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The Hebrew word, bara, means to create or bring into existence. In Hebrew, its sole 

subject is God—God being the One doing the creating and bringing into existence.  

And in the first chapter of the book of Genesis, where the mythical story of Creation is 

told, there are only THREE objects of creation: the “heavens and the earth,” the 

universe as whole (v. 1); the “great sea monsters and every living creature that moves, 

of every kind, with which the waters swarm, and every winged bird of every kind (v. 21); 

and last but not least, human beings.  

Verse 27: “So God created humankind in God’s image, in the image of God created 

them; …” 

And so concluded the sixth day of Creation, when “God saw everything that God had 

made, and indeed, it was very good.” 

The story itself is just that, a story. But its truth underlying truth, the profound truth that we 

claim as those who believe in God the Creator, the God of Creation, is that, while we 

all come from different MOTHERS, fathers, parents, different lineages, we are all—ALL—

created in the image of God. We are all OF God. There is—as the Quakers assert—that 

of God” in all of us, and so we all trace a common thread back to God, in the 

beginning. From the beginning.  

And so we are connected not just to God, but to each other—and to the whole of 

Creation.  

Imago Dei, from the Latin, is the theological phrase for it; in Hebrew, tselem Elohim. 

Made in the image of God. It asserts that human beings possess unique qualities, 

capacities—including the rational consciousness of our having been made in the 

image of God—which allow the divine to manifest in and through us.  
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We often don’t do it, of course, but we are meant to reflect—within and beyond 

ourselves—the image of God. And so the love of God; created in and by and for love. 

In this way, we rightly understand ourselves as co-creators with God. 

All of this comes to mind for me with our reading from Acts, particularly verse 28: “… ‘In 

God we live and move and have our being’.”  

More on that in a minute, but first a little bit of context.  

The apostle Paul is in Athens, a city—we learn just before our reading—about which he 

is “deeply distressed” because it was apparently “full of idols.” Paul, who is intent on 

spreading the message of Jesus as a messenger of God, is deeply concerned about 

idolatry. The worship of “false” gods. The gods of “false promises.”  

Frederick Buechner defines idolatry as “the practice of ascribing absolute value to 

things of relative worth.” We have all done this, we all do this, whether we realize it or 

not. Given or give our time and attention, or TOO MUCH time and attention, to pursuits 

that may seem and feel but are not ultimately worthy of our time and attention. 

Because they are not ultimately life-giving.  

Kathleen Norris reminds us that idolatry is much more than the literal worship of idols, as 

with the Israelites’ famous golden calf. And she does so within the context of Jesus’ two 

great commandments—to love God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength, and to 

love your neighbor as yourself.  

She writes, “… all of these loves are interrelated: self-love is nothing if it doesn’t include 

the love of our neighbor, and of the God who created us all in the divine image. A 

measure of balance in these objects of our devotion is a safeguard against idolatry, 

which can give any of the three too much weight.”  

Hear that: Balance in our love and within our lives is a safeguard against idolatry. 

Idolatry is about looking for love in all the wrong places, and so the idolatrous objects of 

our time and attention become poor substitutes FOR—and a misleading short-cuts TO—

the deep and abiding love we truly desire and deserve.  



 3 

Idolatry ultimately pulls us out of love’s balance, and pulls us further away from divine 

love in, by and for which we were made. 

Too much weight on self-love can lead to self-righteousness and narcissism. Too much 

weight on love of others can lead to possessiveness, co-dependence. Too much weight 

on love of God can lead to religious zealousness and fanaticism, to judgment and 

exclusion of others.  

In this way, one not only FORGETS that they and everyone else are made in the image 

of God, but RISKS making God in THEIR image.  

As Anne Lamott puts it, “You can safely assume you've created God in your own image 

when it turns out that God hates all the same people you do.”  

And as Paul writes in our reading from Acts: “Since we are the offspring of God, we 

ought not to think that the divine is like gold, or silver, or stone, an image formed by the 

craft and creativity of people.” 

It is idolatry, too, when we make God in OUR image. To serve our own ends.  

Of course we know that God is Mystery. We know—or at least we should—that the God 

of our understanding is ultimately beyond our full knowing, even though God is certainly 

known and made known to us in many ways. Including in and through Jesus.  

But rooted in the belief that we are all made in the image of God, within the inherent 

GOODNESS of Creation, it follows that the God of all life is—above and beyond all 

else—the God of Love. God IS Love itself because love is fundamentally life-giving.  

Let’s not overcomplicate it.  

And so as those made in the image of God, made IN love, BY love, FOR love, it is 

necessarily an act of idolatry WHENEVER we make God a weapon of our own fear and 

hatred and violence. Whenever we use God, whenever we use the name of God, 

speak and act in the name of God, to justify our own fear or hatred or violence.   
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Friends, I don’t need to tell you that we live in a country, in a world ablaze with such 

idolatry. As Kathleen Norris also suggests, “Idolatry makes love impossible.” Idolatry 

makes love impossible. Idolatry makes love of God, love of neighbor, love of self, 

impossible, because it steals our focus. It ultimately pulls us away from that which is NOT 

love-affirming, and so NOT life-giving.  

Which brings me, brings us, back again to our reading from Acts.  

Paul observes the Athenians’ “objects of … worship”—including one “with the 

inscription, ‘To an unknown god.’” And then he makes his case for the God of his 

understanding, THE God of Creation, known through the world and everything in it that 

God has made. The God who “does not live in temples made by human hands.”  

Paul nonetheless asserts that God is “not far from each one of us”—because, BECAUSE, 

it is “’In God (that) we live and move and have our being’.” We are all OF God, and so 

it is IN God that we all live and move and have our being.  

That is pure poetry; and, in fact, the line itself is not Paul’s but—as far as we know, 

through scholars’ best guess—comes from a 6th-century Greek philosopher-poet by the 

name of Epimenides. Remember that Paul is trying to persuade a Greek audience, so 

consider this a literary name drop. 

But it very much resonates with the story of Creation, with Imago Dei. We are all made 

in the image of God, God’s offspring, and so it is in God’s image that we all live and 

move and have our being. And if God is Love, capital-l Love itself, then we are all made 

in the image of Love, Love’s offspring, and so it is in Love’s image that we all live and 

move and have our being. 

Believing, knowing, remembering that we and each and every other are created in the 

image of God guards against idolatry, guards against love that is out of balance, 

guards against the temptation to create God in our own image. Again from Paul: 

“Since we are the offspring of God, we ought not to think that the divine is like gold, or 

silver, or stone, an image formed by the craft and creativity of people.” 
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We are made in God’s image, not the other way around. Which means that we are 

temples in which God is found, and through which God is made known; in and through 

which Love is found and made known.  

Remember that Paul, in his letter to the Corinthian church, also wrote, “Or do you not 

know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have from God, 

and that you are not your own?” (1 Cor. 6:19) 

Friends, we belong to God, and so we belong to each other—as those lovingly created 

in the very image of the God who is Love itself. Never forget!  

Faithfulness to that divine truth, embracing and internalizing the truth that we are all 

made as reflections of divine Love makes love not only possible, but more likely. Love of 

God. And love of neighbor, as with love of ourselves. All in life-giving balance.  

May it be so.   


