
725Gad Marcus

P H I L O S O P H Y   O F   E D U C A T I O N   2 0 1 8
PHILOSOPHY OF EDUCATION 2018  |  Megan Laverty, editor 

© 2019 Philosophy of  Education Society  |  Urbana, Illinois

Education as Formation: Bildung, Equality and the                    
Book of  Genesis

Gad Marcus
New York University

As we hear nowadays so much about ongoing discrimination, whether 
based on sexual or racial stereotypes, I have decided to devote this paper to show 
how education as formation – or Bildung - can and should constantly serve as 
a reminder that all human beings, even in all their differences, are equal. While 
I truly believe that there should be no need to have to present an argument 
for this, I will do so, based on my understanding of  Bildung in accordance with 
Heidegger and Buber as well as Jewish Thought. Along the way of  my argu-
mentation, we shall come to see the importance of  the complexity of  the word 
Bildung, and gain a deeper understanding of  its meaning. 

In order to make it easier to understand this paper, let me in short 
explain upfront the connection between education as formation or Bildung and 
Jewish Thought: it lies in the similarity of  the complexities of  the words used. 
The ambiguity of  the German word Bildung – which allows for interesting 
speculations and reflections – has a parallel in the complexity of  the word used 
in the biblical account of  the formation of  the human being in “the image of  
God”. And, to top it, while in the English versions, “God formed Adam in His 
Own image”, the Hebrew word used, צלם (tselem), is usually rendered into Bild or 
Ebenbild in German translations. This paper will show how the similarities and 
complexity in the usage of  these words, overarching languages and traditions, 
can teach a lesson that so many unfortunately seem in need to be reminded of. 

Luckily enough, I am not the first to see and point out a connection 
between the term Bildung as used in educational context and the biblical passage 
in the book of  Genesis.1 Käte Meyer-Drawe writes that Bildung points to Bild (i.e. 
image) and thereby back to the passage in Genesis where God created humans 
in His image (Bild).2 However, before jumping all the way back to the biblical 
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text, let us first look at what some modern thinkers have written about Bildung. 
Gert Biesta writes that Bildung is a process in which one is engaged with culture 
and with existing meaning in order to become oneself.3 For him it is the forma-
tion of  oneself, or of  one’s identity “through engagement with culture.”4 Biesta 
points out that the term Bildung thereby goes back to the Greek idea of  paideia. 

Heidegger, too, in his Platons Lehre von der Wahrheit, highlights the similarity 
between paideia and Bildung: While explaining the wisdom behind Plato’s cave 
analogy, he interprets paideia as “Die Um- und Eingewoehnung des Menschenwesens 
in dem ihm jeweils zugewiesenen Bereich”5 – “the acclimatization of  the humankind 
towards and into the area towards which it is being directed.” This process is led 
by one’s soul, which as a whole diverts its aims foundationally back to its own 
roots.6 What exactly the aims of  our souls are is ambiguous. Yet the idea that 
Bildung allows for us to connect to our souls seems interesting to say the least. 

Furthermore, Heidegger points out, this is a slow process as this 
Umwendung - turning around or change - occurs in the essence of  one’s being. 
Yet, more importantly, Heidegger points out that in order for such a change or 
turn to occur, there needs to be a new direction. This new direction in return 
is towards the Vor-Bild, which means both role model and pre-set image, – i.e. 
is the being we strive to become or turn into.7 And Heidegger ends this sec-
tion by repeating that there is no exact word in German for paideia, but Bildung 
comes closest to it.8 

Heidegger is quick to point out that the word Bildung, too, is not a simple 
but a complex word, as there are two meanings to it, one connected to knowledge 
and coming to know something, whereas the other is related to the creation of  
something.9 His main point in relation to the double meaning of  Bildung, is that 
the acquiring of  knowledge demands for and thereby simultaneously creates 
a Vor-Bild, an ideal archetype that one strives to become – sich nach dem Vorbild 
bilden – to fashion oneself  according to the pre-set image.10 Heidegger concludes that it 
is the encounter with the “idea of  ideas” or “highest idea,” which outside Plato’s 
cave is represented by the sun, that allows for the Bildung of  such a Vor-Bild 
to come into being11 - i.e., for the formation of  such an archetype. Therefore, 
in order to have a direction in which one aims to form oneself  towards, sich 
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bilden, we need a Vor-Bild, which emerges from our knowledge or experience of  
the “first cause.” Pointing out that both, Plato and Aristotle relate this highest 
idea, or “erste Ursache” – the first cause – to God or the godly, Heidegger calls it 
himself  “das Seiendste des Seienden” – “the most being of  the being”12 or “Being 
of  beings,” as Biesta translates it.13

We thus come to understand that for Heidegger it is precisely this first 
cause that creates the Vor-Bild by which and towards one aspires to form oneself. 
However, the understanding or acquiring of  such a Vor-Bild emerges and forms 
itself  through our encounter with “the most being of  being,” which comes into 
being through being. Hence, for Heidegger, the meaning of  Bildung is rather a 
passive emerging state of  knowledge or knowing than one of  actively acquiring 
knowledge. It is a sort of  knowledge or understanding that evolves through or 
by itself  – almost as a supplement to being. In this sense it is a coming to know 
something without actively having to acquire additional knowledge. However, 
the new insight allows for one to come to new understandings – just as happens 
with the individual in Plato’s cave who is freed from his chains and ventures out 
to see the sun. In return this acquired insight, which occurs by itself  by mere 
exposure to the “first cause,” creates the Vor-Bild for which we actively aim for 
when trying to form ourselves into whom we want to be. One may therefore 
say, Die Bildung bildet das Vorbild des Gebildenten und des Bildenden – Bildung forms 
the Vor-bild for the educated/formed one and for the learning individual/the 
one to be formed. This ultimately means that it is an ongoing process, in which 
we constantly acquire another insight and thereby further form ourselves into 
who we are. The image of  our goals or archetype constantly slightly changes 
as it is influenced by new knowledge and understandings. This in return makes 
Bildung an endless and thereby infinite process. 

The other Martin, Buber, wrestles with some very similar questions 
when he writes in Unser Bildungsziel: “Bildung kommt von bilden und bilden von 
Bild.”14 Bildung derives from forming/educating and forming/educating derives 
from image. Here, too, one is in need of  a Bild, some sort of  an image of  what 
one wants to become like, an archetype or an idea towards which one aims to 
educate oneself. As he writes: “Bilden’ heisst ein geschautes Bild im irdischen Stoff  
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verwirklichen, so dass es in die Welt der Dinge tritt.”15 Bilden means realizing a seen 
image into earthly material in order for it to step into the world of  things. It is 
like materializing an idea from the realm of  ideas into the material world. And 
he goes on to write: “Menschen bilden heisst ein geschautes Menschenbild in lebenden 
Personen verwirklichen,”16 “Educating/forming humans means to realize a seen 
image of  man into living people.” Bildung as a process of  coming into being, 
i.e. the formation of  oneself, relies on an already existing image or archetype, 
which is the Bild and becomes the Vor-Bild for Bildung. One’s own formation is 
directed by an aspiration of  a form that one wants to form oneself  into. The 
big question of  course still stays how and from where we are supposed to get 
or receive the image that we aspire to become. Or in Heidegger’s language, how 
can we be sure to encounter the Being of  beings? 

Within the Jewish tradition the first cause or the Being of  beings is of  
course God. However, this does not necessarily make it easier to answer the 
question. Yet the very same words that have been discussed so far might be able 
to help. As previously mentioned, when looking at the German Bible translations 
we find the word Bild already in the very first chapter. Martin Luther (16th centu-
ry) uses Bild and zum Bilde Gottes when translating “צלם אלוהים” (tselem elohim) in 
English usually “image of  God,” while Moses Mendelssohn (18th century) uses 
Ebenbilde. Both words of  course derive from Bild, as does Bildung. Now, apart 
from the apparent contradiction with the monotheistic traditions that God has 
neither a form nor can He be seen, the idea of  translating tselem into Bild raises 
some very interesting and noteworthy questions and consequences: For what 
do we actually mean when we say “human was created in the image of  God.”

Mendelssohn, in his commentary to the Bible, gives an interesting ex-
planation. Basing himself  on a Talmudic passage, he writes that for the creation 
of  mankind the Bible introduces a special word of  creation because of  the 
human’s greatness in rank, as the human species resembles God and is beyond 
any other species because of  its wisdom, intellect, awareness, and practical 
skills. The word tselem he translates as Ebenbild, an identical/equivalent image,17 
and says it means as much as tsura, i.e. form.18 The formation of  the image of  
the human then, here too, is the result of  an encounter with the first cause, i.e. 
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God. However, what is it that we should learn from all this? 

As briefly mentioned above, according to the monotheistic religions 
an image of  God cannot exist, since God cannot be seen. What then is the 
meaning of  us being created in His image? For over 2000 years, Jewish thinkers 
have grappled with exactly this question and I therefore want to look at some of  
the answers that have been suggested. The great Rashi (11th century) comments 
on “and God created the Human in His image”19 as follows: 

And God created the Human in His image: [means] in the 
form that was made for him. Everything [else] was created 
by command whereas, he was created by hand, as it is said, 
“And You place Your hand upon me.” [Man] was made by 
a die as a coin that is made by impression that is called coin. 

Similarly it is written, “The die can be varied as clay.”20

Interestingly, Rashi transfers in this comment the possessive from His (God’s) 
to his (Adam’s) image, i.e., God created us in His image according to our form. 
The source of  Rashi’s comparison between a coin and human beings is a well-
known rabbinic passage from the Mishna Sanhedrin (2nd century)21:

And to teach the greatness of  the Holy One, Blessed is He: 
For a man mints several coins from one mold and they all 
look alike; but the King of  kings, the Holy One, Blessed is 
He, mints everyone from the mold of  the first Adam and 
not one resembles his fellow. Therefore, each and every one 
is obligated to say, “For my sake was the world created.”22

What can be learned from this text is that not only is there a Godly 
imprint within each and every human being, but just as each and every coin has 
exactly the same value as another although they might look a little different, so 
it is with human beings. We cannot know what exactly is meant by בצלם אלוהים 
(in the image of  God). However, I believe that we can learn that according to 
the first book of  Moses human beings have certain special characters and ca-
pabilities that receive a Godly tag. This then of  course turns human beings into 
something special and unique. Therefore no matter what color, sex, religion, 
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political opinion, or what not, we are all of  equal value by being made in the 
image of  God no matter how different from each other. Furthermore, the first 
cause, or Being of  being, cannot only be found in our own existence but more 
so in the existence of  others. 

This way of  understanding the matter of  course aligns with the think-
ing of  Levinas and even Meister Eckhart.23 There is therefore a lot more that 
can be written or discussed: from finding the Godly spark in us to being able 
to see it in the other. This is however beyond my goal since all I am asking for 
is to recognize the other as equal and for that matter we could even leave God 
out of  the equation. Yet there are two more points that I do want to make. The 
first one is about the infinite value of  each human. One example for the value 
of  the individual according to Jewish text can be found in the biblical story of  
Kain and Abel. There we find the following sentences right after we learn that 
Kain murdered his brother Abel:

God said to Kain, “Where is your brother Abel?” “I don’t 
know,” he replied. “Am I my brothers keeper?” And God 
said: “What have you done? Your brother’s bloods are crying 
out to me from the ground!”24

One question that comes up when reading those sentences is, why is it 
written “bloods” (דמי), in plural form, and not “blood” (דם) in its singular form, 
as it would seem grammatically correct. A common explanation for this curiosity 
is that the plural is used to state it is not only the blood of  Hevel that is meant 
but it is the blood of  all his generations that were supposed to come from him 
but will now not get the possibility to exist. A similar argument, pointing to the 
potential and value of  the individual, can be found in the Mishna of  Sanhedrin 
where the sentences appear that have been made famous throughout the world 
by Spielberg’s movie about Oskar Schindler:

It is for this reason that a human was created unique, to teach 
you that anyone who destroys a single life is considered to 
have destroyed a whole world, and whoever saves a single 
life is considered to have saved a whole world.25
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According to this, each one of  us is a whole world in itself. Ultimately 
this means that nobody is replaceable or that anyone is more valuable than 
another. We are all made uniquely, i.e., in God’s image, thereby allowing for the 
highest of  Being to dwell within ourselves and adding the aspect of  the infinite 
to us. For becoming or Bildung is a never-ending process. And this brings me 
to my last point since we are talking about Bildung, formation, and be-coming: 
we have seen that a big part of  it is about who we should aim to become, i.e., 
the Vor-Bild, and I therefore want to recount the well-known story of  Rabbi 
Zusya, which Buber also quotes:26 

Before his death, Rabbi Zusya said “In the coming world, God will not 
ask me: ‘Why did you not behave like an angel or why were you not like 
Moses?’ He will ask me: ‘Why were you not Zusya?’”

The reason I mention this story is because it comes to show that the greatness 
of  each one of  us is precisely in who we are and become. It is about under-
standing this as well as acknowledging it in the others that surround us. This 
means it is each and everyone’s own personal task to become who we want to 
be – a quest that although never ending is an end in itself.  What is asked of  us 
as individuals is to find this sort of  Being or Godly spark in ourselves in order 
to see it in every other human too. This is especially important because, as we 
have seen, the needed Vor-Bild emerges from an encounter that is not present 
in our own being. We are in need of  the other and an encounter with its being 
for our Bildung to occur. Looking at the other and understanding that not only 
are we equal - both in being different as well as in infinite value - but that we 
need each other in order to live up to our potential, as it is by seeing the Godly 
or Being in the other that we are capable of  imagining or form a Vor-bild for 
ourselves. Ultimately, this may explain why Bildung is a rather personal and indi-
vidual process. Directed or triggered by the other, one comes to understand and 
find one’s very own Godly imprint, which, even though shared with everyone, 
stays one’s very own personal treasure. It is then by realizing and appreciating 
the equality along with the differences and uniqueness of  each and every one 
that we are capable of  aspiring and creating the Vor-Bild that we want to form 
ourselves into.  
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