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Richard J. asks, “What does it mean when 
theologians say, “we are made in the image of 
God”?  Does it mean we look like God?”

Last week, we saw two Protestant 
responses and a Unitarian answer. This week, we continue 
with Orthodox, Catholic, Hindu and Jewish responses.

The Rev. Michael Nasser, who writes from an East-
ern Christian perspective and is pastor of St. Nicholas 
Orthodox Christian Church, responds:

“The understanding that humanity was created in the 
image of God, as stated in Genesis 1:26, is one of the foun-
dations of Orthodox Christianity. This means that all of 
creation in its original state is a refl ection of God‘s beauty, 
truth and goodness, but only humanity was created to 
attain by his grace the fullness of all that God is by his 
nature. It does indeed mean that we ‘look’ like God, but in 
a way much more profound than physical appearance. We 
are like God in  everything that God is: created to have the 
fullness of his wisdom, his goodness and his freedom. 

“Because of this great potential, we Orthodox Christians 
see sin diff erently than Western Christians (Catholics and 
Protestants). Sin is not so much the breaking of a law or 
rule, but rather it is missing the mark on the immeasur-
able gift of the potential that God has off ered humanity, 
uniquely created to be the only part of his creation made in 
his image. Each and every member of the human race has 
the potential to be the full expression of God himself, and 
we believe Jesus Christ fulfi lled that potential — revealing 
the image of his father, not only in his divinity but also in 
his perfect humanity.”

The Rev. Kevin Niehoff , O.P., a Dominican priest who 
serves as Adjutant Judicial Vicar, Diocese of Grand 
Rapids, responds:

“The foundation to this philosophical question is from 
Genesis 1:26, which reads, ‘then God said, let us make 
humankind in our image, according to our likeness …’ ( New 
Revised Standard Version). Human beings are made up of 
two parts, body and soul. The soul is what gives human 
beings the ability to think, to reason, to know and to act 
accordingly. In other words, human beings are capable of 
self-knowledge, of self-possession and of freely giving of 
ourselves and entering into communion with other human 
beings.

“No, we do not physically look like God. However, our 
actions do refl ect the divine and the Kingdom of God. In 
other words, the soul, which can be described as the light 
in our eyes, shines forth in the communion of persons gath-
ered  together because it is the likeness of the divine per-
sons, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, among themselves (Cate-
chism of the Catholic Church, p. 425.)”

Fred Stella, the Pracharak (Outreach Minister) for the 
West Michigan Hindu Temple, responds:

“This quote is from the Judeo-Christian tradition. While 
nothing exactly like it appears in any Hindu scriptures that 
I am aware of, we can draw on some of the great teachers of 
our tradition who have examined this through a Vedic lens. 
Taken literally, it makes little sense, since we do not believe 
that God is a cosmic person who in any resembles us. God 
is pure consciousness. Ultimately we are that as well. 
But during this mortal sojourn we must have an instru-
ment with which to navigate this physical world. Hence, 
consciousness was able to evolve into what we are today, 
expressing ourselves through these bodies.”

My response:
Of course it does not mean we look like God! The theo-

logical conundrum is to puzzle out how we are created in 
the image of God, not to demonstrate how God is created in 
the image of human beings. The Bible is full of descriptions 
of God’s human-like body parts and very human emotions 
because metaphor is the only way we can speak of God.

When Genesis speaks of “image of God,” the context 
suggests a clear defi nition. The verse continues by giving 
human beings the unique quality of mastery over the Earth 
and everything in it. Human beings have a bit of divine-like 
power to control the Earth; to herd and train certain ani-
mals to work for them, to cultivate crops, to transform the 
raw material of the earth into materials to build and power 
human civilization. The Sabbath commandments are spe-
cifi cally intended to remind us that our mastery is limited.

Another possibility for the meaning of creation in the 
“image of God” is based on the familiar Garden of Eden 
story in the following chapter of Genesis. Judaism does not 
believe that the sin of Adam and Eve introduced a perma-
nent stain on humanity. In fact, when God banished them 
from the garden it was only because they had taken a step 
towards becoming like God and if they had stayed in the 
garden, they might have also eaten from the tree of life 
and lived forever (like God). It seems to me that God cre-
ated human beings in God’s image, with the ability to make 
choices with complete free will. The expulsion was an inev-
itable consequence of being created in the image of God.
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I have now come home from an inspiring 
time at Cambridge University these past two 
months. My time there with the Woolf Insti-
tute, which pursues research and applica-
tion of the interfaith agenda, has been most 

enriching. The Faraday Institute for Science and Religion 
always provides opportunity for stimulating talks and 
interaction with scientists who affi  rm their faith commit-
ments. 

At the conclusion of the term in Cambridge, I 
joined this year’s interfaith workshop in conjunc-
tion with our Templeton supported grant on an Abra-
hamic approach to science and religion. The theme, 
“Randomness in Science and Providence in Religion,” 
brought 30 science, philosophy and theology schol-
ars from the three major faith traditions and from 
13 countries to Macedonia for a week of interaction and 
sharing the results of their joint projects.  

Many of the projects get too technical to discuss in this 
short column, but I was struck by a comment made, almost 
in passing, by one of the Jewish philosophers.  She made 
the distinction between “believing that” and “believing 
in.” 

She cited the story from Exodus of the Israelites after 
being saved from pursuing Egyptian armies at the Red 
Sea.  The chapter ends with, “Israel saw the great work 
that the Lord did against the Egyptians. So the people 
feared the Lord and believed in the Lord and in his servant 
Moses.” (Exodus 14:31) 

“Belief in” God and in Moses is not merely belief that 
God and Moses exist, but refl ects a trust in the persons, not 
just their existence.  

Too often our philosophical and theological eff orts are 
directed to questions of existence when we should instead 
concern ourselves with what and whom do we trust. The 
book of James in the Bible makes a similar distinction 
from a Christian perspective when we read, “You believe 
that God is one; you do well. Even the demons believe — 
and shudder.” (James 2:19)  “Believing that” is of some 
interest, but the real question is in what or in whom does 
one trust. Where do I place my confi dence? Or, if you will, 
how will I live my life, what values will I seek to follow?  

Putting trust in a relationship is critical to life in gen-
eral, not just to one’s theological commitments. One 
doesn’t just believe that a person exists, but believes in that 
person, has confi dence and trust in that person. It is the 
basis of a marriage, or family, or any important relation-
ship that one has.   

This distinction applies not only to personal relation-
ships but also to other commitments and beliefs that one 
engages. My work this past decade reflects my belief in 
interfaith understanding, not just that it exists. I trust that 

these eff orts will contribute to better human relationships 
and peace. I am committed to working to know others bet-
ter and to respect the way they see the world and their faith. 

When the 17th century philosopher and mathematician 
Blaise Pascal died, his servant found a parchment stitched 
to the lining of Pascal’s coat.  It recorded a profound reli-
gious experience that Pascal had years earlier and included 
the reference to the “God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of 
Jacob, not of the philosophers and scholars.” Pascal was 
more interested in belief in God rather than merely the phil-
osophical arguments for God’s existence. 

As my interfaith work has progressed, I fi nd this distinc-
tion more and more relevant to what I do. The philosophical 
arguments are of interest, but much more important for me 
has become what do I believe in. I believe that God can and 
does address humanity in various ways and traditions, but 
I have also come to believe in the person that my Christian 
tradition holds up as the one who most refl ects God’s desire 
for what it means to be fully human. 

It is not so much trying to speculate on “What Would 
Jesus Do” (remember that fad to wear the initials WWJD on 
a bracelet?), but seeking to follow Jesus in terms of what he 
did do.  Call it WDJD — What Did Jesus Do? 

As I read about Jesus’ encounter with the Canaanite 
woman who wanted her daughter healed, I look to see what 
did Jesus do. She was not Jewish, she was of a diff erent race 
and belief, but Jesus did heal her daughter.

I read of the centurion who was not only from a diff erent 
nationality, but was part of the occupying forces. He asked 
Jesus to heal his servant. What did Jesus do?  He healed the 
servant and praised him for his faith.

When Jesus met the Samaritan woman at the well, what 
did Jesus do? In the book of John, it says the Jews had no 
dealing with Samaritans, who were considered heretics. 
What did he do? He conversed, asked her for a drink, and 
respected her without judging her past.

And what did Jesus do, when the young lawyer asked him 
what he must do to inherit eternal life? If there is an ulti-
mate religious question, it must be that. 

Jesus told him to love God and love his neighbor. 
When pressed by the lawyer regarding who is my neigh-

bor, Jesus tells the story of a Samaritan, again someone 
from that rejected tribe. 

In each case, we don’t see Jesus discussing philosophy 
or theology.  He doesn’t ask them to believe something 
abstract or agree to a creed.  He expects them to believe in 
him and have confi dence that he will act.

In our lives together in this increasingly diverse world, let 
us believe in each other and in the power of love to bring us 
to respect, acceptance and peace. 

interfaith@gvsu.edu 
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‘Believing that’ or ‘believing 
in’ as we seek peace together

In other words, the soul, which 
can be described as the light 
in our eyes, shines forth in the 
communion of persons gathered  
together because it is the likeness 
of the divine persons, Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit, among 
themselves.

Jeanette Rodrigues, Bhuma Shrivastava and Ronojoy Mazumdar   Bloomberg 

A wave of religious intol-
erance as India heads 
toward elections is emerg-
ing as a new risk for its big-
gest companies.

Over the past weeks, sev-
eral top companies, includ-
ing India’s telecom giant, 
 have been roiled by contro-
versies linked to comments 
on Facebook and Twitter 
involving a minority com-
munity in the Hindu-dom-
inated nation. All these 
started as social media 
posts, then gained a life of 
their own as people backed 
or vilified the comments, 
eventually forcing the com-
panies to react to contain 
any damage.

Ten sion s on s o c ia l 
media are mounting as the 
world’s largest democracy 
approaches elections early 
next year that will pit the 
Hindu nationalist beliefs 
of Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi’s party against 
the main opposition, which 
often spotlights secularism 
and rising religious intol-
erance. Risk consultancy 
Kroll Inc. says it is seeing 
an “exponential increase” 
in questions from corporate 
clients on how to manage 
the fallout from incidents 
on social media.

“It doesn’t just carry rep-
utational and business risk, 
it can snowball into busi-
ness continuity risks that 
can spread faster than a for-
est fi re,” said Tarun Bhatia, 
a Mumbai-based managing 
director at Kroll. 

Bharti Airtel, India’s 
biggest telecommunica-
tions provider thanks to its 
304 million subscribers, 
was tested on that recently. 
This is how it began: About 

noon June 18, Twitter user 
Pooja Singh complained 
about an Airtel customer ser-
vice representative. An Air-
tel employee replied, prom-
ising to get back with more 
information, and signed off 
as “Shoaib.”

This is a recognizable 
Muslim name in a country 
currently riven by passionate 
teams of social media trolls .

“Dear Shohaib, as you’re 
a Muslim and I have no 
faith in your working eth-
ics … requesting you to 
assign a Hindu representa-
tive for my request. Thanks,” 
Singh responded. Soon 
after, another Airtel rep 
named Gaganjot — a clearly 
non-Muslim name — prom-
ised to resolve Singh’s con-
cern.

O n  t h e  m o r n i n g  o f 

June 20, Airtel published a 
statement on Twitter refut-
ing accusations that it gave in 
to Singh’s alleged discrimina-
tory demand, something that 
had already attracted severe 
criticism of the carrier and 
threats to discontinue its ser-
vices, including from opposi-
tion lawmakers. 

The reputational risks to 
companies of an increasingly 
polarized political and social 
discourse online are rela-
tively new in India, accord-
ing to Kroll.

Loss of reputation or 
brand value wasn’t a key 
concern for Indian corpo-
rates surveyed for the Allianz 
Risk Barometer 2018, even 
while it was among the top 
10 for companies in the rest 
of Asia-Pacifi c and in the U.S. 
Almost a quarter of a compa-

ny’s value is estimated to lie 
in its brand, according to the 
Allianz report.

Corporations are start-
ing to take notice. Some of 
India’s biggest companies are 
upgrading training manuals 
across India, and customer 
service teams are proactively 
flagging such incidents to 
colleagues who handle media 
interactions, offi  cials at three 
companies said, asking not to 
be identifi ed as the matter is 
sensitive. 

“We have published and 
communicated a comprehen-
sive policy on social media 
to our employees,” said 
Makarand Khatavkar, group 
head for human resources at 
Kotak Mahindra Bank. “Any 
violation of the policy could 
result in disciplinary action, 
including termination.” 

Battling bigotry a challenge 
for top Indian companies
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