the other hand, humankind is a community, male and female, and none is the full 

image alone.  Only in community of humankind is God reflected.  God is, according to this bold 

affirmation, not mirrored as an individual but as a community. 

 

So when we look at an individual, we see all humankind.  We see the person as part of that single human 

community. 

 

In Paul’s letter to the Galatians he said, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, 

there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” (Gal. 3:28)  Now to hear that 

passage is, for the most part, no big deal.  But given the cultural and social circumstances, it was 

revolutionary. 

 

In this one sentence, Paul touched on three polarities: Slaves/free, Jew/Gentile, male/female.  These are 

three basic ways that people can be different from each other.  In addressing these differences, Paul 

obviously isn’t saying that these differences suddenly disappear.  To be human entails differences.  It 

means that there will be social, ethnic and sexual differences that one inherits, and these differences to 

not vanish. But what Paul is saying is that the barriers are destroyed.  The differences are still there, but 

the gospel makes these differences irrelevant in the ultimate sense.  In midst of all this human diversity, 

all the differences, deep within us, is the indelible image of God, which makes us all one.  All God’s 

children are precious: young and old, rich and poor, male and female, binary and non binary, gay and 

straight, all races, all skin colors, all countries of origin.  Yes, there are differences, but they don’t 

matter.  What matters is our common humanity.  What matters is that together, we are all in the image of 

God. 

 

This is why racism or any form of supremacy is a sin against God and God’s children.  It literally throws 

away the biblical principle of Imago Dei, the image of God in all of us with no exceptions. 
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All through human history we can see when the Imago Dei is ignored, it has brought division, pain and 

suffering upon the world.  White Europeans failed to see the humanity, the image of God, in African 

slaves, viewing them as less than human, as beasts of burden, as mere property.  And White Europeans 

failed to see the humanity, the image of God in Native Americans, stealing their land, viewing them as 

savages, less than human, destroying their culture and anglicizing their children.  German Nazis failed to 

see the humanity, the image of God, in Jewish people, viewing them as subhuman, justifying the mass 

murder of over six million.  When we fail to see this precious image in others, it leads to inhuman, 

monstrous behavior, covering up and obscuring the divine image in the oppressor.  When we violate the 

dignity and precious dignity of others, it becomes difficult to recognize us as God’s children. 

 

And to say that we have overcome these divisions today is to deceive ourselves.  For these structures of 

oppression still exist, sometimes in more insidious and subtle forms.  For we continue to fail to see the 

full humanity, the image of God, in Black Americans, who suffer unequal treatment in the courts and at 

the hands of the police.  We continue to fail to see the full humanity, the image of God, in immigrants 

coming from south of our border, turning away men, women and children we are desperately trying to 

escape violence and crushing poverty.  And we see today how Israel continues to fail to see the full 

humanity, the image of God, in the Palestinian people, who they hold captive in the occupied territories 

and use their overwhelming military force to decimate and kill men, women and children if there is any 

resistance. 

 

But our sacred texts say that it doesn’t need to be this way; it shouldn’t be this way.  If we really 

believed our Bible, it would utterly transform our world.  For the more we see God’s imprint in others, 

the more the divine image shines through us. 

 

Thomas Merton, that amazing monk, mystic and spiritual guide, wrote about an experience he had in 

downtown Louisville.  He was sitting there in the middle of the shopping district watching all the people 

and he suddenly become overwhelmed with the realization of the image of God in all of them.  “At the 

center of our being,” he wrote, “is a point of pure truth, a point or spark which belongs entirely to God.”  

He said, “It is like a pure diamond, blazing with the invisible light of heaven.  It is in everybody.”  Each 

person is unaware that they are walking around shining like the sun!  He famously and beautifully 

described this deep insight of his experience like this: 

 

Then it was as if I suddenly saw the secret beauty of their hearts, the depths of their hearts where 

neither sin nor desire nor self-knowledge can reach, the core of their reality, the person that 

each one is in God’s eyes.  If only they could all see themselves as they really are.  If only we 

could see each other that way all the time.  There would be no more war, no more hatred, no 

more cruelty, no more greed… I suppose the big problem would be that we would fall down and 

worship each other.  (Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander, p. 153-154) 

 

When we truly realize that we are in the image of God, that we take after our divine Mother and Father, 

our lives become transformed.  And the light that is within us shines like a pure diamond.  And then we 

see this likeness in all people, our siblings, as we fall to our knees in recognition.  God is love, and we 

are created in the image of this love.  And so when we are compassionate and generous; when we are 

sacrificially loving, seeking the well-being of another ahead of our own; when we are in community, in 

right relationship with others, holding them in reverence; then this image shines more brightly through 

us.   
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In 1987, John Jackson was working as a photographer for the Indianapolis Star and he was sent to 
Ecuador to cover the earthquake that devastated the country and caused immense suffering.  And he 
wrote this: 
 

The line was long but moving briskly.  And in that line at the very end, stood a young girl about 
twelve years of age.  She waited patiently as those at the front of that very long line received a 
little rice, some canned goods or a little fruit.  Slowly but surely she was getting closer to the 
front of that line.  Closer to the food.  From time to time she would glance across the street.  She 
did not notice the growing concern on the faces of those distributing the food.  The food was 
running out.  Their anxiety began to show.  But she did not notice.  Her attention seemed always 
to focus on three figures under the trees across the street.  At long last she stepped forward to 
get her food but the only thing left was one lonely banana.  The workers were almost ashamed 
to tell her that that was all that was left.  She did not seem to mind.  In fact, she seemed 
genuinely happy to get that solitary banana.  Quietly she took the precious gift and ran across 
the street where three small children waited, perhaps her sisters and a brother.  Very 
deliberately she peeled the banana and very carefully divided the banana into three equal parts 
placing the precious food in the eager hands of those three younger ones.  One for you, one for 
you, and one for you.  She then sat down and licked the inside of that banana peel.  I swear I 
saw the face of God! 

 
 


