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PRAISE FOR BONHOEFER
PASTOR, MARTYR, PROPHET, SPY

“This is an important book and I hope many people will read it.”

—PRESIDENT GEORGE W. BUSH

“Eric Metaxas has created a biography of uncommon power—intelligent,
moving, well researched, vividly written, and rich in implication for our
own lives. Or to put it another way: Buy this book. Read it. Then buy
another copy and give it to a person you love. It’s that good. . . . Eric
Metaxas has written the kind of extraordinary book that not only brings
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, his times and his witness vividly alive, but also leaves
us yearning to find the same moral character in ourselves. No biographer
can achieve anything higher.”

—ARCHBISHOP CHARLES CHAP UT, FIRST THINGS

“[A] beautifully constructed biography. . . . Throughout his book, but
especially toward the end, Metaxas turns this erudite and at times abstruse
theologian into a living and tragic human being.”

—ALAN WOLFE, THE NEW REPUBLIC

“Eric Metaxas clears up many misconceptions, giving priority to
Bonhoeffer’s own words and actions, in a massive and masterful new
biography, Bonhoeffer: Pastor, Martyr, Prophet, Spy. During a harrowing
time when many churches adopted Nazi ideology and others buckled under
government pressure, Bonhoeffer stood strong, if sometimes alone. Metaxas
presents Bonhoeffer as a clear-headed, deeply convicted Christian who
submitted to no one and nothing except God and his Word.”

—CHRISTIANITY TODAY



“In Bonhoeffer: Pastor, Martyr, Prophet, Spy, Eric Metaxas tells
Bonhoeffer’s story with passion and theological sophistication, often
challenging revisionist accounts that make Bonhoeffer out to be a
‘humanist’ or ethicist for whom religious doctrine was easily disposable. . .
. His was a radical obedience to God, a frame of mind widely viewed today
with fear and loathing, even among the faithful. In Bonhoeffer, Mr. Metaxas
reminds us that there are forms of religion—respectable, domesticated,
timid—that may end up doing the devil’s work for him.”

—WALL STREET JOURNAL

“In the finest treatment of the man since Eberhard Bethge’s Dietrich
Bonhoeffer: Man of Vision, Man of Courage (1970), Metaxas presents a
complete, accessible picture of this important figure, whose story is
inspiring, instructive and international in scope. Metaxas . . . bring[s]
Bonhoeffer and other characters to vivid life. A definitive Bonhoeffer
biography for the 21st century.”

—KIRKUS REVIEWS

“[U]ntil now, American readers have lacked an account of Bonhoeffer’s life
that is both thorough and engagingly readable, a book that captures the full
sweep of his remarkable story and highlights its meaning for us today. In
Bonhoeffer: Pastor, Martyr, Prophet, Spy, Eric Metaxas has given us just
such a book. . . . [T]his new biography is a welcome and significant
contribution. Metaxas keeps a firm grasp on the scholarly consensus while
holding the reader’s attention from the first page to the last, and his book
will serve as a gateway for many people to a much fuller understanding of
Bonhoeffer.”

—BOOKS & CULTURE

“In this weighty, riveting analysis of the life of Dietrich Bonhoeffer,
Metaxas . . . offers a comprehensive review of one of history’s darkest eras,
along with a fascinating exploration of the familial, cultural, and religious



influences that formed one of the world’s greatest contemporary
theologians. A passionate narrative voice combines with meticulous
research to unpack the confluence of circumstances and personalities that
led Germany from the defeat of WWI to the atrocities of WWIL. . . .
Insightful and illuminating, this tome makes a powerful contribution to
biography, history and theology.”

—PUBLISHER’S WEEKLY

“For anyone whose faith has been strengthened by the life and witness of
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, this is the biography you have always wanted. Eric
Metaxas has written a rich, detailed, and beautiful account of the great
pastor and theologian who gave us The Cost of Discipleship and sacrificed
his life for opposing Hitler. Metaxas’ Bonhoeffer is a monumental
achievement and a deeply important work.”

—GREG THORNBURY, PH.D., DEAN, SCHOOL OF CHRISTIAN
STUDIES AT UNION UNIVERSITY

“Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s great gift is that his understanding of faith in times
of conflict speaks to generation after generation. Eric Metaxas’ Bonhoeffer
is the biography for this generation—a masterpiece that reads like a great
novel and weaves together in one opus an understanding of Bonhoeffer’s
theology, the complex and tragic history of twentieth-century Germany, and
the human struggle of a true Christian hero. Eric Metaxas is claiming his
place as the preeminent biographer of Christianity’s most courageous
figures.”

—MARTIN DOBLMEIER, FILMMAKER, BONHOEFFER

“With great skill, energy, and warmth, Eric Metaxas reminds us why the life
of Dietrich Bonhoeffer stands as a rebuke both to believers and skeptics.
Rarely has the story of a Christian martyr been told with such realism and
depth. It’s a gem of a book.”



—JOSEPH LOCONTE, LECTURER IN POLITICS, THE KING’S
COLLEGE, NEW YORK CITY; EDITOR, THE END OF ILLUSIONS:
RELIGIOUS LEADERS CONFRONT HITLER’S GATHERING STORM

“Moving, comprehensive, and engaging . . . Metaxas tells a compelling
story . .. Recommended.”

—LIBRARY JOURNAL

“The first major biography of Bonhoeffer in more than 40 years, bringing
together newly available documents and a fresh outlook into the many
facets of Bonhoeffer’s life. Both theologian and spy, Bonhoeffer’s life is
brilliantly documented and aspects of his faith in the light of great struggle
are examined. An invigorating and informative book, Eric Metaxas writes
an incredible biography of a massively influential character that is sure to
impress and enlighten readers.”

—THE CHURCH OF ENGLAND NEWSPAPER

“Metaxas examines the life of a man caught in a heart-rending dilemma:
stand up to the Nazis and Hitler himself, necessitating deceit and complicity
in an assassination; or remain silent, allowing the murder of thousands. . . .
Christians interested in Bonhoeffer’s theology will find it illuminated in the
fuller context of his life. Believers seeking inspiration for living a bold life
of faith will receive it in abundance. Readers fascinated with this era in
history will discover revealing glimpses behind the scenes of the anti-Hitler
movement. . . . [H]istorians will find this a solid academic work.”

—DIANE GARDNER, FOREWORD REVIEWS

“A stunning achievement recounting Bonhoeffer’s life with lucidity,
historical detail, and a concretely contextualized handling of [his] often
misunderstood theological legacy. . . . Metaxas masterfully distills
Bonhoeffer’s eventful and complex life into a true narrative biography that
is comprehensive and vivid without being overwhelming.”



—CHRISTIANBOOK.COM

“Dietrich Bonhoeffer has at last found the writer he deserves. Eric Metaxas
has written a book that adds a new dimension to World War II, a new
understanding of how evil can seize the soul of a nation and a man of faith
can confront it— and transform defeat into victory, lies into transcendent
truth. No one who cares about the history of the modern world can afford to
ignore this book.”

—THOMAS FLEMING, AUTHOR, THE NEW DEALERS’ WAR: FDR
AND THE WAR WITHIN WORLD WAR 11

“A powerful story beautifully told about a man who didn’t just write about
the cost of discipleship but lived it. Deeply moving.”

—MEROLD WESTPHAL, PH.D., DISTINGUISHED PROFESS OR OF
PHILOSOPHY, FORDHAM UNIVERSITY

“Clearly the definitive work [on Bonhoeffer] . . . One of the great
biographies I’ve ever read.”

—CHARLES COLSON, FOUNDER, PRISON FELLOWSHIP;
FOUNDER AND CHAIRMAN, THE WILBERFORCE FORUM

“[D]efinitive and incredibly detailed . . . a powerful, powerful book . . .
Highly recommended!”

—MIKE HUCKABEE, THE HUCKABEE REPORT

“One of the finest and most moving biographies I have ever read. Eric
Metaxas responds to a great life with a great book.”

—CAL THOMAS, AMERICA’S NO. 1 NATIONALLY SYNDICATED
COLUMNIST


http://christianbook.com/

“Riveting. . . .”

—JOHN ORTBERG JR., SENIOR PASTOR, MENLO PARK
PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH

“[M]onumental, authoritative, humbling and inspirational . . .

—KATHERINE JEAN LOPEZ, NATIONAL REVIEW ONLINE

“Crammed with insight, outrage, and urgency, this book positions
Bonhoeffer where he belongs, in the ranks of the great Christian humanists
who have struggled against the prevailing winds of culture to faithfully and
bravely interpret Christianity for their historical moment.

“This is also a deeply humanizing book, full of vignettes that reveal
Bonhoeffer as a son, as a lover, a pastor, a friend, all in the context of the
deadly work for which he is most remembered: resistance to the growing
menace of Nazism.”

—CALEB J. D. MASKELL, ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR, JONATHAN
EDWARDS CENTER, YALE UNIVERSITY (2004-2007);
DEPARTMENT OF RELIGION, PRINCETON UNIVERSITY

“As in his previous biography, Amazing Grace: William Wilberforce and the
Heroic Campaign to End Slavery, Metaxas in Bonhoeffer brings to life the
extraordinary and selfless accomplishments of a true hero. Metaxas has the
rare skill of taking the mundane but crucial details of life and weaving them
into a history that flows like a novel. For anyone interested in what the
strength of belief and conviction can accomplish, Bonhoeffer is an essential
read.

—GERALD SCHROEDER, PH.D., ISRAELI PHYSICIST AND
TEACHER AT THE AISH HA TORAH COLLEGE OF JEWISH
STUDIES IN JERUSALEM; AUTHOR, GENESIS AND THE BIG BANG
AND THE SCIENCE OF GOD.



“A captivating and inspiring read from start to finish. Sets the record
straight on Bonhoeffer’s commitment to Scripture and his unyielding
passion for truth that led him to give up his life in the battle to save the Jews
of Europe. Buy it. This book could change your life.”

—JAMES N. LANE, FOUNDER, NEW CANAAN SOCIETY; FORMER
GENERAL PARTNER, GOLDMAN, SACHS & CO.

“Eric Metaxas has delivered a masterwork of compelling literary and
historical proportions. This extraordinary biography exposes the formative
impressions in Bonhoeffer’s life that reveal him as a gifted, complex,
humanely sensitive twentieth-century figure responding to the call of God
and his unfolding spiritual understanding of his times. This book begs to be
read and discussed widely today.”

—GORDON RIDDLE PENNINGTON, CEO, BURNING MEDIA
GROUP

“Metaxas’ Bonhoeffer will be regarded as one of the best books of the year.
There are a few books that, years after I have read them, I realize have had
a great influence on me. This is sure to be one of them. You can’t go wrong
with this book; I give it my highest recommendation.”

—WHILEWESOJOURN.COM

“Get this book if you can!”
—NEWSDISSECTOR.ORG

“Metaxas is a graceful writer with a sure grasp of his subject matter.”

—THE INTERNET REVIEW OF BOOKS

“Metaxas’s Bonhoeffer: Pastor, Martyr, Prophet, Spy is a modern-day
classic that should be on ‘best of’ lists for the decade. . . .”
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—RELEVANT

“[A]n electrifying account of one man’s stand against tyranny.”
—HUMAN EVENTS

“Who is Dietrich Bonhoeffer? He’s a guy that you should know. This is a
book that you should read.”

—GLENN BECK
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Zum Andenken an meinen GroBSvater
Erich Kraegen (1912 — 1944)
“Denn das ist der Wille des, der mich gesandt hat, dals,
wer den Sohn sieht und glaubt an ihn, habe das ewige Leben;
und ich werde ihn auferwecken am Jiingsten Tage.”
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FOREWORD

l’m delighted that my friend Eric Metaxas has penned this volume on
trich Bonhoeffer. The English-speaking public needs to know far more
than it does about his thought as well as his life. When I became a Christian
in college, Bonhoeffer’s Cost of Discipleship was one of the first books I
read, followed not long after by his Life Together. Though this second book
is perhaps the finest single volume I have ever read on the character of
Christian community, it was the first book that set me on a lifelong journey
to understand the meaning of grace.

It is impossible to understand Bonhoeffer’s Nachfolge without becoming
acquainted with the shocking capitulation of the German church to Hitler in
the 1930s. How could the “church of Luther,” that great teacher of the
gospel, have ever come to such a place? The answer is that the true gospel,
summed up by Bonhoeffer as costly grace, had been lost. On the one hand,
the church had become marked by formalism. That meant going to church
and hearing that God just loves and forgives everyone, so it doesn’t really
matter much how you live. Bonhoeffer called this cheap grace. On the other
hand, there was legalism, or salvation by law and good works. Legalism
meant that God loves you because you have pulled yourself together and
are trying to live a good, disciplined life.

Both of these impulses made it possible for Hitler to come to power. The
formalists in Germany may have seen things that bothered them, but saw no
need to sacrifice their safety to stand up to them. Legalists responded by
having pharisaical attitudes toward other nations and races that approved of
Hitler’s policies. But as one, Germany lost hold of the brilliant balance of
the gospel that Luther so persistently expounded—“We are saved by faith
alone, but not by faith which is alone.” That is, we are saved, not by
anything we do, but by grace. Yet if we have truly understood and believed
the gospel, it will change what we do and how we live.

By the time of Hitler’s ascension, much of the German church
understood grace only as abstract acceptance—“God forgives; that’s his



job.” But we know that true grace comes to us by costly sacrifice. And if
God was willing to go to the cross and endure such pain and absorb such a
cost in order to save us, then we must live sacrificially as we serve others.
Anyone who truly understands how God’s grace comes to us will have a
changed life. That’s the gospel, not salvation by law, or by cheap grace, but
by costly grace. Costly grace changes you from the inside out. Neither law
nor cheap grace can do that.

This lapse couldn’t happen to us, today, surely, could it? Certainly it
could. We still have a lot of legalism and moralism in our churches. In
reaction to that, many Christians want to talk only about God’s love and
acceptance. They don’t like talking about Jesus’ death on the cross to
satisfy divine wrath and justice. Some even call it “divine child abuse.” Yet
if they are not careful, they run the risk of falling into the belief in “cheap
grace”—a non-costly love from a non-holy God who just loves and accepts
us as we are. That will never change anyone’s life.

So it looks like we still need to listen to Bonhoeffer and others who go
deep in discussing the nature of the gospel.

Timothy J. Keller
New York Times best-selling author of The Reason for God



PROLOGUE 1

27 JULY 1945, LONDON

We are troubled on every side, yet not distressed; we are perplexed, but not in despair;
persecuted, but not forsaken; cast down, but not destroyed; always bearing about in the body
the dying of the Lord Jesus, that the life also of Jesus might be made manifest in our body.
For we which live are always delivered unto death for Jesus’ sake, that the life also of Jesus
might be made manifest in our mortal flesh. So then death worketh in us, but life in you.

—2 CORINTHIANS 4:8-12

eace had at last returned to Europe. Her familiar face—once evilly

orted and frightening—was again at rest, noble and fresh. What she had

been through would take years to understand. It was as though she had

undergone a terribly protracted exorcism, one that had extracted from her

the last farthing. But in the very end, protesting with shrieks as they went,
the legions of demons were driven out.

The war had been over for two months. The tyrant took his own life in a
gray bunker beneath his shattered capital, and the Allies declared victory.

Slowly, slowly, life in Britain turned to the task of restoring itself. Then,
as if on cue, summer arrived. It was the first summer of peace in six years.
But as if to prove that the whole thing hadn’t been a dream or a nightmare,
there were constant fresh reminders of what had happened. And they were
as awful as anything that had gone before. Often they were worse. In the
early part of this summer, the ghastly news of the death camps emerged
along with the unfathomable atrocities that the Nazis had visited upon their
victims in the hellish outposts of their short-lived empire.

Rumors of such things circulated throughout the war, but now the 2
reality was confirmed by photographs, newsreel footage, and eyewitness
accounts from the soldiers who liberated the camps in April during the last
days of the war. The depth of these horrors had not been known or
imagined, and it was almost too much for the war-fatigued British public to



absorb. Their hatred of the Germans was confirmed and reconfirmed afresh
with every nauseating detail. The public reeled at the very evilness of the
evil.

At the beginning of the war, it was possible to separate the Nazis from
the Germans and recognize that not all Germans were Nazis. As the clash
between the two nations wore on, and as more and more English fathers and
sons and brothers died, distinguishing the difference became more difficult.
Eventually the difference vanished altogether. Realizing he needed to fuel
the British war effort, Prime Minister Winston Churchill fused the Germans
and the Nazis into a single hated enemy, the better to defeat it swiftly and
end the unrelenting nightmare.

When Germans working to defeat Hitler and the Nazis contacted
Churchill and the British government, hoping for assistance to defeat their
common enemy from the inside—hoping to tell the world that some
Germans trapped inside the Reich felt much as they did—they were
rebuffed. No one was interested in their overtures. It was too late. They
couldn’t participate in such evils and, when it was convenient, try to settle
for a separate peace. For the purposes of the war effort, Churchill
maintained the fiction that there were no good Germans. It would even be
said that the only good German—if one needed to use the phrase—was a
dead German. That lack of nuance was also part of the hellishness of war.

But now the war was over. And even as the full, unspeakable evil of the
Third Reich was coming to light, the other side of things had to be seen too.
Part of the restoration to peacetime thinking was the ability to again see
beyond the blacks and whites of the war, to again discern nuance and
shades, shadows and colors.

And so today in Holy Trinity Church—ijust off the Brompton Road in
London—a service was taking place that was incomprehensible to some. To
many others it was distasteful and disturbing, especially to those who had
lost loved ones during the war. The memorial service being held today on
British soil and being broadcast on the BBC was for a German who had
died three months earlier. The word of his demise so slowly staggered out
of the war’s fog and rubble that only recently had any of his friends and
family learned of it. Most of them still knew nothing about it. But here in
London were gathered those few who did.



In the pews were the man’s thirty-nine-year-old twin sister, her half-3
Jewish husband, and their two girls. They had slipped out of Germany
before the war, driving at night across the border into Switzerland. The dead
man took part in arranging their illegal flight—although that was among the
most negligible of his departures from National Socialist orthodoxy—and
he helped establish them in London, where they settled.

The man counted among his friends a number of prominent persons,
including George Bell, the bishop of Chichester. Bell arranged the service,
for he had known and loved the man being honored. The bishop met him
years before the war when the two were engaged in ecumenical efforts,
trying to warn Europe against the designs of the Nazis, then trying to rescue
Jews, and finally trying to bring news of the German resistance to the
attention of the British government. Just hours before his execution in
Flossenbiirg concentration camp, the man directed his last words to this
bishop. That Sunday he spoke them to a British officer, who was
imprisoned with him, after he performed his last service and preached his
last sermon. This officer was liberated and brought those last words and the
news of the man’s death across Europe with him.

Across the English Channel, across France, and across Germany, in the
Charlottenburg district of Berlin, in a three-story house at 43
Marienburgerallee, an elderly couple sat by their radio. In her time the wife
had given birth to eight children, four boys and four girls. The second son
had been killed in the First War, and for a whole year his young mother had
been unable to function. Twenty-seven years later, a second war would take
two more boys from her. The husband was the most prominent psychiatrist
in Germany. They had both opposed Hitler from the beginning and were
proud of their sons and sons-in-law who had been involved in the
conspiracy against him. They all knew the dangers. But when the war at last
ended, news of their two sons was slow to arrive in Berlin. A month earlier
they had finally heard of the death of their third son, Klaus. But about their
youngest son, Dietrich, they had heard nothing. Someone claimed to have
seen him alive. Then a neighbor told them that the BBC would the next day
broadcast a memorial service in London. It was for Dietrich.

At the appointed hour, the old couple turned on their radio. Soon 4
enough the service was announced for their son. That was how they came



to know of his death.

As the couple took in the hard news that the good man who was their son
was now dead, so too, many English took in the hard news that the dead
man who was a German was good. Thus did the world again begin to
reconcile itself to itself.

The man who died was engaged to be married. He was a pastor and a

theologian. And he was executed for his role in the plot to assassinate
Hitler.

This is his story.
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"I CHAPTER 1 5
FAMILY AND CHILDHOOD

The rich world of his ancestors set the standards for Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s own life. It gave
him a certainty of judgment and manner that cannot be acquired in a single generation. He
grew up in a family that believed the essence of learning lay not in a formal education but in
the deeply rooted obligation to be guardians of a great historical heritage and intellectual
tradition.

—EBERHARD BETHGE

n the winter of 1896, before the aforementioned older couple had met,

were invited to attend an “open evening” at the house of the physicist
Oscar Meyer. “There,” wrote Karl Bonhoeffer years later, “I met a young,
fair, blue-eyed girl whose bearing was so free and natural, and whose
expression was so open and confident, that as soon as she entered the room
she took me captive. This moment when I first laid eyes upon my future
wife remains in my memory with an almost mystical force.”

Karl Bonhoeffer had come to Breslau—today Wroclaw in Poland—three
years earlier, to work as the assistant to Karl Wernicke, the internationally
renowned professor of psychiatry. Life consisted of working at the clinic
and socializing with a few friends from Tiibingen, the charming university
town where he had grown up. But after that memorable winter evening, his
life would change dramatically: for one thing, he immediately began ice-
skating on the canals in the mornings, hoping to meet—and often meeting
—the captivating blue-eyed girl he had first beheld that evening. She was a
teacher, and her name was Paula von Hase. They married on March 5, 1898,
three weeks shy of the groom’s thirtieth birthday. The bride was twenty-
two.

Both of them—doctor and teacher—came from fabulously illustriou56
backgrounds. Paula Bonhoeffer’s parents and family were closely
connected to the emperor’s court at Potsdam. Her aunt Pauline became a
lady-in-waiting to Crown Princess Victoria, wife of Frederick III. Her



father, Karl Alfred von Hase, had been a military chaplain, and in 1889 he
became chaplain to Kaiser Wilhelm II but resigned after criticizing the
kaiser’s description of the proletariat as a “pack of dogs.”

Paula’s grandfather, Karl August von Hase, loomed large in the family
and had been a famous theologian in Jena, where he taught for sixty years
and where his statue still stands today. He had been called to his post by
Goethe himself—then a minister under the Duke of Weimar—and met
privately with the eighty-year-old national treasure, who was composing his
Faust, Part Two. Karl August’s textbook on the history of dogma was still
used by theological students in the twentieth century. Toward the end of his
life, he was awarded a hereditary peerage by the Grand Duke of Weimar
and a personal peerage by the king of Wiirttemberg.

The maternal side of Paula’s family included artists and musicians. Her
mother, Clara von Hase, née Countess Kalkreuth (1851-1903), took piano
lessons from Franz Liszt and Clara Schumann, wife of the composer. She
bequeathed her love of music and singing to her daughter, and these would
play a vital role in the Bonhoeffers’ lives. Clara’s father, Count Stanislaus
Kalkreuth (1820-94), was a painter known for his large Alpine landscapes.
Although from a family of military aristocrats and landed gentry, this count
married into the Cauer family of sculptors and became director of the Grand
Duke’s School of Arts in Weimar. His son, Count Leopold Kalkreuth,
improved upon his father’s success as a painter; his works of poetical
realism today hang in museums throughout Germany. The von Hases were
also related to the socially and intellectually prominent Yorck von
Wartenburgs, and they spent much time in their society. Count Hans
Ludwig Yorck von Wartenburg* was a philosopher whose famous
correspondence with Wilhelm Dilthey developed a hermeneutical
philosophy of history, which influenced Martin Heidegger.

The lineage of Karl Bonhoeffer was no less impressive. The family7
traced itself to 1403 in the annals of Nymwegen on the Waal River in the
Netherlands, near the German border. In 1513, Caspar van den Boenhoff
left the Netherlands to settle in the German city of Schwabisch Hall. The
family was afterward called Bonhoffer, retaining the umlaut until about
1800. Bonhdffer means “bean farmer,” and the Bonhoffer coat of arms, still
prominent on buildings around Schwabisch Hall,* pictures a lion holding a



beanstalk on a blue background. Eberhard Bethge tells us that Dietrich
Bonhoeffer sometimes wore a signet ring bearing this family crest.

The Bonhoeffers were among the first families of Schwabisch Hall for
three centuries. The earliest generations were goldsmiths; later generations
included doctors, pastors, judges, professors, and lawyers. Through the
centuries, seventy-eight council members and three mayors in Schwébisch
Hall were Bonhoffers. Their importance and influence may also be seen in
the Michaelskirche (St. Michael’s Church), where Bonhoffers are
marmoreally and otherwise memorialized in baroque and rococo sculptures
and epitaphs. In 1797, Karl’s grandfather, Sophonias Bonhoeffer, was the
last of the family born there. Napoleon’s invasion in 1806 ended the free
city status of Schwabisch Hall and scattered the family, though it remained
a shrine to which subsequent umlautless generations repaired. Karl
Bonhoeffer’s father took his son to the medieval town many times and
schooled his son in the details of their patrician history, down to the
“famous black oak staircase in the Bonhoeffer house in the Herrengasse”
and the portrait of the “lovely Bonhoeffer woman” that hung in the church,
with a copy in the Bonhoeffers’ home during Dietrich’s childhood. Karl
Bonhoeffer did the same for his own sons.

Karl Bonhoeffer’s father, Friedrich Ernst Philipp Tobias Bonhoeffer
(1828-1907), was a high-ranking judiciary official throughout
Wiirttemberg, and he ended his career as president of the Provincial Court
in Ulm. When he retired to Tiibingen, the king awarded him a personal
peerage. His father had been “a fine hearty parson, who drove about the
district in his own carriage.” Karl Bonhoeffer’s mother, Julie Bonhoeffer,
neé Tafel (1842-1936), came from a Swabian family that played a lead role
in the democratic movement of the nineteenth century and was devotedly
liberal. Of his mother’s father, Karl Bonhoeffer later wrote, “My
grandfather and his three brothers were plainly no average men. Each had
his special trait, but common to them all was an idealistic streak, with a
fearless readiness to act on their convictions.” Two of them were
temporarily banished from Wiirttemberg for their democratic leanings, and
in a telling coincidence, one of them, Karl’s great-uncle Gottlob Tafel, was
imprisoned in the Hohenasperg fortress. He was there at the same time as
Dietrich’s great-grandfather Karl August von Hase, who before embarking



on his theological career went through a period of youthful political
activity. These two forebears of Dietrich Bonhoeffer came to know each
other during their mutual imprisonment. Karl Bonhoeffer’s mother lived to
be ninety-three, and had a close relationship with her grandson Dietrich,
who spoke the eulogy at her funeral in 1936 and treasured her as a living
link to the greatness of her generation.

The family trees of Karl and Paula Bonhoeffer are everywhere so 8
laden with figures of accomplishment that one might expect future
generations to be burdened by it all. But the welter of wonderfulness that
was their heritage seems to have been a boon, one that buoyed them up so
that each child seems not only to have stood on the shoulders of giants but
also to have danced on them.

And so in 1898 these two extraordinary lines intermingled in the marriage
of Karl and Paula Bonhoeffer, who brought eight children into the world
within a decade. Their first two sons came into the world in the space of a
year: Karl-Friedrich was born on January 13, 1899, and Walter—two
months premature—on December 10. Their third son, Klaus, was born in
1901, followed by two daughters, Ursula in 1902 and Christine in 1903. On
February 4, 1906, their fourth and youngest son, Dietrich, was born ten
minutes before his twin sister, Sabine, and he teased her about this
advantage throughout their lives. The twins were baptized by the kaiser’s
former chaplain, their grandfather Karl Alfred von Hase, who lived a seven-
minute walk away. Susanne, the last child, was born in 1909.

All of the Bonhoeffer children were born in Breslau, where Karl
Bonhoeffer held the chair in psychiatry and neurology at the university, and
was director of the hospital for nervous diseases. On New Year’s Eve the
year Susanne was born, he wrote in his diary, “Despite having eight
children—which seems an enormous number in times like these—we have
the impression that there are not too many of them! The house is big, the
children develop normally, we parents are not too old, and so we endeavor
not to spoil them, and to make their young years enjoyable.”

Their house—at 7 Birkenwdldchen—was near the clinic. It was a
gigantic, rambling three-story affair with gabled roofs, numerous



chimneys, a screened porch, and a large balcony overlooking the spacious
garden where the children played. They dug caves and climbed trees and
put up tents. There was much visiting between the Bonhoeffer children and
Grandfather Hase, who lived across the river, a branch of the Oder. His wife
died in 1903, after which his other daughter, Elisabeth, looked after him.
She, too, became an important part of the children’s lives.

Despite his busy schedule, Karl Bonhoeffer took much joy in his
children. “In winter,” he wrote, “we poured water on an old tennis court
with an asphalt surface, so that the two oldest children could try skating for
the first time. We had a big outbuilding meant to hold a carriage. We didn’t
have a carriage or horses, but we did use this outbuilding to keep all kinds
of animals.” There were animals in the house proper as well. One room in
the house became a zoo for the children’s pets, which included rabbits,
guinea pigs, turtledoves, squirrels, lizards, and snakes, and a natural history
museum for their collections of birds’ eggs and mounted beetles and
butterflies. The two eldest girls had another room set up as a dolls’ house,
and on the first floor the three eldest boys had a workshop, complete with
carpenter’s bench.

Their mother presided over the well-appointed home; the staff included a
governess, a nursemaid, a housemaid, a parlor maid, and a cook. Upstairs
was the schoolroom, with desks where Paula taught the children their
lessons. It was somewhat shocking when Paula Bonhoeffer chose to take
the teacher’s examination as a single woman,* but as a married woman, she
used what she learned to great effect. She was openly distrustful of the
German public schools and their Prussian educational methods. She
subscribed to the maxim that Germans had their backs broken twice, once at
school and once in the military; she wasn’t about to entrust her children to
the care of others less sensitive than she during their earliest years. When
they were a bit older, she sent them to the local public schools, where they
invariably excelled. But until each was seven or eight, she was the sole
educator.

Paula Bonhoeffer had memorized an impressive repertoire oflo
poems, hymns, and folk songs, which she taught her children, who
remembered them into their old age. The children enjoyed dressing up and
performing plays for each other and for the adults. There was also a family



puppet theater, and every year on December 30—her birthday—Paula
Bonhoeffer put on a performance of “Little Red Riding Hood.” This
continued into her old age, when she did it for her grandchildren. One of
them, Renate Bethge, said, “She was the soul and spirit of the house.”

In 1910 the Bonhoeffers decided to look for a place to spend their holidays
and chose a remote idyll in the woods of the Glatz Mountains near the
Bohemian border. It was a two-hour train ride south of Breslau. Karl
Bonhoeffer described it as being “in a little valley at the foot of Mount
Urnitz, right at the edge of the wood, with a meadow, a little brook, an old
barn, and a fruit-tree which had a raised seat with a little bench for the
children built into its wide branches.” The name of this rustic paradise was
Wolfesgriind. It was so far off the beaten track that the family never saw
another soul, save for a single odd character: a “bigoted forestry official”
who wandered through now and again. Bonhoeffer later memorialized him
in a fictionalized account as the character Gelbstiefel (Yellow Boots).

We get our first glimpses of Dietrich during this time, when he was four
and five years old. They come to us from his twin, Sabine:

My first memories go back to 1910. I see Dietrich in his party frock, stroking with his small
hand the blue silk underskirt; later I see him beside our grandfather, who is sitting by the
window with our baby sister Susanne on his knee, while the afternoon sun pours in in the
golden light. Here the outlines blur, and only one more scene will form in my mind: first
games in the garden in 1911, Dietrich with a mass of ash-blond hair around his sunburnt face,
hot from romping, driving away the midges and looking for a shady corner, and yet only
obeying very unwillingly the nursemaid’s call to come in, because the immensely energetic
game is not yet finished. Heat and thirst were forgotten in the intensity of his play.

Dietrich was the only child to inherit his mother’s fair Complexionl 1
and flaxen-colored hair. The three elder brothers were dark like their

father. Klaus, the youngest of Dietrich’s brothers, was five years older than
Dietrich. So his three brothers and two older sisters formed a natural
quintet, while Dietrich found himself grouped with Sabine and their little
sister, Susi, as the “three little ones.” In this trio, Dietrich enjoyed his role
as the strong and chivalrous protector. “I shall never forget Dietrich’s
sweetness of character,” Sabine later wrote, “which showed when we
gathered berries on the hot summer slopes. He would fill my little pitcher



with the raspberries he had toiled to collect, so that I would not have less
than he, or share his drink with me.” When they read together, “he pushed
the book in front of me . . . though this made his own reading difficult, and
was always kind and helpful if asked for anything.”

His chivalrous bent went beyond his sisters. He adored Fraulein Kéthe
van Horn, their governess from infancy, and “of his own free will he
assumed the role of her good spirit who helped and served her, and when
her favourite dish was on the table he cried: ‘I have had enough,’ and forced
her to eat his portion too. He told her: “When I am grown up I shall marry
you, then you will always be with us.’”

Sabine also remembered when, at about age six, her brother marveled at
the sight of a dragonfly hovering above a stream. Wide-eyed, he whispered
to his mother: “Look! There is a creature over the water! But don’t be
afraid, I will protect you!”

When Dietrich and Sabine were old enough to be schooled, their mother
turned the duty over to Fraulein Kathe, though she still presided over the
children’s religious instruction. Dietrich’s earliest recorded theological
inquiries occurred when he was about four. He asked his mother: “Does the
good God love the chimney sweep too?” and “Does God, too, sit down to
lunch?”

Sisters Kadthe and Maria van Horn came to the Bonhoeffers six months
after the twins were born, and for two decades they formed a vital part of
the family’s life. Fraulein Kdthe was usually in charge of the three little
ones. Both van Horn sisters were devout Christians schooled at the
community of Herrnhut, which means “the Lord’s watch tower,” and they
had a decided spiritual influence on the Bonhoeffer children. Founded by
Count Zinzendorf in the eighteenth century, Herrnhut continued in the
pietist tradition of the Moravian Brethren. As a girl, Paula Bonhoeffer had
attended Herrnhut for a time.

Count Zinzendorf advocated the idea of a personal relationship with 1 2
God, rather than the formal churchgoing Lutheranism of the day.
Zinzendorf used the term living faith, which he contrasted unfavorably with
the prevailing nominalism of dull Protestant orthodoxy. For him, faith was



less about an intellectual assent to doctrines than about a personal,
transforming encounter with God, so the Herrnhiiter emphasized Bible
reading and home devotions. His ideas influenced John Wesley, who visited
Herrnhut in 1738, the year of his famous conversion.

The place of religion in the Bonhoeffer home was far from pietist, but
followed some Herrnhut traditions. For one thing, the Bonhoeffers rarely
went to church; for baptisms and funerals, they usually turned to Paula’s
father or brother. The family was not anticlerical—indeed, the children
loved to “play” at baptizing each other—but their Christianity was mostly
of the homegrown variety. Daily life was filled with Bible reading and
hymn singing, all of it led by Frau Bonhoeffer. Her reverence for the
Scriptures was such that she read Bible stories to her children from the
actual Bible text and not from a children’s retelling. Still, she sometimes
used an illustrated Bible, explaining the pictures as she went.*

Paula Bonhoeffer’s faith was most evident in the values that she and her
husband taught their children. Exhibiting selflessness, expressing
generosity, and helping others were central to the family culture. Fraulein
Kéathe remembered that the three children liked to surprise her by doing
nice things for her: “For instance they would lay the table for supper, before
I could do it. Whether Dietrich encouraged his sisters to do this I don’t
know, but I should suspect it.” The van Horn sisters described all the
children as “high-spirited” but as absolutely never “rude or ill-mannered.”
Still, their good behavior did not always come naturally. Fraulein Kathe
remembered:

Dietrich was often mischievous and got up to various pranks, not always at the appropriate
time. I remember that Dietrich specially liked to do this when the children were supposed to 1 3
get washed and dressed quickly because we had been invited to go out. So one such day he

was dancing round the room, singing and being a thorough nuisance. Suddenly the door
opened, his mother descended upon him, boxed his ears right and left, and was gone. Then the
nonsense was over. Without shedding a tear, he now did what he ought.

The Move to Berlin, 1912



In 1912, Dietrich’s father accepted an appointment to the chair of
psychiatry and neurology in Berlin. This put him at the head of his field in
Germany, a position he retained until his death in 1948. It’s hard to
overstate Karl Bonhoeffer’s influence. Bethge said that his mere presence in
Berlin “turned the city into a bastion against the invasion of Freud’s and
Jung’s psycho-analysis. Not that he had a closed mind to unorthodox
theories, or denied on principle the wvalidity of efforts to investigate
unexplored areas of the mind.” Karl Bonhoeffer never publicly dismissed
Freud, Jung, or Adler and their theories, but he held them at arm’s length
with a measured skepticism borne of his devotion to empirical science. As a
medical doctor and scientist, he took a dim view of excessive speculation
into the unknown realm of the so-called psyche. Bethge quoted Karl
Bonhoeffer’s friend, Robert Gaupp, a Heidelberg psychiatrist:

In intuitive psychology and scrupulous observation Bonhoeffer had no superior. But he came
from the school of Wernicke, which was solely concerned with the brain, and permitted no
departure from thinking in terms of cerebral pathology. . . . [He] had no urge to advance into
the realm of dark, undemonstrable, bold and imaginative interpretation, where so much has to
be assumed and so little can be proved. . . . [He] remained within the borders of the empirical
world that was accessible to him.

Karl Bonhoeffer was wary of anything beyond what one might observe
with one’s senses or deduce from those observations. Concerning both
psychoanalysis and religion, he might be termed an agnostic.

There was a strong atmosphere in his home against fuzzy thinking, 1 4
which included a prejudice against certain kinds of religious
expressions. But there was no conflict between the father’s realm and the
mother’s. By all accounts, the two complemented each other beautifully.
That these two people loved and respected each other was evident to all.
Eberhard Bethge described theirs as “a happy relationship in which each
partner adroitly supplemented the strength of the other. At their golden
wedding anniversary it was said that they had not spent a total of one month
apart during their fifty years of marriage, even counting single days.”

Karl Bonhoeffer would not have called himself a Christian, but he
respected his wife’s tutelage of the children in this and lent his tacit
approval to it, even if only by participating as an observer. He was not the
sort of scientist who ruled out the existence of a realm beyond the physical



and seemed to have had a genuine respect for the limits of reason. With the
values that his wife taught the children, he was entirely in agreement.
Among those values was a serious respect for the feelings and opinions of
others, including his wife’s. She was the granddaughter, daughter, and sister
of men whose lives were given to theology, and he knew she was serious
about her faith and had hired governesses who were serious about it. He
was present at family religious activities and at the holiday celebrations his
wife orchestrated, which invariably included hymns, Bible readings, and
prayers. “In all that pertained to our education,” Sabine remembered, “our
parents stood united as a wall. There was no question of one saying one
thing and the other something else.” It was an excellent environment for the
budding theologian in their midst.

The faith that Paula Bonhoeffer evinced spoke for itself; it lived in
actions and was evident in the way that she put others before herself and
taught her children to do the same. “There was no place for false piety or
any kind of bogus religiosity in our home,” Sabine said. “Mama expected
us to show great resolution.” Mere churchgoing held little charm for her.
The concept of cheap grace that Dietrich would later make so famous might
have had its origins in his mother; perhaps not the term, but the idea behind
it, that faith without works is not faith at all, but a simple lack of obedience
to God. During the rise of the Nazis, she respectfully but firmly prodded her
son to make the church live out what it claimed to believe by speaking
publicly against Hitler and the Nazis, and taking actions against them.

The family seemed to have the best of what we today might think of as
conservative and liberal values, of traditional and progressive ones. Emmi
Bonhoeffer, who had known the family long before she married Dietrich’s
brother, Klaus, recalled, “Without any doubt the mother ruled the house, its
spirit and its affairs, but she would never have arranged or organized
anything which the father would not have wanted her to do, and which
would not have pleased him. According to Kierkegaard, man belongs either
to the moral or the artistic type. He did not know this house which formed a
harmony of both.”

Sabine observed that her father possessed 1 5



great tolerance that left no room for narrow-mindedness and broadened the horizons of our
home. He took it for granted that we would try to do what was right and expected much from
us, but we could always count on his kindness and the fairness of his judgement. He had a
great sense of humour and often helped us to overcome inhibitions with a timely joke. He had
too firm a grip upon his own emotions to allow himself ever to speak a word to us which was
not wholly suitable. His dislike of clichés did at times make some of us inarticulate and
uncertain of ourselves. But it has the effect that as adults we no longer had any taste for
catchwords, gossip, commonplaces or loquacity. He, himself, would never have used a
catchword or a “trendy” phrase.

Karl Bonhoeffer taught his children to speak only when they had
something to say. He did not tolerate sloppiness of expression any more
than he tolerated self-pity or selfishness or boastful pride. His children
loved and respected him in a way that made them eager to gain his
approval; he hardly had to say anything to communicate his feelings on a
subject. Often a cocked eyebrow was all it took.

Professor Scheller, a colleague, once said, “Just as he utterly disliked all
that is immoderate, exaggerated or undisciplined, so too, in his own person
everything was completely controlled.” The Bonhoeffer children were
taught to be in firm control of their emotions. Emotionalism, like sloppy
communication, was thought to be self-indulgent. When his father died,
Karl Bonhoeffer wrote, “Of his qualities, I would wish that our children
inherit his simplicity and truthfulness. I never heard a cliché from him, he
spoke little and was a firm enemy of everything faddish and unnatural.”

16

The family’s move from Breslau to Berlin must have felt like a leap.

For many, Berlin was the center of the universe. Its university was one of
the best in the world, the city was an intellectual and cultural center, and it
was the seat of an empire.

Their new house—on the Briickenallee, near the northwest part of the
Tiergarten—was less spacious than their Breslau house and situated on
smaller grounds. But it had the special distinction of sharing a wall with
Bellevue Park, where the royal children played. One of the Bonhoeffers’
governesses—probably Fraulein Lenchen—was something of a monarchist,
who ran excitedly with her charges to catch a glimpse of the kaiser or crown
prince as they drove past. The Bonhoeffers valued humility and simplicity,
and would not abide anything like gawking at royals. When Sabine boasted



that one of the little princes had come close to her and tried to poke her with
a stick, the response was disapproving silence.

In Berlin the older children were no longer taught at home, but went to
the school nearby. Breakfasts were on the veranda: rye bread, butter and
jam, with hot milk and sometimes cocoa. Classes began at eight. Lunch was
small sandwiches—butter and cheese or sausage—wrapped in grease-proof
paper, which they carried to school in their satchels. There was no such
thing as lunch in Germany in those days, so this meal was called a second
breakfast.

In 1913, seven-year-old Dietrich began school outside the home. For the
next six years he attended the Friedrich-Werder Gymnasium. Sabine said he
was expected to walk to school by himself:

He feared walking there alone, which involved crossing a long bridge. So he had to be taken
at first, and his companion walked on the other side of the street so that he need not be
ashamed in front of the other children. He eventually overcame this fear. He was also very
frightened of Santa Claus, and showed a certain fear of the water when we twins learned to
swim. The first few times he raised a terrific outcry. . . . Later he was an excellent swimmer.

Dietrich did well in school, but was not beyond needing discipline, which
his parents didn’t hesitate to provide. When he was eight, his father wrote,
“Dietrich does his work naturally and tidily. He likes fighting, and does a
great deal of it.” Once he attacked a schoolmate, whose mother suspected
an atmosphere of anti-Semitism at home. Paula Bonhoeffer was horrified at
the thought and made sure the woman knew that nothing of the kind was
tolerated in her house.

17

Friedrichsbrunn

With the move to Berlin their Wolfesgrund house was too far away, so they
sold it and found a country home in Friedrichsbrunn in the Harz Mountains.
It had once been a forester’s lodge, and they retained its feeling of
simplicity. They didn’t install electricity for thirty years. Sabine described
traveling there:



The journey, in two specially reserved compartments under the supervision of Fraulein Horn,
was a joy in itself. At Thale two carriages and pairs would already be waiting for us, one for
the smallest members of the party and the adults and one for the luggage. Most of the heavy
luggage would have been sent on ahead and two housemaids would have travelled on in
advance a few days earlier to clean and warm the house.

Sometimes the boys sent the carriage ahead at Thale and walked the
remaining four miles through the woods. The caretakers, Herr and Frau
Sanderhoff, lived in a cottage on the property. Herr Sanderhoff kept the
meadow scythed, and Frau Sanderhoff made sure there were vegetables
from the garden and firewood.

The van Horn sisters usually went to Friedrichsbrunn ahead of the
Bonhoeffer parents, taking the children with them. There was always great
excitement over the parents’ arrival. Sabine and Dietrich sometimes rode in
the carriage down to the train station at Thale to greet them. “In the
meantime . . . we would have lit up the house with little cup candles which
we used to place in all the windows,” Sabine recalled. “Thus even from afar
the house would be aglow to greet the new arrivals.”

In the thirtysomething years they visited Friedrichsbrunn, Dietrich had
only one nightmarish memory. It happened in 1913, their first summer. One
sweltering July day Fraulein Maria decided to take the three little ones and
Ursula to a nearby mountain lake. Fraulein Lenchen went along too.
Fraulein Maria warned them to cool off before they went in, but Fraulein
Lenchen ignored the warning and quickly swam toward the middle of the
lake, where she promptly sank. Sabine remembered:

Dietrich was the first to notice it and uttered a piercing cry. At one glance Fraulein Horn
took in what had happened. I can still see her throw her watch-chain aside and, in her long 1 8
woollen skirt, swim out with strong, swift strokes, shouting back to us over her shoulder,

“Stay on the shore everyone!”

We were seven years old and could not yet swim. We cried and trembled and held on very
firmly to little Susie. We could hear our dear Fraulein Horn crying out to the drowning
woman, “Keep swimming! Keep swimming!” We saw how difficult it was for Fraulein Horn
to save Lenchen and bring her back. At first Lenchen hung onto her neck, but soon became
unconscious, and we heard Fraulein Horn exclaiming, “Help me dear God, help me!” as she
swam back with Fraulein Lenchen on her back. Fraulein Lenchen, still unconscious, was laid
down on her side. Fraulein Horn put her finger down her throat so as to let out the water.
Dietrich gently patted her on the back and we all crouched round Frédulein Lenchen. Soon she
recovered consciousness and Fraulein Horn said a long prayer of thanksgiving.



The Bonhoeffer children brought friends to Friedrichsbrunn, although
throughout Dietrich’s childhood, his circle of friends was limited to family.
His cousin Hans-Christoph von Hase visited for long stretches, and together
they dug trenches and went for hikes in the vast pine woods to search for
wild strawberries, onions, and mushrooms.

Dietrich spent much time reading too.

Under the rowan-trees on our meadow Dietrich loved to sit and read his favourite books, like
Rulamann,* the story of a man of the stone age, and Pinocchio which made him roar with
laughter and whose funniest passages he read out to us again and again. He was about ten
years old at that time, but he retained his sense of high-spirited comedy. The book Heroes of
Everyday* moved him very much. They were stories of young people who by their courage,
presence of mind and selflessness saved others’ lives, and these stories often ended sadly.
Uncle Tom’s Cabin kept him busy for a long time. Here in Friedrichsbrunn he also read the
great classic poets for the first time, and in the evenings we did play-reading with different
parts.

Sometimes in the evenings they played ball games with the village 19
children in the meadow. Inside they played guessing games and sang
folk songs. They “watched the mists from the meadows waft and rise along
the fir-trees,” Sabine noted, and they watched dusk fall. When the moon
appeared, they sang “Der Mond ist Aufgegangen”:

Der Mond ist aufgegangen,

die goldnen Sternlein prangen

am Himmel hell und klar!

Der Wald steht schwarz und schweiget
und aus den Wiesen steiget

der weille Nebel wunderbar.**

The worlds of folklore and religion were so mingled in early twentieth-
century German culture that even families who didn’t go to church were
often deeply Christian. This folk song is typical, beginning as a paean to the
beauty of the natural world, but soon turning into a meditation on
mankind’s need for God and finally into a prayer, asking God to help us
“poor and prideful sinners” to see his salvation when we die—and in the
meantime here on earth to help us to be “like little children, cheerful and
faithful.”



German culture was inescapably Christian. This was a result of the
legacy of Martin Luther, the Catholic monk who invented Protestantism.
Looming over the German culture and nation like both a father and a
mother, Luther was to Germany something like what Moses was to Israel;
in his lusty, cranky person were the German nation and the Lutheran faith
wonderfully and terribly combined. Luther’s influence cannot be
overestimated. His translation of the Bible into German was cataclysmic.
Like a medieval John Bunyan, Luther in a single blow shattered the edifice
of European Catholicism and in the bargain created the modern German
language, which in turn effectively created the German people.
Christendom was cleft in twain, and out of the earth beside it sprang the
Deutsche Volk.

The Luther Bible was to the modern German language what the20
works of Shakespeare and the King James Bible were to the modern
English language. Before Luther’s Bible, there was no unified German
language. It existed only in a hodgepodge of dialects. And Germany as a
nation was an idea far in the future, a gleam in Luther’s eye. But when
Luther translated the Bible into German, he created a single language in a
single book that everyone could read and did read. Indeed, there was
nothing else to read. Soon everyone spoke German the way Luther’s
translation did. As television has had a homogenizing effect on the accents
and dialects of Americans, watering down accents and sanding down sharp
twangs, Luther’s Bible created a single German tongue. Suddenly millers
from Miinchen could communicate with bakers from Bremen. Out of this
grew a sense of a common heritage and culture.

But Luther brought Germans to a fuller engagement with their faith
through singing too. He wrote many hymns—the most well-known being
“A  Mighty Fortress Is Our God”—and introduced the idea of
congregational singing. Before Luther, no one outside the choir sang in
church.

“Hurrah, There’s a War!”



The Bonhoeffers spent the summer of 1914 at Friedrichsbrunn. But on the
first day of August, while the three younger children and their governess
were in the village enjoying themselves, the world changed. Flitting here
and there through the crowd, until it reached them, was the stunning news
that Germany had declared war on Russia. Dietrich and Sabine were eight
and a half, and she recalled the scene:

The village was celebrating its local shooting festival. Our governess suddenly dragged us
away from the pretty, enticing market stalls and the merry-go-round which was being pulled
by a poor white horse, so as to bring us back as quickly as possible to our parents in Berlin.
Sadly I looked at the now emptying scene of the festivities, where the stall-holders were
hastily pulling down their tents. In the late evening we could hear through the window the
songs and shouts of the soldiers in their farewell celebrations. Next day, after the adults had
hastily done the packing, we found ourselves sitting in the train to Berlin.

When they arrived back home, one of the girls ran into the house 2 1
and exclaimed, “Hurrah! There’s a war!” She was promptly slapped.

The Bonhoeffers were not opposed to war, but neither would they celebrate
it.

They were in the minority on that point, however, and a general tone of
giddiness prevailed in those first days. But on August 4, the first discordant
note was sounded: Britain declared war on Germany. Suddenly what lay
ahead might not be as wonderful as everyone thought. That day, Karl
Bonhoeffer was walking along Unter den Linden with the three eldest boys:

The elation of the crowds outside the palace and the government buildings which has been
mounting during the last days had now given place to a dreary silence, which had an
extraordinarily oppressive effect. The severity of the conflict which lay ahead was now
evidently manifest even to the masses, and the hope for a speedy end to the war was
extinguished for those who had insight, by Britain’s entry into the ranks of our enemies.

For the most part, however, the boys were thrilled and remained so for
some time, though they were careful in expressing it. War, as a concept, had
not yet fallen out of favor across Europe; that would take the next four
years. At this early stage of the conflict, the schoolboy’s motto “Dulce Et
Decorum Est Pro Patria Mori”* had not yet been spoken with bitterness or
irony. To inhabit the world of one’s lead soldiers—to put on a uniform and
march off to war as the heroes of the past had done—was a romantic thrill.



Dietrich’s brothers wouldn’t be eligible to enlist until 1917, and no one
dreamed the war could last that long. But they could at least get caught up
in the whole thing and talk about it knowledgeably, as the grown-ups did.
Dietrich often played at soldiers with his cousin Hans-Christoph, and the
next summer at Friedrichsbrunn, he wrote his parents asking them to send
newspaper articles about events at the front. Like many boys, he made a
map and stuck colored pins into it, marking the Germans’ advancement.

The Bonhoeffers were sincerely patriotic, but they never exhibited 22
the nationalistic passion of most other Germans. They maintained a
sense of perspective and a coolness, which they taught their children to
cultivate. Once, Fraulein Lenchen bought Sabine a small brooch that had on
it “Now We’ll Thrash Them!” “I was very proud to have it glittering on my
white collar,” Sabine recalled, “but at midday when I showed myself to my
parents with it on my father said, ‘Hallo, what have you got there? just give
it to me,” and it disappeared into his pocket.” Her mother asked where she’d
gotten it and promised to find her a prettier brooch to replace it.

In time the realities of war came home. A cousin was killed. Then
another. Another cousin lost a leg. Their cousin Lothar had an eye shot out
and a leg severely crushed. Another cousin died. Until they were ten, the
twins slept in the same bedroom. After their prayers and hymns, they lay in
the dark, and their conversation turned to death and eternity. They
wondered what it would be like to be dead and to live in eternity; somehow
they got the idea that they could touch eternity by focusing exclusively on
the word itself, Ewigkeit. The key was banishing all other thoughts. “After
concentrating intensely for a long time,” Sabine said, “our heads often used
to swim. We staunchly kept up this self-imposed exercise for a long time.”

Food grew scarce too. Even for the relatively well-to-do Bonhoeffers,
hunger became an issue. Dietrich distinguished himself as especially
resourceful in procuring food. He got very involved in tracking down food
supplies, so much so that his father praised him for his skill as a “messenger
and food scout.” He even saved his own money to buy a hen. He was eager
to do his part. Some of that had to do with his sense of competition with his
older brothers. They were five, six, and seven years older than he, and
brilliant, as were his sisters. But the one area in which he would outstrip
them all was in musical ability.



When Dietrich turned eight, he began piano lessons. All the children had
music lessons, but none showed such promise. His ability to sight-read was
remarkable. He became so accomplished that he seriously thought of taking
it up as a career. At ten he was playing Mozart’s sonatas. The opportunities
for exposure to great music in Berlin were endless. When he was eleven, he
heard Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony performed by the Berlin Philharmonic,
under the direction of Arthur Nikisch, and he wrote to his grandmother
about it. Eventually, he even arranged and composed. He loved the
Schubert song “Gute Ruh”* and, when he was about fourteen, arranged it as
a trio. That same year he composed a cantata on the sixth verse of Psalm 42,
“My soul is cast down within me.” Although he eventually chose theology
over music, music remained a deep passion throughout his life. It became a
vital part of his expression of faith, and he taught his students to appreciate
it and make it a central aspect of their expressions of faith.

The Bonhoeffers were a deeply musical family, so most of23
Dietrich’s earliest musical experiences came in the context of the
family’s musical evenings each Saturday night. His sister Susanne
remembered,

We had supper at half-past seven and then we went into the drawing room. Usually, the boys
began with a trio: Karl-Friedrich played the piano, Walter the violin, and Klaus the cello.
Then “Hornchen”** accompanied my mother as she sang. Each one who had had teaching
that week had to present something that evening. Sabine learned the violin, and the two big
sisters sang duets as well as Lieder by Schubert, Brahms, and Beethoven. Dietrich was far
better at the piano than Karl-Friedrich.

According to Sabine, Dietrich was especially sensitive and generous as
an accompanist, “always anxious to cover over the mistakes of the other
players and to spare them any embarrassment.” His future sister-in-law
Emmi Delbriick was often there too:

While we were playing, Dietrich at the piano kept us all in order. I do not remember a
moment when he did not know where each of us was. He never just played his own part: from
the beginning he heard the whole of it. If the cello took a long time tuning beforehand, or
between movements, he sank his head and didn’t betray the slightest impatience. He was
courteous by nature.



Dietrich particularly enjoyed accompanying his mother when she2 4
sang the Gellert-Beethoven psalms, and every Christmas Eve he
accompanied her singing of the Cornelius Lieder. The family’s Saturday
musical evenings were held for many years and continued to include new
friends. Their circle always seemed to be expanding. They also gave special
performances and concerts for birthdays and other special occasions,
culminating in their last performance together in late March 1943, for Karl
Bonhoeffer’s seventy-fifth birthday, when the much-increased family
performed Walcha’s cantata “Lobe den Herrn” (“Praise the Lord”), which
Dietrich directed and in which he played piano.

Grunewald

In March 1916, while the war raged on, the family moved from the
Briickenallee to a house in Berlin’s Grunewald district. It was another
prestigious neighborhood, where many of Berlin’s distinguished professors
lived. The Bonhoeffers became close to many of them, and their children
spent so much time together that they eventually began marrying each
other.

Like most homes in Grunewald, the Bonhoeffer home at 14
Wangenheimstrasse was huge, with a full acre of gardens and grounds. It’s
quite likely their choice had to do with its large yard; during wartime, with
a brood of eight children, including three teenage boys, they never had
enough food. So they planted considerable vegetable gardens and even kept
chickens and goats.

Their home was filled with artistic treasures and family heirlooms. In the
parlor were oil portraits of Bonhoeffer ancestors, side by side with etchings
by the eighteenth-century Italian artist Piranesi. Huge landscapes by their
great-grandfather, Count Stanislaus von Kalkreuth, were displayed as well.
He had designed the imposing sideboard that commanded the dining room.
It stood eight feet tall and evoked a Greek temple, with friezes and other
carvings, and two pillars supporting a crenellated pediment. Dietrich would
somehow scale this heirloom and from its lonely ramparts spy upon the
comings and goings in the large dining room far below, whose table could



seat twenty, and whose parquet floors were polished daily. In one corner—
supported by an intricately carved pedestal that opened to reveal the cruet—
was a bust of their illustrious forebear, the theologian Karl August von
Hase. Since he was their mother’s grandfather, the pedestal cabinet was
called Grossvater.

Bonhoeffer’s childhood seems something from a turn-of-the-century 2 5
illustration by the Swedish artist Carl Larsson or from Ingmar
Bergman’s Fanny and Alexander, without the undertones of angst and
foreboding. The Bonhoeffers were that terribly rare thing: a genuinely
happy family, and their ordered life continued along through the weeks and
months and years as it always had, with musical evenings every Saturday,
and with many birthday and holiday celebrations too. In 1917 Dietrich
suffered appendicitis and a subsequent appendectomy, but the interruption
was slight and not unwelcome. As always, Paula Bonhoeffer’s annual
orchestrations of the Christmas holidays were especially beautiful,
incorporating Bible reading and hymns in such a way that even those who
were not particularly religious felt included.

Sabine remembered,

On the Sundays of Advent we all assembled with her round the long dinner table to sing
Christmas carols; Papa joined us too and read from the fairy tales of Andersen. . . . Christmas
Eve began with the Christmas story. The whole family sat in a circle, including the maids in
their white aprons, all solemn and full of expectation, till our mother began to read. . . . She
read the Christmas story with a firm, full voice, and after that she always intoned the hymn,
“This is the day that God has made.” . . . The lights were now extinguished and we sang
Christmas carols in the dark, until our father, who had slipped out unnoticed, had lit the
candles at the manger and the tree. Now the bell sounded, and we three small ones were
allowed to go first into the Christmas room, to the candles at the tree, and there we stood and
sang happily: “The Christmas tree is the loveliest tree.” Only then did we look at our
Christmas presents.

The War Comes Home

As the war continued, the Bonhoeffers heard of more deaths and injuries
among their wide circle. In 1917 their two eldest, Karl-Friedrich and Walter,
would be called up. Both were born in 1899; now they would go to war.
Though they might easily have done so, their parents didn’t pull any strings



to help them avoid serving on the front lines. Germany’s greatest need was
in the infantry, and there both boys enlisted. In a way their bravery
foreshadowed what lay twenty years ahead in the next war. The
Bonhoeffers raised their children to do the right thing, so when they
behaved selflessly and bravely, it was difficult to argue. The extraordinary
words that Karl Bonhoeffer would write to a colleague in 1945 after
learning of the deaths of his sons Dietrich and Klaus—as well as the deaths
of two sons-in-law—capture the Bonhoeffers’ attitude during both wars:
“We are sad, but also proud.”

Following basic training, the two young Bonhoeffers would be sent 2 6
to the front. Karl-Friedrich actually took along his physics textbook.
Walter had been preparing for this moment since the war broke out,
strengthening himself by taking long hikes with extra weights in his
backpack. Things were still looking very well for Germany that year. In
fact, the Germans were so confident that on March 24, 1918, the kaiser
declared a national holiday.

In April 1918 it was Walter’s turn to go. As they had always done and
would do for their grandchildren’s generation twenty-five years hence, they
gave Walter a festive send-off dinner. The large family gathered around the
large table, gave handmade presents, and recited poems and sang songs
composed for the occasion. Dietrich, then twelve, composed an
arrangement for “Now, at the last, we say Godspeed on your journey” and,
accompanying himself on the piano, sang it to his brother. They took Walter
to the station the next morning, and as the train was pulling away, Paula
Bonhoeffer ran alongside it, telling her fresh-faced boy: “It’s only space that
separates us.” Two weeks later, in France, he died of a shrapnel wound.
Walter’s death changed everything.

“I can still remember that bright morning in May,” Sabine wrote,

and the terrible shadow which suddenly blotted it out for us. My father was just in the act of
leaving the house to drive to his clinic, and I was on the point of going through the door on
my way to school. But when a messenger brought us two telegrams I remained standing in the
hall. T saw my father hastily open the envelopes, turn terribly white, go into his study and sink
into the chair at his desk where he sat bowed over it with his head resting on both his arms,
his face hidden in his hands. . . . A few moments later I saw my father through the half-open
door holding onto the banisters as he went up the broad easy stairway which at other times he
mounted so lightly to go to the bedroom where my mother was. There he remained for many



hours.

Walter was injured by an exploding shell on April 23. The doctors 2 7
hadn’t thought the wounds serious and wrote the family, assuaging
their concerns. But an inflammation developed, and his condition worsened.
Three hours before his death, Walter dictated a letter to his parents:

My dears,

Today I had the second operation, and I must admit that it went far less pleasantly than the
first because the splinters that were removed were deeper. Afterwards I had to have two
camphor injections with an interval between them, but I hope that this is the end of the matter.
I am using my technique of thinking of other things so as not to think of the pain. There are
more interesting things in the world just now than my wounds. Mount Kemmel and its
possible consequences, and today’s news of the taking of Ypres, give us great cause for hope.
I dare not think about my poor regiment, so severely did it suffer in the last few days. How
are things going with the other officer cadets? I think of you with longing, my dears, every
minute of the long days and nights.

From so far away,
your Walter.

Later, the family received other letters that Walter had written in the few
days before his death, indicating how he had hoped they might visit. “Even
today,” his father wrote many years later, “I cannot think of this without
reproaching myself for not going to him straightaway in spite of previous
reassuring telegrams which explicitly stated it was unnecessary.” They later
learned that Walter’s commanding officer was very inexperienced and had
foolishly taken all of his soldiers to the front lines together.

In early May a cousin on the general staff escorted Walter’s body home.
Sabine recalled the spring funeral, and “the hearse with the horses decked
out in black and all the wreaths, my mother deathly pale and shrouded in a
great black mourning veil . . . my father, my relatives, and all the many
silent people dressed in black on the way to the chapel.” Dietrich’s cousin
Hans-Christoph von Hase remembered “the young boys and girls weeping,
weeping. His mother, I had never seen her weep so much.”

Walter’s death was a turning point for Dietrich. The first hymn at the2 8

service was “Jerusalem, du Hochgebaute Stadt.”* Dietrich sang loudly
and clearly, as his mother always wished the family to do. And she did, too,



drawing strength from its words, which spoke of the heart’s longing for the
heavenly city, where God waited for us and would comfort us and “wipe
away every tear.” For Dietrich, it had to seem heroic and filled with
meaning:

The patriarchs’ and prophets’ noble train,

With all Christ’s followers true,

Who bore the cross and could the worst disdain
That tyrants dared to do,

I see them shine forever,

All-glorious as the sun,

Midst light that fadeth never,

Their perfect freedom won.

Dietrich’s uncle Hans von Hase preached the sermon. Recalling a Paul
Erhardt hymn, he spoke of how this world of pain and sorrow was but a
moment when compared with the joyous eternity with God. At the end of
the service, Walter’s comrades bore the coffin down the aisle as trumpeters
played the hymn that Paula Bonhoeffer had chosen: “Was Gott tut, das ist
Wohlgetan.” Sabine remembered the trumpets playing the familiar cantata
and later marveled at the lyrics her mother had chosen:

What God has done, it is well done.
His will is always just.

Whatever He will do to me,

In Him I’ll ever place my trust.

Paula Bonhoeffer took such sentiments seriously. Yet the death of her
dear Walter was devastating. During this bitter season, Karl-Friedrich
remained in the infantry, and the unspeakable but real possibility that they
might lose him too compounded her agony. Then seventeen-year-old Klaus
was called up. It was too much. She collapsed. For several weeks, unable to
get out of bed, she stayed with close neighbors, the Schénes. Even when
she returned home, this extremely capable and strong woman could not
resume her normal duties for a year. It was several years before she seemed
herself again. Throughout this time, Karl Bonhoeffer was the strength of the



family, but it was ten years before he could write his annual new year’s

diary again.

The earliest recorded words we have from Dietrich Bonhoeffer
appeared in a letter he wrote a few months before Walter’s death. It was a
few days before his—and Sabine’s—twelfth birthday. Walter had not yet

gone to the front, but was away at military training.

Dear Grandmama,

Please come on February 1, so you’ll already be here on our birthday. It would really be a lot
nicer if you were here. Please decide at once and come on the 1st. . . . Karl-Friedrich is
writing to us more often. Recently he wrote that he won the first prize in a race in which all of
the junior officers of his company competed. The prize is 5 marks. Walter will return on
Sunday. Today we were given seventeen fine flounder from Boltenhagen on the Baltic Sea,
which we will eat this evening.

Boltenhagen is a seaside resort on the Baltic Sea. Dietrich, Sabine, and
Susanne sometimes went there with the van Horn sisters. Their neighbors,
the Schones, had a holiday home there.

Dietrich was sent there with the van Horn sisters in June 1918, a few
weeks after Walter’s death. There he could escape the heaviness of
Wangenheimstrasse for a little while; he could play and be a boy. Our
second letter from him was written to his elder sister Ursula during this
time:

On Sunday, we got up at 7:30. First we ate breakfast. . . . After this we ran to the beach and
built our own wonderful sand castle. Next, we made a rampart around the wicker beach chair.
Then we worked on the fortress. While we left it alone for 4-5 hours for dinner and tea, it was
completely washed away by the sea. But we had taken our flag with us. After tea we went
back down and dug canals. . . . Then it began to rain, and we watched Mr. Qualmann’s cows
being milked.

In another letter to his grandmother (postmarked July 3) he 3 O
chattered excitedly in a similar vein, but even in this childhood world
of sand castles and imaginary battles, the outside world of death intruded.
He described two seaplanes performing maneuvers until one of them
suddenly went into a dive:



Soon we saw a thick black pillar of smoke rising above the ground, and we knew this meant
that the plane had crashed! . . . [SJomebody said that the pilot had completely burned up but
the other had jumped out and had sustained only a hand injury. Afterwards he came over and
we saw that his entire eyebrows were singed. . . . In the afternoon a few days ago (Sunday),
we slept in our sand castle and all got very sunburned. . . . We have to take a nap every
afternoon. Two other boys are also here. One is 10 years old and the other 14. A little Jewish
boy is also here. . . . Everything was lit up with spotlights again yesterday evening, certainly
because of the pilots. . . . Tomorrow, the last day, we also plan to make a garland out of oak
leaves for Walter’s grave.

In September Dietrich joined his von Hase cousins in Waldau, about forty
miles east of Breslau. Uncle Hans, Paula Bonhoeffer’s brother, was the
superintendent of the Liegnitz church district there and lived in a parsonage.
Dietrich’s visits formed part of his connection with his mother’s side of the
family, for whom being a pastor or theologian was as normal as being a
scientist was for the Bonhoeffer side. Dietrich spent many vacations with
his cousin Hans-Christoph, who was called Hanschen and was a year
younger than Dietrich. They remained close into adulthood, and Hans-
Christoph would follow in his cousin’s footsteps as a Sloane Fellow at
Union Theological Seminary in 1933, three years after Dietrich. That
September in Waldau the boys took Latin lessons together. But in a letter to
his siblings, Dietrich was more excited about other things:

I don’t know if I already wrote you that we found partridge eggs, and that four have already
hatched. We had to help two because they couldn’t get out. The hen under which we placed3 ]_
them is not showing them how they should eat, and we don’t know how to teach them. I

now help Hanschen more often when he brings in the animals. I always go first. That means I
steer the animals to the hay bales that need to be loaded, and recently I even drove the wagon

a good piece around quite a few turns. Yesterday Klarchen and I rode horses. It was very nice.

We glean here often and successfully, and so gather quite a lot. Today I want to thresh again

and let it go through the separator. . . . Regrettably the fruit harvest is not particularly good. . .

. This afternoon we want to go boating on the lake.

His boyish zeal for fun was never far away—not even as an adult when
the threat of danger was great—but he always had a noticeably intense and
serious side. Walter’s death and the increasing possibility that Germany
would lose the war brought that out now. It was around this time that he
began to think about studying theology. And at the end of the war, as
Germany staggered under the weight of a devastated economy, he continued



to take the lead in procuring food. At the end of the month he wrote his
parents:

Yesterday we took my gleanings to be ground up. There will even be 10—15 pounds more than
I had thought, depending on how fine it will be ground. . . . The weather here is magnificent,
with sunshine almost the whole time. In the next few days we will harvest the potatoes. . . . I
work every day here with Hanschen and Uncle Hans translating Latin. Will you come to
Breslau, this time, dear mama, since Karl-Friedrich is not on active duty?

Germany Loses the War

If 1918 can be seen as the year that Dietrich Bonhoeffer left childhood, it
can be seen as the year that Germany did too. Sabine called the era before
the war a time “in which a different order prevailed, an order which seemed
to us then firmly established enough to last for ever, an order imbued with
Christian meaning, in which we could pass a sheltered and secure
childhood.” In 1918 all that changed. The kaiser, who represented the
authority of both church and state, and who, as a figurehead, represented
Germany and the German way of life, would abdicate. It was devastating.

Things began to unravel in August when the final German offensive 3 2
failed. After this, things began to fall apart in ways no one could
imagine. Many German soldiers grew disaffected and turned against their
leaders. Weary, hungry, and increasingly angry at the powers that be who
had led them to their miserable state, they began to warm to ideas that had
been whispered among them. Communism was still bright and brand-new
—the horrors of Stalin and the Gulag Archipelago were decades in the
future—and it gave them hope again and someone to blame. Copies of Rosa
Luxemburg’s Spartacus Letters* were circulated, further stirring discontent
among the soldiers, who thought that if anything could be salvaged from the
chaos, perhaps they must take the lead. Hadn’t the Russian troops revolted
against their commanders? Before long, German soldiers elected their own
councils and spoke openly of their mistrust of the old regime and the kaiser.

Finally, in November, the nightmare came true: Germany lost the war.
The turmoil that followed was unprecedented. Just a few months earlier



they had been on the bright verge of victory. What had happened? Many
blamed the Communists for sowing seeds of discontent among the troops at
a crucial time. This was where the famous Dolchstoss (stab-in-the-back)
legend came about. It maintained that the real enemy in the war was not the
Allied powers, but those pro-Communist, pro-Bolshevist Germans who had
destroyed Germany’s chances of victory from within, who had “stabbed it
in the back.” Their treachery was far worse than any enemies Germany had
faced across the battlefields, and they were the ones who must be punished.
This Dolchstoss idea grew after the war, and was especially beloved by the
rising National Socialists and their leader, Hitler, who lived to rail against
the Communist traitors who had done this. With great success he fanned the
flames of this idea, and increasingly harped on the idea that Bolshevism
was really international Jewry, that the Jews and the Communists had
destroyed Germany.

The threat of a Communist coup was palpable at the end of 1918. The
events in Russia the previous year were fresh in every German’s mind. The
government leaders must prevent the same horror from overtaking
Germany, at all costs, and firmly believed that by throwing the old kaiser to
the wolves, Germany could survive, albeit in another form, as a democratic
government. It was a high price to pay, but there was no alternative: the
kaiser must abdicate. The people clamored for it, and the Allied powers
demanded it.

So in November it fell to the beloved Field Marshal von Hindenburg 3 3
to do the dirtiest work of all. He must go to Supreme Headquarters and
persuade Kaiser Wilhelm that monarchy in Germany had come to an end.

It was a grotesque and painful task, since Hindenburg was a monarchist.
But for the sake of the nation, he went to the Belgian city Spa and delivered
the epochal ultimatum to his kaiser. When Hindenburg left the conference
room after that meeting, a seventeen-year-old orderly from Grunewald was
standing in the hallway. Klaus Bonhoeffer never forgot the moment when
the stout Hindenburg brushed past him. After the death of Walter, with
Karl-Friedrich still in the infantry, it’s no wonder the Bonhoeffer parents
wanted to find their youngest soldier a position out of harm’s way. As a
result, he was stationed at Spa, and that day witnessed history. He later



described the exiting Hindenburg as being “rigid as a statue both in
countenance and bearing.”

On November 9 the kaiser saw no alternative and abdicated the throne. In
a moment, the Germany of the last fifty years vanished. But the mobs
milling around Berlin weren’t satisfied. Revolution was in the air. The
ultraleft Spartacists, led by Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht, had
taken over the kaiser’s palace and were on the verge of declaring a Soviet
republic. The Social Democrats had a majority in the Reichstag, but any
moment it could all vanish. Just outside the window on the Koenigsplatz the
angry crowds clamored for change, demanding something, anything—and
that’s precisely what they got. Throwing political caution to the winds and a
cheap sop to the crowd below, Philipp Scheidemann* opened the gigantic
window, and without any particular authority to do so, he declared a
German republic! That was that.

But it was not that simple. This impetuous declaration of the Weimar
Republic was as imperfect a beginning of a democratic regime as one could
imagine. It was a compromise to which no one had really agreed. Rather
than pull together the deep fissures in the German body politic, it papered
over them, inviting future troubles. The right-wing monarchists and the
military pledged to support the new government, but never did. Instead they
would distance themselves from it and blame the loss of the war on it, and
on all other leftist elements, especially Communists and Jews.

Meanwhile, less than a mile down the street, the Communists, 3 4
having taken over the kaiser’s Stadtschloss (palace), were not ready to
surrender. They still wanted a full-blown Soviet republic, and two hours
after Scheidemann had declared “the German republic” from the Reichstag
window, Liebknecht followed suit, throwing open a window in the
Stadtschloss and declaring a “free Socialist republic”! It was in this childish
way, with two windows flung open in two historic buildings, that the great
troubles began. The four-month-long civil war, called the German
Revolution, now started.

The army eventually restored order by defeating the Communists and
murdering Luxemburg and Liebknecht. In January 1919 an election was
held, but no one gained a majority and there was no consensus. These
forces would keep fighting for years, and Germany would remain divided



and confused until 1933, when a wild-eyed vagabond from Austria would
end the confusion by outlawing all dissent, and then the real troubles would
begin.

But as the spring of 1919 wore on, just as everyone thought things were
being restored to something they could live with, the most humiliating and
crushing blow of all came. That May, the Allies published the full terms of
peace that they demanded and that they had signed in the fabled Hall of
Mirrors at Versailles. The Germans were astonished. They had thought the
worst was over. Hadn’t they done all the Allies had asked? Hadn’t they
chased the kaiser from his throne? And then hadn’t they crushed the
Communists? And after they’d dealt with the right and the left, hadn’t they
set up a decently centrist democratic government that possessed elements of
the U.S., English, French, and Swiss governments? What more could be
decently expected from them? As it turned out, much more.

The treaty required Germany to give up territory in France, Belgium, and
Denmark, as well as all of her Asian and African colonies. It also required
her to pay exorbitant reparations in gold, ships, lumber, coal, and livestock.
But there were three demands that were particularly unbearable: first,
Germany must give up most of Poland, thus cutting off East Prussia from
the rest of the nation; second, she must officially accept sole responsibility
for the war; and third, she must eviscerate her military. These demands were
individually heinous, but taken together, they were something beyond
comprehension.

The outcry from all quarters was great. It was intolerable. It 3 5
amounted to a death sentence for the nation, and that it would prove to
be. But at the moment there was no recourse but to accept it and the deep
humiliation that came with it. Scheidemann, the man who had thrown open
the Reichstag window and fatuously proclaimed the German republic, now
pronounced a curse: “May the hand wither that signs this treaty!” It was
signed nonetheless.

A year earlier, when the Germans still expected overall victory in the war
and had just defeated Russia, hadn’t they forced the Russians to sign a
treaty that was almost certainly worse than what they were being forced to
sign now? Hadn’t they shown less mercy then than they were being shown?



The worm had turned, and these tit-for-tat troubles, now being sown like
wind, would grow and grow.

The Bonhoeffer family, like all German families, followed the action
closely. Living a few miles from the center of Berlin, they could not avoid
it. One day a battle between the Communists and government troops broke
out a half mile from the Bonhoeffer home, at the Halensee train station.
Dietrich, in the tone of a typical thirteen-year-old boy thrilled to be close to
“the action,” wrote his grandmother:

It wasn’t too dangerous, but we could hear it quite clearly because it happened at night. The
whole thing lasted about an hour. Then these fellows were pushed back. When they tried it
again around 6 o’clock in the morning, they only got bloody heads. This morning we heard
artillery fire. We don’t know yet where it came from. At the moment it is thumping again, but
it seems to be only in the distance.

But Dietrich had concerns even closer to home. His mother was still
reeling from Walter’s death. In December 1918, he wrote his grandmother:
“Mama is doing much better now. In the morning she still feels very weak,
but in the afternoon she feels quite steady again. Sadly, she still eats hardly
anything.” A month later: “So far mama is feeling pretty good again. . . .
For a while she lived with the Schones across the street. Since then, she has
been doing significantly better.”

That year Dietrich finished at the Friedrich-Werder school and3 6
enrolled at the exclusive Grunewald Gymnasium. He had already
decided he would become a theologian, but he was not ready to announce it.
Turning thirteen was an important transition from childhood to adulthood,
and his parents acknowledged it by enrolling him and Sabine in dancing
lessons. They also let him and Sabine stay up with the adults that New
Year’s Eve:

About eleven o’clock the lights were extinguished, we drank hot punch and the candles on the
Christmas tree were lit once again. All this was a tradition in our family. Now that we were all
sitting together, our mother read the ninetieth psalm: “Lord, thou hast been our dwelling-place
in all generations.” The candles grew shorter and the shadows of the tree longer and longer,
and while the year was fading out, we sang Paul Gerhardt’s New Year’s Eve hymn: “Now let
us go singing and praying, and stand before our Lord, who has given our life strength until



now.” When the last stanza had died away, the church bells were already ringing in the new
year.

The social world of Grunewald was especially rich for the children, who
ranged from Susanne, now eleven years old, to Karl-Friedrich, now twenty-
one. No one had married yet, but there was a circle of friends who did
everything together. Emmi Delbriick, who later married Klaus,
remembered:

We had our parties and dances where wit and imagination triumphed, and skating on the lakes
till it was dark; both the brothers performed waltzes and figures on the ice with a simply
entrancing elegance. Then, on summer evenings, we had strolls in the Grunewald, four or five
couples of the Dohnanyis, the Delbriicks and the Bonhoeffers. Of course there was occasional
gossip and vexation but such things were quickly swept away: there was so much style, such
a clear standard of taste, such an intense interest in different fields of knowledge, that this
period of our youth now seems to me like a gift which at the same time carried an immense
obligation, and probably we all felt that way more or less consciously.

Bonhoeffer Chooses Theology

It wasn’t until 1920, when Dietrich turned fourteen, that he was ready to tell
anyone he had decided to become a theologian. It took a bold and
courageous person to announce such a thing in the Bonhoeffer family. His
father might treat it with respect and cordiality, even if he disagreed with it,
but his brothers and sisters and their friends would not. They were a
formidable group, all highly intelligent, and most of them openly and often
mockingly opposed their cocky young brother’s ideas. They always teased
him and gave him a hard time over many things much less important than
his choice of profession. When he was about eleven, he mispronounced the
name of a play by Friedrich Schiller to roars of laughter. That he should be
reading Schiller at that age was taken for granted.

Emmi Bonhoeffer remembered the atmosphere then:

To keep a distance in manners and spirit, without being cool, to be interested without
curiosity—that was about [Dietrich’s] line. . . . He could not stand empty talk. He sensed
unfailingly whether the other person meant what he said. All the Bonhoeffers reacted with
extreme sensitivity against every mannerism and affectation of thought; I think it was in their
nature, and sharpened by their education. They were allergic to even the slightest touch of



this, it made them intolerant, even unjust. Whereas we Delbriicks shrank from saying
anything banal, the Bonhoeffers shrank from saying anything interesting for fear it might turn
out to be not so interesting after all, and the inherent claim might be ironically smiled at. Such
an ironical smile from their father may often have hurt the gentle natures, but it did sharpen
the strong ones. . . . In the Bonhoeffer family one learnt to think before asking a question or
making a remark. It was embarrassing to see their father raise his left eyebrow inquiringly. It
was a relief when this was accompanied by a kindly smile, but absolutely devastating when
his expression remained serious. But he never really wanted to devastate, and everybody
knew it.

Emmi also recalled that once Dietrich announced his choice to study
theology, they peppered him with questions:

We liked to ask him questions that haunted us, e.g. was evil really overcome by good, or did
Jesus want us to offer the other cheek to the insolent person too, and hundreds of other38
problems which drive young people into a deadlock when they face real life. He often
countered with another question which took us further than a concise answer might have
done, e.g. “Do you think Jesus wanted anarchy? Did he not go into the temple with a whip to
throw out the money-changers?” He himself was one who asked questions.

Dietrich’s brother Klaus had chosen a career in law and would become
the top lawyer at the German airline Lufthansa. In a dispute about Dietrich’s
choice of theology, Klaus homed in on the problem of the church itself,
calling it a “poor, feeble, boring, petty bourgeois institution.” “In that case,”
said Dietrich, “I shall have to reform it!” The statement was mainly meant
as a defiant rebuff to his brother’s attack, and perhaps even as a joke, since
this was not a family in which one made boastful statements. On the other
hand, his future work would lean more in that direction than anyone could
have guessed.

His brother Karl-Friedrich was the least pleased with Dietrich’s decision.
Karl-Friedrich had already distinguished himself as a brilliant scientist. He
felt Dietrich was turning his back on scientifically verifiable reality and
escaping into the fog of metaphysics. In one of their arguments on this
subject, Dietrich said, “Dass es einen Gott gibt, dafiir lass ich mir den Kopf
abschlagen,” which means something like, “Even if you were to knock my
head off, God would still exist.”

Gerhard von Rad, a friend who knew Bonhoeffer from his visits to his
grandmother’s home in Tiibingen, recalled that “it was very rare for a
young man of this academic elite to decide in favor of the study of theology.



The study of theology, and the profession of theologian, were not highly
respected in those circles. In a society whose ranks were still clearly
discernible, the university theologians stood rather apart, academically and
socially.”

Although the Bonhoeffers weren’t churchgoers, all their children were
confirmed. At fourteen, Dietrich and Sabine were enrolled in Paster
Hermann Priebe’s confirmation class at the Grunewald church. When he
was confirmed in March 1921, Paula Bonhoeffer gave Dietrich his brother
Walter’s Bible. For the rest of his life he used it for daily devotions.

Dietrich’s decision to become a theologian was firm, but his parents 39
weren’t quite convinced this was the best path for him. He was so
talented as a musician, they thought he still might want to turn in that
direction. The famed pianist Leonid Kreutzer was teaching at the Berliner
Hochschule fiir Musik, and the Bonhoeffers arranged for Dietrich to play
for him and hear his opinion.* Kreutzer’s verdict was inconclusive. In any
case, later that year Dietrich chose to take Hebrew as his elective in school.
That might have been when his choice of theology became irrevocable.

In November 1921, at age fifteen, Bonhoeffer went to the first
evangelistic meeting of his life. General Bramwell Booth of the Salvation
Army had conducted ministry in Germany before the war, and in 1919,
greatly moved by reports of the suffering there, especially the hunger
among children, he found a way around the official channels and was able
to have milk distributed. He also gave five thousand pounds to relief efforts.

Two years later, Booth came to Berlin to lead a series of evangelistic
meetings. Thousands showed up, including many soldiers, broken by the
war. Sabine recalled that “Dietrich was eager to take part in it. He was the
youngest person there, but he was very interested. He was impressed by the
joy he had seen on Booth’s face, and he told us of the people carried away
by Booth, and of the conversions.” A part of him was powerfully attracted
to this sort of thing, but he wouldn’t see anything like it again for ten years,
when he attended the Abyssinian Baptist Church in New York City.



The turmoil of the early Weimar Republic was never far away, especially in
Berlin. When Bonhoeffer was sixteen, it came especially close. On June 25,
1922, he wrote Sabine, “I went to school and arrived after the third period. I
just arrived when one heard a peculiar crack in the courtyard. Rathenau had
been assassinated—barely 300 meters away from us! What a pack of right-
wing Bolshevik scoundrels! . . . People are responding with crazed
excitement and rage here in Berlin. They are having fist-fights in the
Reichstag.”

Walther Rathenau, a politically moderate Jew, had been the German 40
foreign minister, and he felt Germany should pay its war debts as
stipulated by the Treaty of Versailles while simultaneously trying to
renegotiate them. For these views, and for his Jewishness, he was despised
by the right wing, who that day dispatched a carful of thugs with machine
guns to murder him on his way to his offices in the Wilhelmstrasse, near
Bonhoeffer’s school. Eleven years later, when Hitler rose to power, these
murderers were declared German national heroes. June 24 was made a
national day of celebration to commemorate their deed.

Peter Olden, a classmate of Bonhoeffer, recalled that they heard the shots
during class: “I still recall my friend Bonhoeffer’s passionate indignation,
his deep and spontaneous anger. . . . I remember his asking what would
become of Germany if its best leaders were killed. I remember it because I
was surprised at the time that someone could know so exactly where he
stood.”

Bonhoeffer had been raised in an elite community where many of his
family’s friends were Jewish. In his class that morning were several
children of prominent Jewish families. One of them was Rathenau’s niece.

A few weeks later he wrote his parents about a train ride to Tiibingen:
“One man actually began to talk about politics as soon as he had entered the
railway compartment. He was really very narrow-mindedly right-wing. . . .
The only thing he had forgotten was his swastika.”

* His grandson Peter Yorck von Wartenburg (1904-44) was a cousin of Colonel Claus von
Stauffenberg and played a key role in the July 20, 1944, assassination plot against Hitler.

* One may be seen on 7 Klosterstrasse there.

* She received her diploma in April 1896 from the Royal Provincial School College in Breslau.



* Bonhoeffer well knew the dangers of pietism, but he drew on the conservative theological tradition
of the Herrnhiiter throughout his life, always using the Moravian’s daily Bible texts for private
devotions. Each day there was a verse from the Old Testament and a verse from the New Testament.
Published yearly since Zinzendorf’s time, they were known to Bonhoeffer as Losungen (watch
words), although he sometimes just called them “the texts.” These Losungen figured prominently in
his decision to return to Germany in 1939. He continued these devotions to the end of his life and
introduced the practice to his fiancée and many others.

* A popular book for boys that purported to relate the prehistoric adventures of a caveman in the
Schwabian Alps.

* One of the last books he read was Plutarch’s Lives. He parted with it hours before his execution.
(See page 526)

** The moon has climbed into the sky, where golden stars shine bright and clear. The woods are dark
and silent; and from the meadows like a dream, the white fog rises in the air.

* It is a sweet and noble thing to die for one’s country.

* “Lullabye of the Stream” from Die Schéne Miillerin.

** It was the term they sometimes used for their governess, Maria van Horn.

* “Jerusalem, Thou City Fair and High.”

* An illegal, pro-Communist newspaper.

* Philipp Scheidemann (1865-1939) was a German politician.

* Kreutzer was a German Jew later targeted by the Nazis (Alfred Rosenberg in particular) as a
“cultural enemy,” forcing him to immigrate to America in 1933.
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TUBINGEN

1923

From the time I was thirteen years old it was clear to me that I would study theology.

—DIETRICH BONHOEFFER

ignificant changes came in 1923 for the Bonhoeffers, including the

arriage among the children. Ursula, the eldest daughter, married
Riidiger Schleicher, a brilliant lawyer. His father had been a friend and
classmate of Karl Bonhoeffer at Tiibingen. Riidiger studied there, too, and
had joined the Igel fraternity, of which Karl Bonhoeffer was a distinguished
past member. When he paid a visit to this famous alumnus in Berlin, he met
his future wife.

In 1923 Maria van Horn also married: Richard Czeppan was a beloved
classics teacher at the Grunewald Gymnasium, and had been part of the life
at 14 Wangenheimstrasse for years. He had been Klaus’s tutor, often played
the piano at family musical gatherings, and in 1922 took a hiking trip in
Pomerania with Dietrich.

Also that year, Karl-Friedrich landed a prestigious research position at
the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute, where he would soon split the atom, absurdly
raising the already high bar of accomplishment for his intelligent and
ambitious siblings. His success as a physicist brought invitations from top
universities around the world, including the United States, which he would
visit, paving the way for Dietrich a few years hence.

And in 1923 Dietrich would leave home, although no one in this 42
close-knit family ever really left. Within a few years, Christel and her
husband would move in across the street; and in the thirties, Ursula and
Riidiger would move next door to her parents in Charlottenburg, their



homes being almost extensions of each other. Family members visited so
often, and were visited so often, and talked on the phone so often that
Dietrich’s friends teased him about it. The next year, Dietrich would return
from Tiibingen to study at Berlin University and would live at home again.
He would live under his parents’ roof for much of the next twenty years,
until the day he was arrested in 1943. Still, for the family his departure for
Tiibingen was a significant moment.

He left at the end of April for the summer term and traveled with
Christel, who was also studying there. Their grandmother Julie Bonhoeffer
lived in Tiibingen at 38 Neckarhalde, on the Neckar River, and they stayed
with her for most of their time there. Their parents visited often. Bethge
wrote that Bonhoeffer “remained far more rooted in his home than was
customary among his fellow students” and “did little without first
consulting his parents.” Indeed, it was family tradition that all Bonhoeffers
begin their university studies with a year in Tiibingen. Karl-Friedrich had
done so in 1919; Klaus and Sabine had followed. Christel was already
there, and of course their father had begun the tradition.

Dietrich also followed in his father’s footsteps by joining the Igel
fraternity. The Igels had come into existence in 1871, the same year as the
German Reich. It was then, following France’s defeat in the Franco-
Prussian War, that Prussia had led the way in uniting the twenty-five states
of Germany. They became a federation called the German Empire, and for
the nearly fifty years of its existence this Reich was led by Prussia and the
Hohenzollern dynasty. The first German emperor was Wilhelm I, king of
Prussia. He served as primus inter pares (first among equals) with the heads
of the other twenty-four states. Kaiser Wilhelm appointed the Prussian
prince Otto von Bismarck as his prime minister. Bismarck took the title of
chancellor and came to be known as the Iron Chancellor. Although the Igels
were patriotically devoted to Reich and kaiser, they were not as nationalistic
or militaristic as other fraternities of their day. Their values were more in
keeping with those of the politically moderate Bonhoeffer family, so it
wasn’t difficult for Dietrich to feel comfortable joining. Still, he was the
only one of his brothers to do so.

The German word Igel—pronounced “eagle”—means “hedgehog.” 43
Members wore hats made from hedgehog pelts. For their official



colors they cheekily chose light, medium, and dark gray,
monochromatically thumbing their noses at the other fraternities, all of
whom had outsized affections for brightly colored hats and ghastly dueling
scars. It was a great distinction in German society of the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries to have had one’s face manfully disfigured in a
fraternity duel.*

The Bonhoeffers were far too secure to fall for such highfalutin
buffoonery; they were neither ultranationalists nor monarchists. But they
were generally patriotic, so the national pride that characterized the Igels
was not unappealing. Karl Bonhoeffer always recalled his time there
favorably, but disapproved of the peer pressure to drink. Most Igel members
in his day had middle-of-the-road political convictions, being champions of
the kaiser and of the policies of Bismarck. Their castlelike headquarters sat
on the brow of the hill overlooking the city.

Years later a fellow member recalled Dietrich as extremely secure and
self-confident, not vain, but “able to tolerate criticism.” He was also “a
companionable, physically agile and tough young man” who possessed a
“sharp nose for essentials and a determination to get to the bottom of
things” and who was also “capable of subtly teasing people and [who] had a
great deal of humor.”

For Germany, 1923 was disastrous. The German mark, which had begun to
slide two years earlier, went into free fall. In 1921 it dropped to 75 marks to
the dollar; the next year to 400; and by early 1923 it plunged to 7,000. But
this was only the beginning of sorrows. Germany was buckling under the
pressure of meeting the payments stipulated by the Versailles Treaty. In
1922, unable to bear up any longer, the German government asked for a
moratorium. The savvy French wouldn’t be taken in by this ruse and
staunchly refused. But it was no ruse, and Germany soon defaulted. The
French promptly dispatched troops to occupy the Ruhr region, Germany’s
center of industry. The resultant economic turmoil would make the bleak
conditions of a few months earlier look like the good old days: by August a
dollar was worth one million marks; and by September, August seemed like
the good old days. By November 1923 a dollar was worth about four billion
German marks.



On November 8 Hitler, sensing his moment, led his famous Munich
Bierhall Putsch. But he sensed it prematurely and was trundled off t044
jail for high treason. There, in the peace and quiet of Lansberg am
Lech, like an exiled emperor, he met with cronies, dictated his crackpot
manifesto Mein Kampf, and planned his next move.

Toward the end of 1923 a life-insurance policy of Karl Bonhoeffer’s
matured, paying him 100,000 marks. He had made the payments for
decades, and now, because of inflation, the reward was only enough to
purchase a bottle of wine and some strawberries. When the money arrived,
it was worth even less and covered only the berries. It was a boon that Karl
Bonhoeffer saw many patients from around Europe because they paid him
in their own country’s currency. Nonetheless, by the end of 1923, things had
become impossible. In October Dietrich wrote that every meal cost one
billion marks. He wanted to pay for two or three weeks of meals in
advance, but needed the family to send him funds. “I don’t have that much
money on hand,” he explained. “I had to spend 6 billion for bread.”

A new member of the Igels was a Fuchs (Fox), alluding to the ancient
Greek poet Archilochus, who famously declared that “the fox knows many
little things, but the hedgehog knows one big thing.” Each Fuchs had to pen
a short curriculum vitae about himself in the fraternity’s Fuchsbuch, as
Bonhoeffer did:

In Breslau on February 4, 1906, I, with my twin sister, saw the light of day as the son of the
university professor der alter Herr Karl Bonhoeffer and my mother, née von Hase. I left
Silesia when I was six years old, and we moved to Berlin where I entered the Friedrich-
Werder Gymnasium. Due to our move to Grunewald, I entered the school there, where I
passed my Abitur at Easter 1923. From the time I was thirteen years old it was clear to me
that I would study theology. Only music caused me to waver during the past two years. I am
now studying here in Tiibingen for my first semester, where I took the customary step for
every dutiful son and became a Hedgehog. I have chosen Fritz Schmid to be my personal
bodyguard. I have nothing else to share about myself.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer. 4 5
“Today I Am a Soldier”



Among the harshest conditions of Versailles was the prohibition against
military conscription: Germany was allowed only a 100,000-man army.
This meant flirting with national suicide, since the Russians, just over the
border in Poland, might at any time have marched in and subdued them. Or
an internal group—there were several candidates—could have militarily
taken over the country without much difficulty. That nearly happened on
November 8, with Hitler’s attempted putsch. Such political turmoil called
for a level of military readiness that the Allies were unwilling to grant, so
the Germans invented ways around it to avoid the interference of the Allied
Control Commission. One was for university students to receive covert
training during the semesters. These troops were referred to as the Black
Reichswehr. In November 1923 it was Dietrich’s turn.

His training would take two weeks and would be overseen by the Ulm
Rifles Troop in Ulm, not far from Tiibingen. Many of his Igel brethren
would join him, and all of the other fraternities participated. Bonhoeffer felt
no great hesitation, seeing it as a part of his most basic patriotic duty. But he
knew he must have his parents’ approval and wrote them on the eve of his
departure:

The sole purpose is to train as many people as possible before the Control Commission is put
in place. . . . There is a one-day notice period and every member of the [Igel] fraternity who
has studied at the university for 7 semesters or less is going. . . . I said I would go until
approximately Tuesday when I expected to hear what you had to say about this situation. If
you had any specific objections I would then return to Tiibingen. At first I thought that T could
do this at another time and that it would be better not to interrupt the semester. I now think,
however, that the sooner one gets this over with the better; then one can have the secure
feeling that one can help in crises. Grandmama is sad that she will be alone for 14 days, but
says I should go ahead and go.

Two days later he wrote, “Today I am a soldier. Yesterday, as soon 46
as we arrived, we were invested with a uniform and were given our
equipment. Today we were given grenades and weapons. Until now, to be
sure, we have done nothing but assemble and disassemble our beds.”

A few days later he wrote again:

The exercises have not been very taxing at all. There are approximately 5 hours of marching,
shooting, and gymnastics daily, and 3 instruction periods, as well as other things. The rest of
the time is free. We live 14 to a room. . . . The only thing that the examination found amiss



were my eyes. I’ll probably have to wear glasses when I fire a weapon. The Lance Corporal
who trains us is very good-natured and nice.

He even found the food decent. The second week he wrote Sabine:

We practiced ground maneuvers with assaults and such. It is especially horrible to throw
oneself down on the frozen field with a rifle and a knapsack. Tomorrow we have a big
marching exercise with all our equipment, and on Wednesday we have a battalion maneuver.
After that the fortnight will soon be over. The oily spots on this paper do not, it happens,
come from the pancakes we had at noon but from cleaning a rifle.

By December 1, it was all over. He informed his parents in another letter:
“Dear Parents, Today I am a civilian.”

Perchance to Rome

That winter while Dietrich was living with his grandmother, they discussed
the idea of his visiting Gandhi in India. His grandmother encouraged it.
What her interest in Gandhi was we cannot know for sure. During the
previous century, she was active in the budding field of women’s rights: she
built a home for elderly women and founded a domestic school for girls in
Stuttgart. For her efforts she was awarded a medal of the Order of Olga,
presented to her by the queen of Wiirttemberg. It’s possible the Indian
leader’s strong support of women’s rights attracted her attention. In any
case, she thought the experience advisable for Dietrich and offered to pay
for it. But something else took him abroad in another direction entirely.

The seventeen-year-old Dietrich often skated on the Neckar River 47
that winter, but in late January 1924, he slipped and fell on the ice,
striking his head so hard that he lay unconscious for some time. When his
father, the brain expert, learned the details of the accident and of how long
his son was unconscious, he and his wife immediately traveled to Tiibingen.
Dietrich had suffered a concussion, nothing more, and what began as an
unpleasant journey turned into a pleasant visit. For Dietrich it was
extremely pleasant because it was during this time of convalescence, in
which he celebrated his eighteenth birthday, that the utterly capital idea of a



semester in Rome presented itself. Dietrich seemed almost to have lost his
mind for joy at the prospect.

The day after their birthday, he wrote Sabine. Their silly competitive
teasing knew no bounds:

I received all sorts of fabulous and magnificent things for my birthday. Surely you know
about the books. I received something else that you won’t even be able to guess at, a splendid
guitar. I’m sure you’ll be jealous because it has a wonderful tone. Papa had given me 50
marks for anything else I wanted, so I bought a guitar and am very happy about it. And just so
you won’t get over your astonishment, I’ll tell you about the next completely unbelievable
occurrence. Just think, it is possible that next semester—I will be studying in Rome!! Of
course, nothing is at all certain yet, but it would be absolutely the most fabulous thing that
could happen to me. I can’t even begin to imagine how great that would be! . . . [Y]ou can
certainly shower me with advice; but don’t be too envious while you are doing it. I’'m already
making inquiries everywhere around here. Everyone is telling me that it is very inexpensive.
Papa still thinks that I really should postpone it. Nevertheless after thinking about it, I want to
do it so much that I can’t imagine ever wanting to do it more than I do now. . . . Talk about it
a lot at home; it can only help things. Keep your ears open as well. . . . Best wishes, and don’t

be too envious.
Yours, Dietrich 4 8

In a series of letters quickly following, Dietrich tried to wheedle his
parents’ approval for the trip—presenting reasons for its sensibleness and
trying to hide his giddy excitement. To his tremendous satisfaction, and
probably because his brother Klaus would accompany him, they lent their
approval. The date for his departure was set. On the evening of April 3,
half-wild with expectation, he and Klaus would board the night train for
Rome. What he would experience in the glorious and fabled city would be
more important to his future than even he had expected.

The weeks before departure would be the last of his time in Tiibingen.
After his summer in Rome, he would not return there, but would complete
his studies in Berlin. In a few years the zeitgeist would blow the Igel
fraternity to the right and when, in 1935, they officially adopted the terrible
Aryan Paragraph, Bonhoeffer and his brother-in-law Walter Dress would
disgustedly and publicly resign their memberships.

* A scar earned this way was called a Schmiss, or Renommierschmiss (literally, bragging scar). Such
duels were less duels than baroquely orchestrated poking contests with swords in which participants
stood within sword’s reach of each other at all times. Bodies and arms were well protected, but as the
whole point of this rigmarole was to get a scar and prove one’s bravery, faces were not. A hideously



gouged cheek or bisected nose would for a lifetime shriek its disfigured bearer’s bravery to all and
croak his fitness to stand in the noble circle of German elites. So coveted were these ghastly badges
of hypertrophic or keloided scar tissue that undergraduates unable to earn them in duels sometimes
resorted to other, less approved methods.
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ROMAN HOLIDAY

1924

The universality of the church was illustrated in a marvelously effective manner. White, black,
yellow members of religious orders—everyone was in clerical robes united under the church.
It truly seems ideal.

—DIETRICH BONHOEFFER

B ecause of the distaste for France and England engendered by the
d Versailles, traveling to Italy became especially popular among

Germans. But for Klaus and Dietrich Bonhoeffer it was the cultural and
ancestral pilgrimage of a lifetime.

Like many of their generation, both received educations that sang the
glories of Rome, and both knew well its language, art, literature, and
history. At sixteen, Dietrich chose to write his lengthy graduation paper on
the lyric poetry of Horace and Catullus. At the Grunewald Gymnasium,
pictures of the Roman forum decorated the classroom walls. Richard
Czeppan was a veritable “walking lexicon of ancient Rome,” who had
visited innumerable times and had thrilled them with his memories. There
was a family connection too. Their great-grandfather, Karl August von
Hase, the famous theologian, had visited Rome twenty times and had strong
ties there. Over the years, this ancestor’s influence increased as Dietrich
became interested in following in his theological footsteps.

The eighteen-year-old pilgrim kept a detailed journal. On the train, 5 O
just beyond the Brenner Pass, he wrote, “It feels strange when one first
crosses the Italian border. Fantasy begins to transform itself into reality.
Will it really be nice to have all one’s wishes fulfilled? Or might I return
home completely disillusioned after all?”



The answer was not long in coming: he was bowled over in Bologna,
which he described as “extremely and astoundingly beautiful.” And then at
last, Rome! “However,” he wrote, introducing a discordant note, “the
knavery already began at the train station.” An Italian boy who shared a cab
with them and led them to their destination demanded they pay his fare and
give him a tip to boot. (They paid his fare, but not the tip.) Upon arriving at
their accommodations, they learned that their rooms had been ready for two
days, and those days must be paid for!

Bonhoeffer spun through Rome like a cyclone, absorbing as much of its
culture as possible. Unsurprisingly he revealed himself as impressively
knowledgeable in art history. On the Colosseum: “This building has such
power and beauty that, from the moment one sees it, one knows one has
never seen nor been able to imagine anything like it. Antiquity is not
completely dead. . . . It becomes very clear after only a few moments how
false is the statement Pan o megas tethniken.* The Colosseum is
overgrown, entwined with the most luxurious vegetation, palm trees,
cypress, pine, herbs, and all sorts of grasses. I sat there for almost an hour.”
On the Laocéon: “When I saw the Laocodn for the first time, I actually
shuddered; it is incredible.” On the Sistine Chapel: “Terribly full. Only
foreigners. Nonetheless the impression is indescribable.” On Trajan’s
Forum: “The column is magnificent, but the rest looks like a harvested
vegetable garden.” On the choir at St. Peter’s: “The ‘Christus Factus,’
‘Benedictus’ (Luke 1-2) and ‘Miserere’ (Psalm 50) by the choir were
simply indescribable.” On the eunuch who sang the alto solos that day:
“There is something about the way they sing that is thoroughly inhuman,
English, dispassionate, and united with a peculiar rapturous ecstasy.” On
Reni and Michelangelo: “One thing that is enchantingly beautiful is the
Concert of Angels by Reni. No one should be allowed to leave Rome
without having seen this work. It is absolutely perfect in its design and,
without a doubt, ranks among the premier artworks of Rome. But the busts
begun by Michelangelo leave one cold, especially the one of the pope,
which is, I think, devoid of any complexity in artistic style or expression.”

At the Vatican he was enraptured with the Sistine Chapel: 5 1

I was hardly able to move beyond Adam. There is an inexhaustible abundance of ideas in the
picture. The figure of God reverberates with colossal power and tender love, or rather with



the divine attributes that supersede these two human attributes that are often far removed from
each other. Man is about to awake to life for the first time. The meadow sends out shoots in
front of unending mountain ranges, thereby foreshadowing man’s later fate. The painting is
very worldly and yet very pure. In short, one can’t express it.

His favorite figure in Michelangelo’s masterpiece was Jonah. As if to
burnish his aesthetic credentials, he raved to his diary about its
“perspectival shortening.”

The eighteen-year-old’s precocity in these observations was outdone only
in his self-confident thoughts on the subject of interpretation and
observation itself:

At the moment it gives me great pleasure to try to guess the schools and the individual artists.
I believe that gradually I am better able to understand something about the subject than T was
before. However, it might be better for a layperson to be completely silent and to leave
everything to the artists, because the current art historians really are the worst guides. Even
the better ones are awful. This includes Scheffler and Worringer, who arbitrarily interpret,
interpret, and further interpret the artworks. There is no criterion for their interpretation and
its correctness. Interpreting is generally one of the most difficult problems. Yet, our whole
thinking process is regulated by it. We have to interpret and give meaning to things so that we
can live and think. All of this is very difficult. When one doesn’t have to interpret, one should
just leave it alone. I believe that interpretation is not necessary in art. One doesn’t need to
know whether it is “Gothic” or “primitive,” etc., persons who express themselves in their art.
A work of art viewed with clear intellect and comprehension has its own effect on the
unconscious. More interpretation won’t lead to a better understanding of the art. One either
intuitively sees the right thing or one doesn’t. This is what I call an understanding of art. One
should work diligently to try to understand the work while looking at it. After that one gets
the absolutely certain feeling, “I have grasped the essence of this work.” Intuitive certainty
arises on the basis of some unknown procedure. To attempt to put this conclusion into words
and thereby to interpret the work is meaningless for anyone else. It doesn’t help one person,
other people won’t need it, and the subject itself gains nothing by it.

Bonhoeffer’s letters home touched on less noble subjects. In an 5 2
April 21 letter to his parents, he described their arrival in Naples:
“After a long search for a trattoria I was directed to a ‘buona trattoria’ that
was to be sure, as unbelievably filthy as the nastiest farmhouse in Germany.
Hens, cats, dirty children, and unpleasant aromas surrounded us. Drying
clothes fluttered all around us. But hunger, fatigue, and ignorance of the
countryside induced us to sit down.”

Not long after their foul repast, the two brothers boarded a ship for Sicily.
Klaus’s stomach and sea travel were irreconcilable under even the best



circumstances; now they became bitter enemies. “The sea made great
demands on him,” Bonhoeffer wrote, “and he was able to hold out against it
only for a short time. It invited me to perform my duty only at first sight of
the magnificent sunny mountainous cliffs.” Even expressing an emetic
plural, Dietrich maintained decorum. As ever, his travels spawned further
travels. The brothers decided to visit North Africa and boarded a ship for
Tripoli: “The voyage was quiet. Klaus, as always, did his duty.” They
visited Pompeii: “Vesuvius was in good working order, and now and again
it spewed out a bit of lava. There, at the summit, one believes one has been
transported back to the time before the creation of the world.” Commenting
on a visit to St. Stefano Rotondo and St. Maria Navicella, he noted, “A
disagreement with the sexton’s thieving wife couldn’t take away the idyllic
atmosphere of the whole.”

So it went for months. Yet the real significance of this trip for Dietrich
Bonhoeffer lay not in its culture-broadening aspect as a mini—grand tour or
in its academic aspect as a semester abroad, but in its prompting his
thoughts on the question that he would ask and answer for the rest of his
life: What is the church?
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What Is the Church?

In his diary Bonhoeffer recorded that Palm Sunday was “the first day that
something of the reality of Catholicism dawned on me, nothing romantic or
the like, but rather that I am beginning, I believe, to understand the concept
‘church.”” This new idea forming in the eighteen-year-old’s mind that day
in Rome would end up having profoundly significant ramifications.

The occasion for his epiphany that day was a Mass at St. Peter’s
performed by a cardinal, with a boys’ choir whose singing took his breath
away. A host of other clergy, including seminarians and monks, was at the
altar: “The universality of the church was illustrated in a marvelously
effective manner. White, black, yellow members of religious orders—
everyone was in clerical robes united under the church. It truly seems
ideal.” He had likely been to a Catholic service in Germany, but now, in
Rome, in the Eternal City, the city of Peter and Paul, he saw a vivid



illustration of the church’s transcendence of race and national identity. It
obviously affected him. During the Mass, he stood next to a woman with a
missal and was able to follow along and enjoy it all the more. He gushed
over the choir’s singing of the Credo.

To think of the church as something universal would change everything
and would set in motion the entire course of Bonhoeffer’s remaining life,
because if the church was something that actually existed, then it existed
not just in Germany or Rome, but beyond both. This glimpse of the church
as something beyond the Lutheran Protestant Church of Germany, as a
universal Christian community, was a revelation and an invitation to further
thinking: What is the church? It was the question he would attack in his
doctoral dissertation, Sanctorum Communio, and in his post-doctoral work,
Act and Being.

But Bonhoeffer was no mere academic. For him, ideas and beliefs were
nothing if they did not relate to the world of reality outside one’s mind.
Indeed, his thoughts on the nature of the church would lead him into the
ecumenical movement in Europe, causing him to link hands with Christians
outside Germany, and therefore to see instantly the lie at the heart of the so-
called orders of creation theology, which linked the idea of the church with
the German Volk. This idea of a church defined by racial identity and blood
—which the Nazis would violently push and so many Germans tragically
embrace—was anathema to the idea of the universal church. So it was on
this Palm Sunday in Rome that Bonhoeffer’s course was set in motion.
Ideas had consequences, and this idea, now just budding, would flower in
his opposition to the National Socialists and bear fruit in his involvement in
the conspiracy to kill a human being.
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The openness that Bonhoeffer brought to this idea of the church—and

to the Roman Catholic Church—was hardly typical of German Lutherans.
Several things account for it, the first being his upbringing. He had been
reared to guard against parochialism and to assiduously avoid relying on
feelings or anything unsupported by sound reasoning. To his father’s
scientist’s mind, any actions and attitudes based on anything like tribal
affiliations were wrong, and he had trained his children to think the same
way. For Dietrich the theologian to hold a prejudice in favor of Lutheranism



or Protestantism, or even Christianity, would be wrong. One must consider
every possibility and avoid predisposing oneself to where it would all lead.
During his lifetime, Bonhoeffer brought this critical and “scientific” attitude
to all questions of faith and theology.

But another reason he was so open to the Catholic church now had to do
with Rome itself, where the best of the classical pagan world he so loved
met and coexisted harmoniously with the world of Christendom. Here in
Rome it was all part of some continuum. For him, it was difficult to be
closed to a church that somehow partook of the splendor of classical
antiquity, that seemed to see the best in it and even to redeem some of it.
The Lutheran and Protestant traditions were less connected to the great
classical past and could therefore veer toward the heresies of Gnostic
dualism, of denial of the body and of the goodness of this world. But here in
Rome the mingling of these two worlds was everywhere. It was in the
Vatican, for example, that he beheld the Laocoon, probably his favorite
sculpture; and in a letter to Eberhard Bethge years later, he remarked that
the face of this pagan priest on a Hellenistic sculpture with a classical Greek
theme might have been a model for subsequent artistic depictions of Christ.
Somehow Rome plausibly brought everything together. In his diary he
wrote, “It is Rome as a whole that came to be epitomized most clearly by
St. Peter’s. It is the Rome of antiquity, the Rome of the Middle Ages, and
equally the Rome of the present. Simply stated, it is the fulcrum of
European culture and European life. My heart beat perceptibly when I saw
the old water conduits accompanying us to the walls of the city for the
second time.”

A third reason for his openness to Catholicism was encouraged by5 5
his tenure under Adolf Schlatter, the teacher at Tiibingen who had the
greatest influence on him. Schlatter often used theological texts that were
traditionally used only by Catholic theologians. Bonhoeffer had felt an
innate desire to ecumenically draw these “Catholic” texts back into the
larger Christian theological conversation.

That Palm Sunday Bonhoeffer attended Evensong too. At six o’clock he
was at the Trinita dei Monti and found it “almost indescribable.” He wrote
of the “forty young girls who wanted to become nuns entered in a solemn
procession wearing nun’s habits with blue or green sashes. . . . With



unbelievable simplicity, grace, and great seriousness they sang Evensong
while a priest officiated at the altar. . . . The ritual was truly no longer
merely ritual. Instead, it was worship in the true sense. The whole thing
gave one an unparalleled impression of profound, guileless piety.”

During Holy Week, he wondered about the Reformation and whether it
went wrong when it officially became a church rather than simply
remaining a “sect.” In a few years this would become crucially important to
him. When the Nazis were taking over the German Lutheran Church, he
would lead the charge to break away and start the Confessing Church. That,
too, was first considered a movement—the Confessional Movement—but
then it became an official church. He would have much to do with its taking
that direction. Bonhoeffer was already laying the intellectual groundwork
for what he would face in the Germany of the Third Reich, ten years ahead.

At this stage, though, he seemed to be in favor of the idea of a movement
that did not become an organized church. In his diary, he wrote,

If Protestantism had never become an established church the situation would be completely
different . . . [it] would represent an unusual phenomenon of religious life and serious
thoughtful piety. It would therefore be the ideal form of religion. . . . [The church] must
completely separate herself from the state. . . . It wouldn’t be long before the people return
because they must have something. They would have rediscovered their need for piety. Could
this be a solution? Or not?

Bonhoeffer typically took complete advantage of being in a new place,
and while in Rome that Holy Week, he attended morning and afternoon
Masses from Wednesday through Saturday at St. Peter’s or at the Basilica of
St. John Lateran. At every service he used the missal, studying it carefully.
He wrote his parents, “The generally dreadful recitation of these texts by
the priest and the choir at home leads one to believe that the quality of the
texts themselves is equally poor. This is completely wrong. For the most
part the texts are wonderfully poetic and lucid.”

He attended one Armenian-Catholic service that seemed “stiff and 5 6
devoid of new life.” He felt that Roman Catholicism was moving in
that direction but observed that there were “many religious establishments
where a vital religious life still plays a part. The confessional is an example
of this.” He exulted in much of what he saw. But he did not feel led to



embrace Catholicism as a convert. An acquaintance he met in Rome tried to
convince him, but Bonhoeffer was unmoved: “He would really like to
convert me and is quite honestly convinced of his method. . . . Following
these discussions, I find I am once again much less sympathetic to
Catholicism. Catholic dogma veils every ideal thing in Catholicism without
knowing that this is what it is doing. There is a huge difference between
confession and dogmatic teachings about confession—unfortunately also
between ‘church’ and the ‘church’ in dogmatics.” He considered the union
of both churches: “The unification of Catholicism and Protestantism is
probably impossible, although it would do both parties much good.” In a
few years he would incorporate the best of both into his Christian
communities at Zingst and Finkenwalde—and be roundly criticized for it by
many German Lutherans.

Somehow, before the semester was over, Bonhoeffer got an audience
with the pope: “Saturday, audience with the Pope. Great expectations
dashed. It was fairly impersonal and coolly [celebratory]. The pope made a
fairly indifferent impression on me. He lacked everything indicative of a
pope. All grandeur and anything extraordinary was missing. Sad that it had
that effect!”

Before he knew it, his glorious time in Rome was at an end: “When 1
looked at St. Peter’s for the last time, there was a pain around my heart, and
I quickly got on the trolleycar and left.”

Three years later, Bonhoeffer led a discussion group called the Thursday
Circle. It consisted of bright young men around sixteen or seventeen years
of age. They covered many topics, and one week they discussed the
Catholic church, prompting Bonhoeffer to summarize his thoughts in the
following short paper:

It is hard to overestimate the importance of the Catholic church’s value for European culture
and for the whole world. It Christianized and civilized barbaric peoples and for a long time5 7
was the only guardian of science and art. Here the church’s cloisters were preeminent. The
Catholic church developed a spiritual power unequaled anywhere, and today we still admire

the way it combined the principle of catholicism with the principle of one sanctifying church,

as well as tolerance with intolerance. It is a world in itself. Infinite diversity flows together,

and this colorful picture gives it its irresistible charm (Complexio oppositorum). A country

has seldom produced so many different kinds of people as has the Catholic church. With
admirable power, it has understood how to maintain unity in diversity, to gain the love and



respect of the masses, and to foster a strong sense of community. . . . But it is exactly because
of this greatness that we have serious reservations. Has this world [of the Catholic church]
really remained the church of Christ? Has it not perhaps become an obstruction blocking the
path to God instead of a road sign on the path to God? Has it not blocked the only path to
salvation? Yet no one can ever obstruct the way to God. The church still has the Bible, and as
long as she has it we can still believe in the holy Christian church. God’s word will never be
denied (Isa. 55:11), whether it be preached by us or by our sister church. We adhere to the
same confession of faith, we pray the same Lord’s Prayer, and we share some of the same
ancient rites. This binds us together, and as far as we are concerned we would like to live in
peace with our disparate sister. We do not, however, want to deny anything that we have
recognized as God’s word. The designation Catholic or Protestant is unimportant. The
important thing is God’s word. Conversely, we will never violate anyone else’s faith. God
does not desire reluctant service, and God has given everyone a conscience. We can and
should desire that our sister church search its soul and concentrate on nothing but the word [1
Cor. 2:12— 13]. Until that time, we must have patience. We will have to endure it when, in
false darkness, the “only holy church” pronounces upon our church the “anathema”
(condemnation). She doesn’t know any better, and she doesn’t hate the heretic, only the
heresy. As long as we let the word be our only armor we can look confidently into the future.

* The great god Pan is dead!
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STUDENT IN BERLIN

1924-27

It was hard for any group of people to live up to the standards expected and maintained in the
Wangenheimstrasse. Bonhoeffer himself admitted that newcomers to his home were put under
the microscope. With that background it was easy for him to create the impression of being
superior and stand-offish.

—EBERHARD BETHGE

onhoeffer returned from Rome in mid-June, enrolling in the

semester at Berlin University. Switching colleges after a year or
two was common in Germany. He’d never planned to stay in Tiibingen
more than a year. He would study in Berlin seven semesters, earning his
doctorate in 1927, at age twenty-one.

Bonhoeffer again lived at home, but since he’d left, something important
had changed: Sabine was now studying in Breslau, and she was engaged to
a young lawyer named Gerhard Leibholz, who was Jewish. Through Sabine
and her future family, the Bonhoeffers would experience the difficulties of
the years ahead in an especially personal way.

Dietrich’s decision to study at Berlin University was not difficult. For one
thing it was in Berlin, which for someone addicted to cultural stimulation
made it ideal. Hardly a week passed that he didn’t go to a museum, opera,
or concert. And Berlin was home, with all that entailed. A more stimulating
environment cannot be imagined. Karl-Friedrich was working with Albert
Einstein and Max Planck. According to Bethge, “It was hard for any group
of people to live up to the standards expected and maintained in the
Wangenheimstrasse. Bonhoeffer himself admitted that newcomers to this
home were put under the microscope. With that background it was easy for
him to create the impression of being superior and stand-offish.” But



Bonhoeffer’s principal reason for choosing Berlin University was its
theological faculty, which was world-renowned and had included the
famous Friedrich Schleiermacher, whose presence still hovered palpably.

In 1924 the theological faculty was headed by Adolf von Harnack,59
then seventy-three and a living legend. He was a disciple of
Schleiermacher, which is to say staunchly theologically liberal, and one of
the leaders of the historical-critical method of the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. His approach to the Bible was limited to textual and
historical-critical analysis, and had led him to conclude that the miracles it
described never happened, and that the gospel of John was not canonical.
Harnack lived in the Grunewald neighborhood, as did most distinguished
academics then, and the young Bonhoeffer would often walk with him to
the Halensee train station and ride with him into Berlin. He attended
Harnack’s prestigious seminar for three semesters and esteemed the
venerable scholar greatly, though he rarely agreed with his theological
conclusions. A fellow student in Harnack’s seminar, Helmuth Goes,
recalled feeling a “secret enthusiasm” for Bonhoeffer’s “free, critical and
independent” theological thinking:

What really impressed me was not just the fact that he surpassed almost all of us in
theological knowledge and capacity; but what passionately attracted me to Bonhoeffer was
the perception that here was a man who did not only learn and gather in the verba and scripta
of some master, but one who thought independently and already knew what he wanted and
wanted what he knew. I had the experience (for me it was something alarming and
magnificently new!) of hearing a young fair-haired student contradict the revered historian,
his Excellency von Harnack, contradict him politely but clearly on positive theological
grounds. Harnack answered, but the student contradicted again and again.

Bonhoeffer was a remarkably independent thinker, especially f0r60
one so young. Some professors regarded him as arrogant, especially
because he refused to come too directly under the influence of any one of
them, always preferring to maintain some distance. But someone who grew
up dining with Karl Bonhoeffer, and who was allowed to speak only when
he could justify every syllable, had probably developed a certain intellectual
confidence and may be somewhat excused if he was not intimidated by
other great minds.



Besides Harnack, three other Berlin professors had a decided influence
on Bonhoeffer. They were Karl Holl, who was perhaps the greatest Luther
scholar of that generation; Reinhold Seeberg, who specialized in systematic
theology, and under whom Bonhoeffer wrote his doctoral thesis; and Adolf
Deissman, who was Bonhoeffer’s introduction to the ecumenical
movement, which would play such an important role in his life and provide
the means by which he became involved in the conspiracy against Hitler.
But there was another theologian who had a greater influence on
Bonhoeffer than any of these, and whom he would revere and respect as
much as anyone in his lifetime, who would even become a mentor and a
friend. This was Karl Barth of Goéttingen.

Barth was Swiss by birth and was almost certainly the most important
theologian of the century; many would say of the last five centuries.
Bonhoeffer’s cousin Hans-Christoph was studying physics at Géttingen in
1924, but after hearing Barth, he promptly switched to theology and stayed
there. Like most theological students in the late nineteenth century, Barth
absorbed the regnant liberal theology of his time, but he grew to reject it,
quickly becoming its most formidable opponent. His groundbreaking 1922
commentary, The Epistle to the Romans, fell like a smart bomb into the
ivory tower of scholars like Adolf von Harnack, who could hardly believe
their historical-critical fortress pregnable, and who were scandalized by
Barth’s approach to the Bible, which came to be called neo-orthodoxy, and
which asserted the idea, particularly controversial in German theological
circles, that God actually exists, and that all theology and biblical
scholarship must be undergirded by this basic assumption, and that’s that.
Barth was the principal figure in challenging and overturning the influence
of the German historical-critical approach pioneered at Berlin University by
Schleiermacher—and furthered there by the current éminence grise
Harnack. Barth stressed the transcendence of God, describing him as
“wholly other,” and therefore completely unknowable by man, except via
revelation. Fortunately he believed in revelation, which was further
scandalous to theological liberals like Harnack. For refusing to swear his
allegiance to Hitler, Barth would be kicked out of Germany in 1934, and he
would become the principal author of the Barmen Declaration, in which the



Confessing Church trumpeted its rejection of the Nazis’ attempts to bring
their philosophy into the German church.

Harnack’s theology was something like Archilochus’s proverbia161
fox, knowing many little things, while Barth’s theology was like a
hedgehog, knowing one big thing. Bonhoeffer would side with the
hedgehog, but he was in the fox’s seminar, and through his family and the
Grunewald community, he had many ties with the fox. As a result of his
intellectual openness, Bonhoeffer learned how to think like a fox and
respect the way foxes thought, even though he was in the camp of the
hedgehogs. He could appreciate the value in something, even if he
ultimately rejected that something—and could see the errors and flaws in
something, even if he ultimately accepted that something. This attitude
figured into his creation of the illegal seminaries of Zingst and
Finkenwalde, which incorporated the best of both Protestant and Catholic
traditions. Because of this self-critical intellectual integrity, Bonhoeffer
sometimes had such confidence in his conclusions that he could seem
arrogant.

The debate during Bonhoeffer’s time between the neo-orthodox
Barthians and the historical-critical liberals was similar to the contemporary
one between strict Darwinian evolutionists and advocates of so-called
Intelligent Design. The latter allow the possible involvement of something
“outside the system”—some Intelligent Creator, whether divine or other—
while the former reject this by definition. Theological liberals like Harnack
felt it was “unscientific” to speculate on who God was; the theologian must
simply study what is here, which is to say the texts and the history of those
texts. But the Barthians said no: the God on the other side of the fence had
revealed himself through these texts, and the only reason for these texts was
to know him.

Bonhoeffer agreed with Barth, seeing the texts as “not just historical
sources, but [as] agents of revelation,” not merely “specimens of writing,
but sacred canon.” Bonhoeffer was not against doing historical and critical
work on biblical texts; indeed he had learned from Harnack how to do it
and could do it brilliantly. Harnack powerfully flattered the eighteen-year-
old when, after reading the fifty-seven-page essay Bonhoeffer wrote for his
seminar, he suggested Bonhoeffer might someday do his dissertation in the



field. Harnack obviously hoped to convince him to follow in his footsteps
by choosing the field of church history.

As ever, Bonhoeffer cagily maintained a certain distance. He wished6 2
to learn from the old master, but would preserve his intellectual
independence. In the end he would not choose church history. He respected
that field, as he demonstrated by mastering it, to Harnack’s delight, but he
disagreed with Harnack that one must stop there. He believed that picking
over the texts as they did, and going no further, left behind “rubble and
fragments.” It was the God beyond the texts, the God who was their author
and who spoke to mankind through them, that fired his interest.

For his doctoral dissertation Bonhoeffer was drawn to dogmatics, the
study of the beliefs of the church. Dogmatics was closer to philosophy, and
Bonhoeffer was at heart more philosopher than textual critic. He didn’t
want to disappoint his friendly old neighbor, Harnack, who continued to
woo him, but now Bonhoeffer had another eminent professor to deal with.
Reinhold Seeberg’s field was dogmatics, so it seemed Bonhoeffer might
write his dissertation under him. This presented not one, but two
difficulties. First, Seeberg was a bitter rival of Harnack, and the two of them
were competing for the theological affections of the same young theological
genius. And second, Seeberg was deeply opposed to Barthian theology.

In his essay for Seeberg’s seminar, Bonhoeffer expressed the Barthian
idea that in order to know anything at all about God, one had to rely on
revelation from God. In other words, God could speak into this world, but
man could not reach out of this world to examine God. It was a one-way
street, and of course this was directly related to the especially Lutheran
doctrine of grace. Man could not earn his way up to heaven, but God could
reach down and graciously lift man toward him.

Seeberg disagreed, and after reading Bonhoeffer’s essay, he became
agitated: it was as though a cocky Barthian rooster had sneaked into his
chicken coop. He thought he might talk sense into the brash young genius’s
head by appealing to a higher authority, and that summer, at a meeting of
distinguished Berlin academics, he had a conversation with Karl
Bonhoeffer. Perhaps this eminent scientist could reach his son. Karl
Bonhoeffer was intellectually closer to Seeberg’s views than to his son’s,



but his respect for Dietrich’s mind and intellectual integrity was such that
he did not try to influence him.

That August, Dietrich was hiking along the Baltic coast. From the house
of an Igel brother near Bremen he wrote his father, asking what Seeberg had
said and how to proceed. The answer was inconclusive. Then his mother
weighed in, suggesting that perhaps he should study under Holl, the Luther
expert, and write his dissertation on dogmatics after Seeberg was out of the
picture. As the daughter of a respected theologian and the granddaughter of
a world-famous one, she likely had more to say on this subject than any
mother in Germany. The intellect of both Bonhoeffer parents and their
interest in their son’s academic progress are remarkable, and we can hardly
wonder at his closeness to them. They were an unwavering and unflagging
resource of wisdom and love for him to the very end.

By September he made his decision: he would write his doctoral6 3
dissertation under Seeberg after all, but it would be on a subject
dogmatic and historical. He would write about the subject he had begun
puzzling over in Rome, namely, What is the church? It was eventually titled
Sanctorum Communio: A Dogmatic Inquiry into the Sociology of the
Church. Bonhoeffer would identify the church as neither a historical entity
nor an institution, but as “Christ existing as church-community.” It was a
stunning debut.

During these three years in Berlin, Bonhoeffer had a staggering
workload, yet he completed his doctoral dissertation in eighteen months.
But somehow he had a very full life beyond the world of academics too. He
was endlessly attending operas, concerts, art exhibitions, and plays; he
maintained a copious correspondence with friends, colleagues, and family;
and he was perpetually traveling, whether on shorter trips to
Friedrichsbrunn or on longer trips to the Baltic seashore. In August 1925 he
hiked on the Schleswig-Holstein peninsula and sailed in the North Sea. In
August 1926 he and Karl-Friedrich visited the Dolomites and Venice. In
April 1927, Dietrich and his sister Susi took a trip through the German
countryside with another brother-and-sister pair, Walter and Ilse Dress. Like
many of the children who grew up in the Grunewald neighborhood together,
Susi and Walter soon paired off and were married.



Bonhoeffer spent much time at home too: 14 Wangenheimstrasse was a
proverbial hive of activity, with friends, relatives, and colleagues forever
coming and going. Karl and Paula Bonhoeffer’s children had been getting
married and having children, and these families visited. Everyone managed
to stay in touch with everyone else, even as their numbers expanded. When
Grandmother Bonhoeffer left Tiibingen and moved in with them, there were
sometimes four generations in the house. The tradition of Saturday night
musical evenings also continued, and almost every week someone was
having a birthday or anniversary.

As a theological candidate, Bonhoeffer had an obligation of parish6 4
work as well. He could have gotten permission to do a minimal
amount, since his superiors knew how much academic work he was
carrying, but characteristically Bonhoeffer did the opposite, ambitiously
taking on a Sunday school class at the Grunewald parish church with vigor
and vision. He worked under a youth pastor, Rev. Karl Meumann, and every
Friday at Meumann’s house he and the other teachers prepared their Sunday
lessons. Bonhoeffer became deeply involved in this class, and it took up
many hours each week. In addition to the lessons, he often preached
sermons in which he used dramatic stories to communicate the gospel,
sometimes inventing fairy tales or parables. With Sabine gone, Bonhoeffer
became closer to his youngest sister, Susanne. He persuaded her to help him
run the class, and soon they were inviting these children home to play
games or taking them on outings around Berlin.

Bonhoeffer had an obvious gift for communicating with children. He was
greatly taken with them and would work with children at three significant
points in the near future: during his year in Barcelona; during his year in
New York; and then back in Berlin, when he taught a memorable
confirmation class in a tough, working-class neighborhood. What happened
in each instance happened now at Grunewald. He became involved with the
children beyond the classroom, devoting significant time and energy to
them. He was so popular that children from other classes left to join his,
causing some embarrassment. Bonhoeffer began to wonder whether he
ought to pursue the life of a pastor rather than that of an academic. His
father and brothers thought that would be a waste of his great intellect, but
he often said that if one couldn’t communicate the most profound ideas



about God and the Bible to children, something was amiss. There was more
to life than academia.

Out of this Sunday school class grew something else: the Thursday
Circle, a weekly reading and discussion group of young men he personally
selected, which met at his home and which he taught. He issued invitations
to this group, which began in April 1927. The invitations stated that the
group would meet “Every Thursday 5:25-7:00 p.m.” Bonhoeffer did it of
his own accord; it had no connection to his church obligations. But he felt it
vitally important to train up the next generation of young men. The
participants tended to be bright and mature for their ages, and some came
from prominent Jewish families in Grunewald.

The Thursday Circle covered a multitude of topics, including65
religion, ethics, politics, and culture. Part of the requirement for the
group entailed attending cultural events. One week Bonhoeffer gave a talk
on Wagner’s Parsifal and then took the group to see the opera itself. There
were questions of Christian apologetics: “Did God create the world? . . .
What is the purpose of prayer? . .. Who is Jesus Christ?” There were
ethical questions: “Is there such a thing as a necessary lie?” They discussed
the Christian perspective on Jews, on rich and poor, and on political parties.
One week the topic was “the gods of the ancient Germans,” and another
week it was “the gods of the Negro tribes.” One week the topic was
“famous poets and their God (Goethe, Schiller),” and another it was
“famous painters and their God (Griinewald, Diirer, Rembrandt).” They
discussed mystery cults, the Muslim faith, music, Luther, and the Catholic
church.*

After he left for Barcelona, Bonhoeffer continued to stay in touch with a
number of these young men. One of them, Goetz Grosch, took over after
Bonhoeffer left, and seven years later he became a seminary candidate at
Finkenwalde. Tragically, Grosch and most of the young men from the
Thursday Circle died during the war, either on the field of battle or in
concentration camps.

First Love



Many who knew him have described Bonhoeffer as having a bit of distance
between him and others, as though he had his guard up, or as though for
sheer diffidence he didn’t wish to intrude on other people’s dignity. Others
simply described him as aloof. He was unquestionably intense and always
measured in his dealings with others. He never took others lightly, even if
they took themselves lightly. Apart from his family—who provided as
much intellectual and social stimulation as anyone might have required—he
didn’t seem to have close friends until later in his life. During these three
years in Berlin, he was something of a loner. But at the end of this period
and through most of his twenties, there was a woman in Dietrich
Bonhoeffer’s life.

She has been rarely mentioned in biographies, and in those cases her66
name has not been given. They spent much time together and, by all
accounts, were in love and perhaps had even been engaged. The
relationship began in 1927 when he was twenty-one, and she, twenty. Like
Dietrich, she was a theological student at Berlin University. He took her to
concerts and museums and operas, and they certainly had many deep
theological conversations. For nearly eight years they remained close. She
was actually a distant cousin and was said to resemble his sister Sabine. Her
name was Elizabeth Zinn.

Elizabeth wrote her doctoral dissertation on the theosophist Friedrich
Christoph Oetinger, and one of Bonhoeffer’s favorite quotations came from
him, by way of her: “Embodiment is the end of God’s path.” When
Bonhoeffer’s post-doctoral thesis was published in 1930, he inscribed a
copy to her; and when her dissertation was published in 1932, she inscribed
a copy to him. During his pastorate in London from late 1933 until early
1935, Bonhoeffer sent all of his sermons to her, which is how they have
been preserved.

In 1944, when Bonhoeffer was imprisoned at Tegel, he was engaged to
Maria von Wedemeyer. The book Love Letters from Cell 92 contains the
moving correspondence between them. They were sure he would be
released from prison soon and were making plans for their upcoming
wedding. In one letter Bonhoeffer told Maria about his early love affair
with Elizabeth Zinn:



I was once in love with a girl; she became a theologian, and our paths ran parallel for many
years; she was almost my age. I was 21 when it began. We didn’t realize we loved each other.
More than eight years went by. Then we discovered the truth from a third person, who
thought he was helping us. We then discussed the matter frankly, but it was too late. We had
evaded and misunderstood each other for too long. We could never be entirely in sympathy
again, and I told her so. Two years later she married, and the weight on my mind gradually
lessened. We never saw or wrote to each other again. I sensed at the time that, if I ever did get
married, it could only be to a much younger girl, but I thought that impossible, both then and
thereafter. Being totally committed to my work for the Church in the ensuing years, I thought
it not only inevitable but right that I should forgo marriage altogether.

From this letter and from other clues we can ascertain that67
Bonhoeffer’s relationship with Elizabeth Zinn was an important part of
his life from 1927 until 1936, although he spent a year in Barcelona, nine
months in New York, and eighteen months in London. Even when living in
Berlin, he was often traveling on behalf of the ecumenical movement. After
his year in Barcelona, things seem to have cooled somewhat, but the
relationship survived that separation. It was after his return from London in
late 1935 that a well-meaning third party told them of their feelings for each
other. But as he explained in his letter, it was then too late. Bonhoeffer had
changed greatly over the years, and by then he had dedicated his heart and
soul to the battle to save the church from the Nazis. He was running the
Confessing Church’s seminary at Finkenwalde. It wasn’t until the beginning
of 1936 that he made things clear to Elizabeth, and the chapter between
them was closed. He wrote her a letter, telling her of the change in him and
dramatically explaining that God had called him to devote himself
completely to the work of the church: “My calling is quite clear to me.
What God will make of it I do not know. . . . I must follow the path. Perhaps
it will not be such a long one. . . . Sometimes we wish that it were so
(Philippians 1:23). But it is a fine thing to have realized my calling. . . . I
believe that the nobility of this calling will become plain to us only in the
times and events to come. If only we can hold out.”

It’s extraordinary that in 1936 he quoted the verse in Philippians where
Paul expressed his desire to “depart, and to be with Christ.” If Elizabeth
Zinn ever doubted his sincerity, surely that put the matter to rest. But she
knew him better than almost anyone, so it’s doubtful that she ever could
have doubted his sincerity. In 1938 she married the New Testament
theologian Gilinther Bornkamm.



At the end of 1927, Bonhoeffer passed his doctoral examination and
publicly defended his dissertation against three of his fellow students. One
was his future brother-in-law Walter Dress; another was his friend Helmut
Rossler. All went very well, and of the twelve doctoral graduates in
theology from Berlin University that year, only Bonhoeffer received the
distinction of summa cum laude. With his doctorate, he was eligible for
ministry training by his regional church, but he was still deciding whether
to enter the ministry or remain in academia. His family hoped for the latter,
but he leaned toward the former. That November Bonhoeffer was offered a
position as vicar of a German congregation in Barcelona, Spain. It was for
one year, and he decided to take it.

“This offer,” he wrote, “seemed to bring to fruition a wish that had 6 8
grown stronger and stronger over the past few years and months,
namely, to stand on my own feet for a longer period completely outside my
previous circle of acquaintances.”

* See pages 56-57.
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I CHAPTER 5 69
BARCELONA

1928

Where a people prays, there is the church; and where the church is; there is never loneliness.

It is much easier for me to imagine a praying murderer, a praying prostitute, than a vain
person praying. Nothing is so at odds with prayer as vanity.

The religion of Christ is not a tidbit after one’s bread; on the contrary, it is the bread or it is
nothing. People should at least understand and concede this if they call themselves Christian.

Christianity conceals within itself a germ hostile to the church.

—DIETRICH BONHOEFFER

n his diary early in 1928, Bonhoeffer wrote about how he decided to go
arcelona. It provides an early window into his decision-making process
and into the self-consciousness he brought to it:

I myself find the way such a decision comes about to be problematic. One thing is clear to
me, however, that one personally—that is, consciously—has very little control over the70
ultimate yes or no, but rather that time decides everything. Maybe not with everybody, but

in any event with me. Recently I have noticed again and again that all the decisions I had to
make were not really my own decisions. Whenever there was a dilemma, I just left it in
abeyance and—without really consciously dealing with it intensively—Ilet it grow toward the
clarity of a decision. But this clarity is not so much intellectual as it is instinctive. The
decision is made; whether one can adequately justify it retrospectively is another question.
“Thus” it happened that I went.



Bonhoeffer was always thinking about thinking. He meant to see things
through to the bottom, to bring as much clarity as possible. The influence of
his father, the scientist, is unmistakable. But the difference between his
thinking now and in the future was that now, despite his being a theologian
and pastor, he didn’t mention God’s role in the process or God’s will. Still,
what he said here in his diary curiously and clearly presaged the famously
difficult decision he would make in 1939, trying to determine whether he
should remain safely in America or sail back to the terrible Terra Incognita
of his homeland. In both cases, he sensed that there was a right decision, but
that ultimately it wasn’t his. Later on he would say it explicitly: that he had
been “grasped” by God; that God was leading him, and sometimes where he
preferred not to go.

There were many farewells before he left Berlin. On January 18 he met
with his Thursday Circle for the last time. They discussed a theme to which
Bonhoeffer often returned: the difference between man-made “religion” and
what he called “the real essence of Christianity.” On January 22, he
presided over his last children’s service at the Grunewald church:

I spoke about the man with palsy and especially about the assertion that your sins are
forgiven, and tried once more to disclose to the children the core of our gospel; they were
attentive and perhaps a bit moved, for I spoke, I think, with some emotion. Then came the
farewell. . . . The congregational prayer has long sent shivers down my spine, and it did so
incomparably more when the group of children, with whom I have spent two years, prayed
for me. Where a people prays, there is the church; and where the church is; there is never
loneliness.

There were other farewell events, and on February 4 everyone71
celebrated his twenty-second birthday. His departure was set for
February 8. He booked a ticket on the night train to Paris, where he planned
to rendezvous with his Grunewald classmate Peter Olden. They would
spend a week together before he continued on to Barcelona.

On the evening of his departure there was a grand farewell dinner with
the whole family. Everyone was there to mark the occasion: his parents, his
grandmother, all his siblings, and by chance, Uncle Otto. When the family
festivities neared an end, two cabs were called. With some difficulty he said



good-bye to his grandmother, and then at 10:00 p.m. the rest of them piled
into the taxis and the party drove to the train station. At eleven o’clock the
whistle blew and the train pulled away. For the first time, Dietrich
Bonhoeffer was on his own. For the next year he would be away from
family, and for the first time since he could remember, he would not be a
student. Dietrich had set off into the wide world.

As with so many young men, the wide world began with Paris. And, in a
way, with prostitutes, though hardly in the conventional sense. The train
had an hour layover in Liege, Belgium. Never one to squander an
opportunity to see something new, Bonhoeffer hired a cab and drove around
in the rain. Peter Olden had already booked a room for Bonhoeffer at the
Hotel Beausejour, next to the Ranelagh Gardens. When he arrived in Paris,
he immediately went there. The two friends would spend the next week
sightseeing, mostly in bad weather. They visited the Louvre a number of
times and twice went to the opera, seeing Rigoletto and Carmen. It was in
church that Bonhoeffer saw the prostitutes, and God used them to give him
a picture of grace:

On Sunday afternoon I attended an extremely festive high mass in Sacré Coeur. The people in
the church were almost exclusively from Montmartre; prostitutes and their men went to mass,
submitted to all the ceremonies; it was an enormously impressive picture, and once again one
could see quite clearly how close, precisely through their fate and guilt, these most heavily
burdened people are to the heart of the gospel. I have long thought that the Tauentzienstrasse
[Berlin’s red-light district] would be an extremely fruitful field for church work. It’s much
easier for me to imagine a praying murderer, a praying prostitute, than a vain person praying.
Nothing is so at odds with prayer as vanity.

On Tuesday he bid Paris adieu, taking a late afternoon train from the7 2
Quai d’Orsay. At dawn the next morning he opened his eyes
someplace along the coast. He was outside Narbonne, an hour from the
Spanish border. “The sun,” he wrote, “which I had not seen for fourteen
days, was just rising and illuminated a pre-spring landscape that looked as if
it came from a fairy tale.” During the night, while he slept, he had been
transported to another realm: the gray chill and rain of Paris had given way
to a world of bright color: “The meadows were green; the almond and
mimosa trees were blooming. . . . Soon I saw the snowy peaks of the
Pyrenees shining in the sun and the blue sea to the left.” When they got to



the border, at Port Bou, he was put aboard a luxury coach for the rest of the
southward journey, and at 12:55 he arrived in Barcelona.

Bonhoeffer was met at the station by Pastor Friedrich Olbricht, a “large,
dark-haired, and apparently very cordial man who speaks quickly and
indistinctly,” and who “looks quite unlike a pastor, but is not elegant.”
Olbricht ushered his new assistant to the creaky boardinghouse that would
be his home. It was near the parsonage and quite primitive by Bonhoeffer’s
exacting standards. The only place to wash up was the toilet, which his
brother Karl-Friedrich, who visited later, described as “very like a third-
class lavatory on a train, except that it doesn’t shake.” The three women
who ran the boardinghouse spoke only Spanish and that day made an
impressive effort to pronounce “Dietrich.” They failed. Two other Germans
were residents: Herr Haack, a businessman, and Herr Thumm, an
elementary schoolteacher. Both had lived there for some time, and they took
an instant liking to Bonhoeffer, immediately inviting him to join them for
lunch.

After lunch Bonhoeffer reconvened with Pastor Olbricht. They discussed
Bonhoeffer’s responsibilities, which included running a children’s service
and sharing Olbricht’s pastoral duties. He would also preach whenever
Olbricht traveled, which was much. Olbricht looked forward to leaving his
congregation in capable hands while he took a long-needed vacation. He
would visit his parents in Germany that summer, staying three months.

In Barcelona, Bonhoeffer discovered a world strikingly different7 3
from Berlin. The German expatriate community was staid and
conservative. It seemed untouched by the dramatic events of the last decade
in Germany and was nothing like the intellectual, sophisticated, and liberal-
minded world of Berlin. For Bonhoeffer it must have seemed a bit like
leaving the intellectual and social ferment of Greenwich Village for a
community of prosperous, self-satisfied, and intellectually incurious
Connecticut suburbanites. The transition was not easy; at the end of the
month he wrote, “I have not had a single conversation in the Berlin-
Grunewald style.” A few weeks later he wrote Sabine: “I notice more and
more that the émigrés, adventurers, and entrepreneurs who leave Germany



are damned materialistic and have not received any sort of intellectual lift
from their stay abroad; the same applies to the teachers.”

The materialism was evident among the younger generation, too, who
had not lived through the war and its privations. The influential German
Youth Movement of the previous decades was unknown in Barcelona; its
romantic notions had never flown so far south. Most young men hardly
gave a thought to the possibilities open to them; they simply expected to
follow their fathers into the family business.

The intellectual dullness and the overwhelmingly languorous atmosphere
of Barcelona pushed hard against Bonhoeffer’s hyperactive mind and
personality. He was amazed at how people of all ages seemed to while away
the hours sitting at cafés in the middle of the day, chattering about little of
any real substance. He observed that besides coffee, vermouth-and-sodas
were particularly popular, usually served with half a dozen oysters. Though
Bonhoeffer was taken aback at what he now experienced, he may be given
credit for not merely kicking against the goads: he adapted to the local
lifestyle. He might have complained privately to those nearest and dearest
to him, but he didn’t let himself become gloomy or stymied by any of it. He
wanted to be effective in his role as pastor, and he knew he must enter the
lives and, to some extent, the lifestyles of the people he was charged with
serving.

As in Rome, he was interested in the Catholic expressions of faith there.
In a letter to his grandmother he described a surprising scene:

Recently I saw something splendid. There was a large group of cars lined up one after the
other on the main street here, all pressing to get through two narrow, specially erected gates 74
under which priests were standing and sprinkling the cars with consecrated water as they

drove through; there was also a band playing marches and dances, with clowning around and
yelling—what was going on?—it was the day of the saint for cars and tires!

Bonhoeffer was zealous about experiencing and understanding as much
as possible about his new circumstances. He gamely joined the Barcelona
German Club, which held dances and other gala events—there was a
masked ball coming up soon—and where everyone played Skat.* He also
joined the German Tennis Club and German Chorale Society, where he
instantly became the piano accompanist. In all these places he developed



social relationships that opened pastoral doors, and he lost little time in
walking through them whenever he could.

Perhaps the most difficult thing for him, but a vital part of this new
community, was relaxing. But he did his best in this too. Twelve days after
he arrived, he spent an entire Tuesday afternoon at the movies. On February
28 he and his new schoolteacher friend Hermann Thumm saw the 1926
silent feature version of Don Quixote, starring the then-popular Danish
comic team of Pat and Patachon. This was the famous fat-and-skinny
comedy team before Laurel and Hardy. It ran three hours nineteen minutes
and did not strike Bonhoeffer’s fancy, but he allowed this might be because
of his unfamiliarity with the story. So he decided to read Cervantes’ novel
in the original tongue. It was an opportunity to improve his already good
Spanish.

Bonhoeffer liked Barcelona in general. In a letter to his superintendent,
Max Diestel, he described it as “an unusually lively metropolis caught in an
economic upsurge in grand style, in which one can live quite pleasantly in
every respect.” He found the landscape of the area and the city itself to be
“unusually charming.” The harbor—called the Mole—was beautiful, and
there were “good concerts” and “a good—though very old-fashioned—
theater.” Still, something was lacking: “namely intellectual discussion
which one does not find when one looks for it, even in Spanish academic
circles.” When he finally found a Spanish professor with whom he might
have a more elevated level of conversation, the man turned out to be bitterly
“anti-clerical.” Bonhoeffer read contemporary Spanish writers and found
them similarly disposed.

There was one activity that Bonhoeffer would enjoy in Barcelona,75
but could never enjoy in Berlin. That was the arte taurina (bull
fighting). Though an aesthete and an intellectual, Bonhoeffer was neither
effete nor squeamish. His brother Klaus arrived for a visit on Easter
Saturday, and on Easter afternoon—Bonhoeffer preached that morning—
they were “dragged” by a German teacher, presumably Thumm, to the
“great Easter corrida.” He wrote his parents about it:

I had already seen one and cannot really say that it shocked me all that much, that is, the way
many people think they owe it to their central European civilization to be shocked. It is, after
all, a great spectacle to see wild, unrestrained power and blind rage fight against and



ultimately succumb to disciplined courage, presence of mind, and skill. The gruesome
element plays only a small role, especially since in this last bullfight the horses had stomach
protectors for the first time so that the horrible images from my first corrida were absent.
What is interesting is that it took a long struggle before they were permitted to start using
these stomach protectors for the horses. Probably the majority of spectators do indeed just
want to see blood and cruelty. Overall, the people vent all these powerful emotions, and you
get drawn into it yourself.

In a letter to Sabine, who blanched at the thought of such spectacles, he
said he conceded being astonished at “how much more cold-bloodedly I
viewed the whole thing the second time than the first, and I must say that I
can indeed sense from a distance that there is an allure to the whole thing
that allows it to become a passion for some.”

Ever the theologian, he expressed to her something else that had been
going on in his mind:

I have never seen the swing from “Hosanna!” to “Crucify!” more graphically evoked than in
the virtually insane way the crowd goes berserk when the toreador makes an adroit turn, and
they immediately follow this with an equally insane howling and whistling when some
mishap occurs. The momentary character of this mass mood goes so far that they applaud for
the bull and against the toreador if, for example, the latter proves to be cowardly and—quite
understandably—his courage fails him for a moment.

But he was not always profound. In October Bonhoeffer sent a76
novelty postcard to Riidiger Schleicher. It pictured him behind a life-
sized cardboard picture of a matador and a bull so that his head was on the
matador’s body: “The quiet hours in which I cultivated the Arte taurina,
have, as you can see, led to tremendous success in the arena. . . . Greetings
from the matador. Dietrich.”

Bonhoeffer loved wandering the antique and secondhand shops and one day
bought a huge eighteenth-century brazier made of carved chestnut wood,
with a monstrously large brass bowl. It later became a fixture at
Finkenwalde. When Klaus was visiting, they traveled to Madrid where
Klaus bought an oil painting that seemed to be a Picasso. In a letter to their
parents, Klaus described it as depicting “a degenerate woman drinking an
aperitif (absinthe?).” When he took it back to Berlin, an American dealer
offered him twenty thousand marks for it, and several others expressed



interest. Then one of them contacted Herr Picasso directly. Picasso said his
work had often been forged by a Madrid friend. No one was willing to
decide firmly one way or the other, and Klaus kept the painting. It and the
brazier were destroyed by Allied bombs in 1945.

In Madrid, Bonhoeffer developed an appreciation for the work of El
Greco. He and Karl went on to Toledo, Cordoba, and Granada together, and
then as far south as Algeciras, near Gibraltar. Every place he visited seemed
to be a launching pad for further excursions. His grandmother sent him
money to travel to the Canary Islands, but he had to return to Berlin before
it was possible. He told her he would use the money toward his trip to India
to visit Gandhi, which he still planned to do.

Assistant Pastor

Bonhoeffer had gone to Barcelona mainly to serve the church. While there
he preached nineteen sermons and ran a children’s service, though this did
not begin with the bang he had hoped.

Before Bonhoeffer’s arrival, Olbricht had issued invitations for the77
new children’s service led by the new young pastor from Berlin. But
on Bonhoeffer’s first Sunday, the children’s congregation consisted of one
girl. In his diary, Bonhoeffer wrote, “That will have to improve.” It did. His
winning personality made a good impression, and the next week fifteen
students came. He visited the homes of all fifteen that week, and the next
Sunday there were thirty. From then on, there were always thirty or more in
every service. Bonhoeffer loved his work with the children. He was stunned
at their theological ignorance, but also found it wonderful: “They have not
yet been tainted in any respect by the church.”

The number of Germans in Barcelona then was about six thousand, but
only a fraction of them were part of the church, and of them, only about
forty showed up each Sunday. In the summers this number dropped farther.
Bonhoeffer would be all alone that summer, with Olbricht away in
Germany.

Bonhoeffer’s sermons challenged the congregations both spiritually and
intellectually. In his first sermon he leaped into his favorite subject, the



difference between a faith based on our own moral efforts and one based on
God’s grace. Along the line he mentioned Plato, Hegel, and Kant, and
quoted Augustine. One can only imagine some of the Barcelona
businessmen puzzling over this earnest twenty-two-year-old, freshly
descended from the ivory tower. And yet there was an undeniable vitality to
what he was saying; he rarely lost their attention.

On Easter, with Olbricht away, Bonhoeffer preached again and the next
week too. Each time he challenged his hearers and somehow won them
over. It soon happened that whenever Bonhoeffer was scheduled to preach,
the congregation grew noticeably. Olbricht noticed and promptly
discontinued announcing the preaching schedule.

Although Olbricht was generally pleased with Bonhoeffer, there can be
no doubt of issues between them. In letters home, Bonhoeffer mentioned
that Olbricht was “not exactly a dynamic pulpit presence,” nor did he fail to
notice other failings. In another letter he wrote that Olbricht “has apparently
hitherto done nothing in the way of addressing the younger generation in
his parish.” For example, Bonhoeffer saw that religious instruction at the
German school where Thumm taught only went as far as the fourth year. So
he brightly proposed starting classes for the older children. Every time
Olbricht turned around, Bonhoeffer was initiating something that would
make more work for him when Bonhoeffer left. Olbricht scotched the idea.

Bonhoeffer was sensitive to the situation and properly deferential;7 8
he did nothing to exacerbate tensions. So Olbricht generally
appreciated him and his efforts. Bonhoeffer’s ability to keep his eyes on his
own temptation to pride is a testimony to his upbringing, where selfishness
and pride weren’t tolerated. But Bonhoeffer was aware of the temptation of
pride from a Christian perspective too. In a letter to his friend Helmut
Rossler, also a pastor, Bonhoeffer talked about his satisfaction with his
work and about the double nature of that satisfaction:

This summer, in which T am on my own for three months, I have to preach every fortnight . . .
and I am thankful that I have success in it. It is a mixture of subjective pleasure, let us call it
self-satisfaction, and objective gratitude—but that is the judgement upon all religion, this
mixture of the subjective and the objective, which one may possibly ennoble, but which one
can never fundamentally uproot, and the theologian suffers doubly from this—but again,
should one not rejoice at a full church, or that people are coming who had not come for years,



and on the other hand, who dare analyse this pleasure, and be quite certain that it is free from
the seeds of darkness?

The most dramatic departure from anything he had done before was
Bonhoeffer’s work with the Deutsche Hilfsverein, a German charitable
organization with offices in the parsonage. Bonhoeffer ran this office in the
mornings, and here stepped far beyond the privileged world of his
Grunewald youth. He would see how the so-called other half lived, meeting
and spending time with people whose businesses had failed, with victims of
poverty and crime, and with truly desperate individuals, as well as with
bona fide criminals. Writing Karl-Friedrich, he painted a vivid picture:

One has to deal with the strangest persons, with whom one would otherwise scarcely have
exchanged a word: bums, vagabonds, criminals on the run, many foreign legionaries, lion and
other animal tamers who have run away from the Krone Circus on its Spanish tour, German
dancers from the music-halls here, German murderers on the run—all of whom tell one their
life-story in detail. . . . Yesterday for the first time I had a man here who behaved so
impudently—he claimed that the minister had forged his signature—that I practically shouted
at him and threw him out. . . . While taking a hurried departure he cursed and swore, and said
something that I have now often heard: “We shall see each other again, just come down to the
harbor!” . . . Afterwards I found out at the consulate that he is a well-known swindler who has
been hanging about here for a long time.

Through such experiences, Bonhoeffer’s heart for the first time 79
awoke to the plight of the poor and the outcast, which soon became an
important theme in his life and theology. In the letter to Rossler, he touched
upon this too:

Every day I am getting to know people, at any rate their circumstances, and sometimes one is
able to see through their stories into themselves—and at the same time one thing continues to
impress me: here I meet people as they are, far from the masquerade of “the Christian world”;
people with passions, criminal types, small people with small aims, small wages and small
sins—all in all they are people who feel homeless in both senses, and who begin to thaw
when one speaks to them with kindness—real people; I can only say that I have gained the
impression that it is just these people who are much more under grace than under wrath, and
that it is the Christian world which is more under wrath than grace.

At the end of June, the German population in Barcelona plummeted. Many
left for three months, to return in October. Pastor Olbricht was one of them.



Most of the teachers Bonhoeffer knew would be gone too. But he seemed to
enjoy himself and to be typically productive. Every morning till ten he ran
the Hilfsverein office and then worked on his sermons or on his
dissertation, Sanctorum Communio, which he was preparing for publication.
He also read and thought about subjects for his postdoctoral dissertation,
Act and Being. At one o’clock he would walk back to the boardinghouse for
lunch, after which he would write letters, practice piano, visit parishioners
in the hospital or at home, work on his various writings, or escape into the
city to drink coffee and meet acquaintances. Sometimes, more often than he
wished, he succumbed to the withering heat and spent the afternoon the way
many Barcelonians did, sleeping. That summer he conducted his children’s
services every Sunday, but preached only every other week. “That suffices
for me,” he wrote Karl-Friedrich, “since preaching in this heat is not
necessarily very pleasant, especially since the sun shines on the pulpit at
this time of year.”

Bonhoeffer had an undeniably rare ability to communicate difficult 80
theological ideas to ordinary churchgoers, but some passages in his
Barcelona sermons must have been a bit much in the withering heat. He
sometimes soared over the heads of his hearers to such theological altitudes
as would suggest them shielding their eyes and squinting in frustration as
they tried to follow him, a dot vanishing into the blueness of the sky itself.
Where is the tame old crow who used to preach here, whom we and our
children could afterward pet and feed bits of apple and crackers? Won't
good old Olbricht come back to us?

Still, Bonhoeffer’s solo flight as pastor was an undeniable success: every
summer church attendance dropped significantly, but that summer the
numbers actually increased. In August Bonhoeffer told a friend: “It is quite
a remarkable experience for one to see work and life really coming together
—a synthesis which we all looked for in our student days, but hardly
managed to find. . . . It gives the work value and the worker an objectivity, a
recognition of his own limitations, such as can only be gained in real life.”

Bonhoeffer’s parents visited in September. The three of them used the
occasion for further travel, journeying north along the coast into France,
visiting Arles, Avignon, and Nimes; and south along the coast to



Montserrat. On September 23 the parents heard their son preach on a theme
central to him throughout his life, supporting the accurately earthly,
incarnational aspect of the Christian faith against the Gnostic or dualistic
idea that the body is inferior to the soul or spirit. “God wants to see human
beings,” he said, “not ghosts who shun the world.” He said that in “the
whole of world history there is always only one really significant hour—the
present. . . . [I]f you want to find eternity, you must serve the times.” His
words presaged what he would write to his fiancée from his prison cell
years later: “Our marriage must be a ‘yes’ to God’s earth. It must strengthen
our resolve to do and accomplish something on earth. I fear that Christians
who venture to stand on earth on only one leg will stand in heaven on only
one leg too.” In another letter to her he wrote that “human beings were
taken from the earth and don’t just consist of thin air and thoughts.”

Another theme that worked itself into many sermons then and into 8 1
the future was the Barthian idea of God as initiator, as the one who

must reveal himself to us, since we can do nothing to reach him. Several
times Bonhoeffer used Barth’s image of the Tower of Babel as a picture of
“religion,” of man trying to reach heaven through his own efforts, which
always failed. But in a letter to Réssler, Bonhoeffer pushed the idea further:

I have long thought that sermons had a center that, if you hit it, would move anyone or
confront them with a decision. I no longer believe that. First of all, a sermon can never grasp
the center, but can only itself be grasped by it, by Christ. And then Christ becomes flesh as
much in the word of the pietists as in that of the clerics or of the religious socialists, and these
empirical connections actually pose difficulties for preaching that are absolute, not merely
relative.

This was a very radical and dramatic thing to say, but it is the perfectly
logical conclusion to the idea that apart from God’s grace, one can do
nothing worthwhile. Anything good must come from God, so even in a
sermon that was poorly written and delivered, God might manifest himself
and touch the congregation. Conversely in a sermon wonderfully written
and delivered, God might refuse to manifest himself. The “success” of the
sermon is utterly dependent on the God who breaks through and “grasps”
us, or we cannot be “grasped.”

There was a foreshadowing of Bonhoeffer’s famous “Jeremiah” sermon a
few years hence, and of his attitude toward his fate under the Nazis. What



did it mean to be “grasped” by God? And why did Bonhoeffer already
begin to have a deep sense that God had “grasped him,” had chosen him for

something?
82

Three Early Lectures

In the fall of 1928 Bonhoeffer decided that in addition to his other duties, he
would give three lectures, each delivered on a Tuesday evening: one in
November, one in December, and one in February, just before he was
scheduled to leave. No one expected him to do that, and one wonders what
Olbricht thought of the new initiative. The lectures were extraordinarily
ambitious in scope. Bonhoeffer was obviously motivated by his concern for
the young men in the sixth form of the German school, who were about the
age of those in his Thursday Circle. The church wasn’t reaching them, and
he wanted to do what he could.

The three lectures are impressive, especially for someone only a few
years out of high school, and touch on most of the themes for which he
would become famous in future years. The first lecture was “The Tragedy
of the Prophetic and Its Lasting Meaning”; the second, “Jesus Christ and the
Essence of Christianity”; and the third, “Basic Questions of a Christian
Ethic.”

The second lecture, delivered on December 11, is probably the best. As
with most of his sermons, Bonhoeffer began provocatively, putting forth the
notion that Christ had been exiled from the lives of most Christians. “Of
course,” he said, “we build him a temple, but we live in our own houses.”
Religion had been exiled to Sunday morning, to a place “into which one
gladly withdraws for a couple of hours, but only to get back to one’s place
of work immediately afterward.” He said that one cannot give him only a
“small compartment in our spiritual life,” but must give him everything or
nothing. “The religion of Christ,” he said, “is not a tidbit after one’s bread;
on the contrary, it is the bread or it is nothing. People should at least
understand and concede this if they call themselves Christian.”

In a typically well-turned passage reminiscent of C. S. Lewis’s Mere
Christianity, Bonhoeffer talked about the exclusiveness of Christ:



One admires Christ according to aesthetic categories as an aesthetic genius, calls him the
greatest ethicist; one admires his going to his death as a heroic sacrifice for his ideas. Only
one thing one doesn’t do: one doesn’t take him seriously. That is, one doesn’t bring the center
of his or her own life into contact with the claim of Christ to speak the revelation of God and
to be that revelation. One maintains a distance between himself or herself and the word of
Christ, and allows no serious encounter to take place. I can doubtless live with or without
Jesus as a religious genius, as an ethicist, as a gentleman—just as, after all, I can also live
without Plato and Kant. . . . Should, however, there be something in Christ that claims my life
entirely with the full seriousness that here God himself speaks and if the word of God once
became present only in Christ, then Christ has not only relative but absolute, urgent
significance for me. . . . Understanding Christ means taking Christ seriously. Understanding
this claim means taking seriously his absolute claim on our commitment. And it is now of
importance for us to clarify the seriousness of this matter and to extricate Christ from the
secularization process in which he has been incorporated since the Enlightenment.

We may assume Olbricht had not recently mentioned the83
Enlightenment to his congregation. In this lecture, Bonhoeffer tipped
one sacred cow after the other. Having dealt with the idea of Christ as no
mere great ethicist, he proceeded to explain the similarity of the Christian
religion to other religions. Then he came to his main point: the essence of
Christianity is not about religion at all, but about the person of Christ. He
expanded on the theme learned from Karl Barth that would occupy so much
of his thinking and writing in the years to come: religion was a dead, man-
made thing, and at the heart of Christianity was something else entirely—
God himself, alive. “Factually speaking,” he said, “Christ has given
scarcely any ethical prescriptions that were not to be found already with the
contemporary Jewish rabbis or in pagan literature.” Christianity was not
about a new and better set of behavioral rules or about moral
accomplishment. He must have shocked some of his listeners, but his logic
was undeniably compelling. He then aggressively attacked the idea of
“religion” and moral performance as the very enemies of Christianity and of
Christ because they present the false idea that somehow we can reach God
through our moral efforts. This led to hubris and spiritual pride, the sworn
enemies of Christianity. “Thus,” he said, “the Christian message is basically
amoral and irreligious, paradoxical as that may sound.”

It’s startling that Bonhoeffer put it that way in 1928, sixteen years before

he famously wrote to Eberhard Bethge about “religionless Christianity” in
those letters that Bethge buried in the Schleichers’ backyard in a gas-mask



canister. But it’s more startling that those exhumed ruminations have
sometimes been described as marking a profound and new turn in his
theology. Nearly all that Bonhoeffer would say and write later in life
marked a deepening and expansion of what he had earlier said and believed,
but never any kind of significant theological change. He was building on
what had been established, like a scientist or mathematician. However high
and far one built from the foundation, one could never disown or float free
of that foundation. In fact, the higher one went, the more one confirmed the
solidity and integrity of the foundation and the previous stories. Bonhoeffer
did go high and far, and those who focus overmuch on these latter heights
may be somewhat excused for failing to know that somewhere below the
clouds, there was an orthodox theological foundation to which they were
solidly connected.

In this same lecture, Bonhoeffer made another bold and provocative 8 4
point:

With that we have articulated a basic criticism of the most grandiose of all human attempts to
advance toward the divine—by way of the church. Christianity conceals within itself a germ
hostile to the church. It is far too easy for us to base our claims to God on our own Christian
religiosity and our church commitment, and in so doing utterly to misunderstand and distort
the Christian idea.

Here, in the lecture of the twenty-two-year-old to a handful of high
schoolers, one sees something close to his most mature thinking in the
future. He differentiated between Christianity as a religion like all the others
—which attempt but fail to make an ethical way for man to climb to heaven
of his own accord—and following Christ, who demands everything,
including our very lives.

In the lectures he sometimes chose language that must have been difficult
for those present, as when he said that the essence of Christianity “is the
message of the eternally other, the one who is far above the world, yet who
from the depth of his being has mercy on the person who gives glory to him
alone.” It’s unlikely that many listening knew of Karl Barth or had heard
the word other used as an abstract philosophical concept.

Bonhoeffer’s sentences could be impressive. “The message of 8 5
grace,” he said, “. . . pronounces upon the death of people and nations



its eternal: I have loved you from eternity; stay with me, and you will live.”
There are Chestertonian aphorisms too: “Christianity preaches the infinite
worth of that which is seemingly worthless and the infinite worthlessness of
that which is seemingly so valued.”

Before he was finished, he made a third provocative point. He identified
“the Greek spirit” or “humanism” as “the most severe enemy” that
Christianity ever had. He then masterfully linked the idea of “religion” and
moral accomplishment as a false way to God with dualism, the idea that the
body is at war with the soul. Dualism was a Greek notion, not a Hebrew or
biblical notion. The biblical affirmation of the body and the material world
was another theme to which he would return again and again in his life:

Humanism and mysticism, the seemingly most beautiful blossoms put forth by the Christian
religion, extolled today as the highest ideals of the human spirit, indeed often as the crown
itself of the Christian idea—/[but] it is precisely the Christian idea itself that must reject them
as an apotheosis of the creature and as such as a challenge to the honor belonging to God
alone. The deity of humanism, of the idea of God presented by Christianity orients those
human wishes to itself rather than the reverse.

“Herr Wolf Ist Tot!”

One reason Bonhoeffer wished to spend a year as a pastor in Barcelona was
that he believed communicating what he knew theologically—whether to
indifferent businessmen, teenagers, or younger children—was as important
as the theology itself. His success in children’s ministry shows this, and this
letter to his future brother-in-law Walter Dress gives us a glimpse into this
aspect of his year in Barcelona:

Today I encountered a completely unique case in my pastoral counseling, which I’d like to
recount to you briefly and which despite its simplicity really made me think. At 11:00 a.m.86
there was a knock at my door and a ten-year-old boy came into my room with something I

had requested from his parents. I noticed that something was amiss with the boy, who is
usually cheerfulness personified. And soon it came out: he broke down in tears, completely
beside himself, and I could hear only the words: “Herr Wolf ist tot” [Mr. Wolf is dead.], and
then he cried and cried. “But who is Herr Wolf?” As it turns out, it is a young German
shepherd dog that was sick for eight days and had just died a half-hour ago. So the boy,
inconsolable, sat down on my knee and could hardly regain his composure; he told me how

the dog died and how everything is lost now. He played only with the dog, each morning the



dog came to the boy’s bed and awakened him—and now the dog was dead. What could I say?
So he talked to me about it for quite a while. Then suddenly his wrenching crying became
very quiet and he said: “But I know he’s not dead at all.” “What do you mean?” “His spirit is
now in heaven, where it is happy. Once in class a boy asked the religion teacher what heaven
was like, and she said she had not been there yet; but tell me now, will I see Herr Wolf again?
He’s certainly in heaven.” So there I stood and was supposed to answer him yes or no. If I
said “no, we don’t know” that would have meant “no.” . . . So I quickly made up my mind
and said to him: “Look, God created human beings and also animals, and I’m sure he also
loves animals. And I believe that with God it is such that all who loved each other on earth—
genuinely loved each other—will remain together with God, for to love is part of God. Just
how that happens, though, we admittedly don’t know.” You should have seen the happy face
on this boy; he had completely stopped crying. “So then I’ll see Herr Wolf again when I am
dead; then we can play together again”—in a word, he was ecstatic. I repeated to him a
couple of times that we don’t really know how this happens. He, however, knew, and knew it
quite definitely in thought. After a few minutes, he said: “Today I really scolded Adam and
Eve; if they had not eaten the apple, Herr Wolf would not have died.” This whole affair was
as important to the young boy as things are for one of us when something really bad happens.
But I am almost surprised—moved, by the naiveté of the piety that awakens at such a moment
in an otherwise completely wild young boy who is thinking of nothing. And there I stood—I
who was supposed to “know the answer”—feeling quite small next to him; and I cannot
forget the confident expression he had on his face when he left.

In November Bonhoeffer was asked to stay in Barcelona, but he
wanted to complete his postdoctoral degree, or Habilitation. On February
15, a year after leaving, he returned to Berlin.

* It was a popular German card game, developed in the early nineteenth century in the city of
Altenburg.
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It is a question of the freedom of God, which finds its strongest evidence precisely in that God
freely chose to be bound to historical human beings and to be placed at the disposal of human
beings. God is free not from human beings but for them. Christ is the word of God’s freedom.

—DIETRICH BONHOEFFER

If I had been a Jew and had seen such dolts and blockheads govern and teach the Christian
faith, I would sooner have become a hog than a Christian.

—MARTIN LUTHER

hen Bonhoeffer returned from Barcelona, he found a Germany
incyeasIgly impatient with the Weimar Republic. Many thought it an
unpleasant political hash forced on them by their enemies, who knew
nothing of German history and culture, and who wanted Germany to be
weak anyway. Parliamentary government—where no party had the power to
lead—was a drastic change from the days of the kaiser, whose leadership
was unquestioned and respected. For many, the rudderless squabbling of the
current system was simply un-German. Many Germans longed for a return
to some kind of leadership and were increasingly less fussy about what kind
of leadership it should be. They wanted leadership itself, and a leader who
would lead! There was just such a leader, but his party’s showing in the
1928 elections had been disappointing. He began working toward the next
elections, focusing mainly on winning votes in rural areas. He would return
at a more opportune time.

Bonhoeffer wasn’t quite sure what he wanted to do with himself. He89

had enjoyed his year in Barcelona and was considering leaving
academia for the ministry. But at twenty-three, he was two years too young



for ordination. Since he didn’t want to close off the possibility of a future in
academia, he decided to finish his second postdoctoral thesis—what was
called a Habilitation—in order to qualify as a lecturer at Berlin University.

In wrestling with an answer to the question, What is the church? his
thesis, titled Act and Being (Akt und Sein), was very much a continuation of
Sanctorum Communio. In Act and Being, he used philosophical language to
show that theology is not merely another branch of philosophy, but
something else entirely. For him, philosophy was man’s search for truth
apart from God. It was a type of Barth’s “religion,” in which man himself
tried to reach heaven or truth or God. But theology begins and ends with
faith in Christ, who reveals himself to man; apart from such revelation,
there could be no such thing as truth. Thus the philosopher—and the
theologian who operates on a philosopher’s assumptions—chases his own
tail and gazes at his own navel. He cannot break out of that cycle, but God,
via revelation, can break in.

Bonhoeffer finished Act and Being that year, submitting it in February
1930. Eberhard Bethge reckoned the following its “classic passage”:

In revelation it is not so much a question of the freedom of God—eternally remaining with
the divine self, aseity—on the other side of revelation, as it is of God’s coming out of God’s
own self in revelation. It is a matter of God’s given Word, the covenant in which God is
bound by God’s own action. It is a question of the freedom of God, which finds its strongest
evidence precisely in that God freely chose to be bound to historical human beings and to be
placed at the disposal of human beings. God is free not from human beings but for them.
Christ is the word of God’s freedom. God is present, that is, not in eternal non-objectivity but
—to put it quite provisionally for now—*haveable,” graspable in the Word within the church.
Here the formal understanding of God’s freedom is countered by a substantial one.

In the year after Barcelona, Bonhoeffer returned to the vast social and

intellectual swirl of friends and family members in the larger Grunewald
circle. Much was happening among them. That year, his sister Susanne
married his friend Walter Dress. His eldest sibling, Karl-Friedrich, married
Grete von Dohnanyi. And two days before Bonhoeffer sailed for America,
his brother Klaus married Emmi Delbriick, who along with her brothers,
Max and Justus, had been a part of their family life since they were children
together. Bonhoeffer was not quite so close to marriage, but he continued to



spend time with Elizabeth Zinn, who was studying for her doctorate from
Berlin University.

Hans Dohnanyi had gotten a job as the personal assistant to the Reich
minister of justice in Berlin, so he and Christel returned from Hamburg,
moving in right across the street from 14 Wangenheimstrasse. They lived
with the Schones, who were somehow related to the Bonhoeffers.*

When Act and Being was completed, submitted, and officially accepted,
Bonhoeffer would be eligible to become a university lecturer. But until
then, he would have to be satisfied with something much less prestigious. In
April 1929, at the beginning of the summer term, he took the post of
“voluntary assistant university lecturer” in the university’s systematic
theology seminar. It entailed performing all the duties beneath the dignity of
a full professor. For Bonhoeffer this included “handing out and securing the
return of keys, supervising the seminar library, and recommending new
book purchases.”

In the summer of 1929 Bonhoeffer was invited to attend the final seminar
taught by Adolf von Harnack, then eighty-seven. Bonhoeffer had obviously
turned in a different theological direction from Harnack, but he knew that
he owed much of what he had learned to Harnack. Asked to speak at
Harnack’s farewell ceremony, he graciously said, “That you were our
teacher for many sessions is a thing of the past; but that we may call
ourselves your pupils remains still.”

One significant aspect of this year after Barcelona was h1591
friendship with a wisecracking theology student named Franz
Hildebrandt. They had met on December 16, 1927, outside Reinhold
Seeberg’s seminar, the day before Bonhoeffer publicly defended his
dissertation. According to Hildebrandt, “within five minutes we were in an
argument with each other—and we never stopped arguing from that day
until we were separated by exile and war.” Hildebrandt said they argued
every day they were together: “You could not be a friend of Dietrich’s if
you did not argue with him.”

So now, with Bonhoeffer back in Berlin, they resumed their argument.
Hildebrandt became Bonhoeffer’s best friend, his first close friend outside
the family. In a few years Hildebrandt would also become Bonhoeffer’s
closest ally in the church struggle. Hildebrandt was three years



Bonhoeffer’s junior and, like Bonhoeffer, had grown up in the Grunewald
district of Berlin. His father was a renowned historian, and his mother was
Jewish. By the German standards of the time, Franz Hildebrandt was
considered Jewish, which brings us to the thorny issue of Jewishness in
Germany.

Luther and the Jews

Many Jews in Germany, like Sabine’s husband, Gerhard, and like Franz
Hildebrandt, were not merely culturally assimilated Germans, but were
baptized Christians too. And many of them, like Franz Hildebrandt, were
devout Christians who chose to enter the Christian ministry as their life’s
work. But in a few years, as part of their effort to push Jews out of German
public life, the Nazis would attempt to push them out of the German church
too. That these “non-Aryans” had publicly converted to the Christian faith
meant nothing, since the lens through which the Nazis saw the world was
purely racial. One’s genetic makeup and ancestral bloodline were all that
mattered; one’s most deeply held beliefs counted for nothing.

To understand the relationship between Germans, Jews, and Christians,
one has to go back again to Martin Luther, the man in whom Germanness
and Christianity were effectively united. His authority as the man who
defined what it was to be a German Christian was unquestioned, and it
would be used by the Nazis to deceive many. But when it came to the Jews,
Luther’s legacy is confusing, not to say deeply disturbing.

At the very end of his life, after becoming a parody of his former92
cranky self, Luther said and wrote some things about the Jews that,
taken on their own, make him out to be a vicious anti-Semite. The Nazis
exploited these last writings to the utmost, as though they represented
Luther’s definitive take on the matter, which is impossible, given what he’d
said earlier in life.

In the beginning of his career, Luther’s attitude toward the Jews was
exemplary, especially for his day. He was sickened at how Christians had
treated Jews. In 1519 he asked why Jews would ever want to become
converted to Christianity given the “cruelty and enmity we wreak on them



—that in our behavior towards them we less resemble Christians than
beasts?” Four years later in the essay “That Jesus Christ Was Born a Jew,”
he wrote, “If I had been a Jew and had seen such dolts and blockheads
govern and teach the Christian faith, I would sooner have become a hog
than a Christian. They have dealt with the Jews as if they were dogs rather
than human beings; they have done little else than deride them and seize
their property.” There is no question that Luther believed Jews could
convert to the Christian faith and wished they would do so—and therefore
never thought being a Jew and being a Christian mutually exclusive, as the
Nazis did. On the contrary, like the apostle Paul, Luther hoped to give them
the inheritance meant for them in the first place, before it was meant for
Gentiles. Paul declared that Jesus came “for the Jews first.”

But this initial cheeriness and optimism would not last long. For much of
his adult life Luther suffered from constipation, hemorrhoids, a cataract in
one eye, and a condition of the inner ear called Méniere’s disease, which
results in dizziness, fainting spells, and tinnitus. He also suffered mood
swings and depression. As his health declined, everything seemed to set
him off. When a congregation sang anemically, he called them “tone-deaf
sluggards” and stormed out. He attacked King Henry VIII as “effeminate”
and blasted his theological opponents as “agents of the devil” and “whore-
mongers.” His language waxed fouler and fouler. He called the pope “the
Anti-christ” and “a brothel-keeper above all brothel-keepers and all
lewdness, including that which is not to be named.” He blasted the Catholic
church’s regulation of marriage and accused the church of being “a
merchant selling vulvas, genitals, and pudenda.” Expressing his contempt
for the devil, he said that he would give him “a fart for a staff.” He
viciously mocked Pope Clement III’s writings: “Such a great horrid flatus
did the papal arse let go here! He certainly pressed with great might to let
out such a thunderous flatus—it is a wonder that it did not tear his hole and
belly apart!” Luther seemed to have an absolutely torrid love affair with all
things scatological. Not only were his linguistic flourishes styled along such
lines, but his doctors seem to have followed suit: for one of his ailments,
they persuaded him to take a draught of “garlic and horse manure,” and he
infamously received an enema—in vain—moments after he had departed
this world. So it is in this larger context that one has to take his attitude



toward the Jews, which, like everything else in his life, unraveled along
with his health.

The troubles started in 1528 when, after a large meal of kosher food,9 3
he suffered a shattering attack of diarrhea. He concluded that the Jews
had tried to poison him. By that time he was making enemies everywhere.
In his last decade, his list of ailments ballooned to include gallstones,
kidney stones, arthritis, abscesses on his legs, and uremic poisoning. Now
his nastiness would hit its stride. He wrote the vile treatise “Von den Jiiden
und Iren Liigen” (“On the Jews and Their Lies”), and the man who once
described the Jews as “God’s chosen people” now called them “a base and
whoring people.” What he wrote during this time would rightly haunt his
legacy for centuries and would in four centuries become the justification for
such evils as Luther in even his most constipated mood could not have
dreamed. To be fair, he was an equal opportunity insulter, the Don Rickles
of Wittenberg, attacking everyone with equal fury, including Jews,
Muslims, Catholics, and fellow Protestants. As the lights began to dim, he
became convinced that the Apocalypse was imminent, and his thoughts
toward everyone took on darker and darker tones. The thought of reasoned
persuasion went out the window; at one point he called reason “the devil’s
whore.”

But the tragicomedy became purest tragedy when, three years before his
death, Luther advocated actions against the Jews that included, among other
things, setting fire to their synagogues and schools, destroying their houses,
confiscating their prayer books, taking their money, and putting them into
forced labor. One may only imagine what Luther’s younger self would have
thought of such statements. But Goebbels and the other Nazis rejoiced that
Luther’s ugliest ravings existed in writing, and they published them and
used them with glee, and to great success, giving the imprimatur of this
great German Christian to the most un-Christian and—one can only assume
—demented ravings. The hundreds of thousands of sane words he had
written were of little interest to the men in brown.

It’s noteworthy that Luther’s foulest condemnations of the Jew59 4
were never racial, but were stirred because of the Jews’ indifference to

his earlier offers to convert them. The Nazis, on the other hand, wished
adamantly to prevent Jews from converting. But when one considers how



large the figure of Luther loomed over Germany, one can imagine how
confusing it all was. The constant repetition of Luther’s ugliest statements
served the Nazis’ purposes and convinced most Germans that being a
German and being a Christian were a racial inheritance, and that neither
was compatible with being Jewish. The Nazis were anti-Christian, but they
would pretend to be Christians as long as it served their purposes of getting
theologically ignorant Germans on their side against the Jews.

Years later, Eberhard Bethge said that most people, including him and
Bonhoeffer, were unaware of the anti-Semitic ravings of Luther. It was only
when the arch-anti-Semite propagandist Julius Streicher began to publish
and publicize them that they became generally known. It must have been
shocking and confusing for devout Lutherans like Bonhoeffer to learn of
these writings. But because he was so intimately familiar with all else
Luther had written, he most likely dismissed the anti-Semitic writings as the
ravings of a madman, unmoored from his own past beliefs.

Given all that was about to happen in Germany, Bonhoeffer’s friendship
with Franz Hildebrandt began at an opportune time. Bethge told us that
Hildebrandt and Bonhoeffer “saw eye-to-eye” in all practical matters and
that Hildebrandt “influenced Bonhoeffer’s imminent conversion to a
stronger biblicism.” Hildebrandt was also an excellent piano player and
became the official accompanist at Bonhoeffer family concerts that
Bonhoeffer could not attend.

In April 1930 Bonhoeffer went back to Barcelona for the wedding of his
teacher friend, Hermann Thumm. Soon afterward he began thinking about
going to America for a year of study. His superintendent, Max Diestel,
recommended it since it was impossible for Bonhoeffer to be ordained until
he turned twenty-five, a year away. Bonhoeffer’s brother Karl-Friedrich had
been invited to lecture in America in 1929 and could give him the lay of the
land. Bonhoeffer didn’t have much interest in an American trip until the
possibility of a Sloane Fellowship at Union Theological Seminary in New
York City presented itself.

In June, Adolf von Harnack died. The Kaiser Wilhelm Society would
hold a memorial service for him on June 15, and the list of speakers was
impressive, as befitted the legendary figure. One of them was twenty-four-
year-old Dietrich Bonhoeffer, speaking on behalf of Harnack’s former



students. Bethge stated that what he said “compared favorably with the
older and eminent speakers who preceded him.” These included the nation’s
culture minister, the minister of state, the interior minister, and other such
luminaries. “Many were astonished,” Bethge wrote, “at the breadth of
vision and sympathy he showed for his former teacher, since it was clear
that his own path had taken a different direction.” Bonhoeffer declared:

It became clear to us through him that truth is born only of freedom. We saw in him the
champion of the free expression of a truth once recognized, who formed his free judgment9 5
afresh time and time again, and went on to express it clearly despite the fear-ridden restraint

of the majority. This made him . . . the friend of all young people who spoke their opinions
freely, as he asked of them. And if he sometimes expressed concern or warned about recent
developments of our scholarship, this was motivated exclusively by his fear that the others’
opinion might be in danger of confusing irrelevant issues with the pure search for truth.
Because we knew that with him we were in good and solicitous hands, we saw him as the
bulwark against all trivialization and stagnation, against all the fossilization of intellectual

life.

Bonhoeffer’s words reveal that he was never what one might today term
a culture warrior, nor could he easily be labeled conservative or liberal. He
disagreed with Harnack’s liberal theological conclusions but agreed
profoundly with the underlying assumptions that guided Harnack, and he
rightly saw that these were more important than the conclusions to which
they led. Anyone on the side of truth, wherever it led, was a compatriot to
be lauded. This virtue had come to Bonhoeffer, in part, from Harnack and
the liberal Grunewald tradition in which he had flourished, and Bonhoeffer
was generous enough to see it and state it publicly. Bonhoeffer’s father was
his primary mentor in this way of thinking. Karl Bonhoeffer’s conclusions
may have been different from his son’s, but his respect for truth and for
other human beings of different opinions formed the foundation of a civil
society in which one might disagree graciously and might reason together
civilly and productively. In the years ahead this would be seriously
attacked, and the Nazis would stoke the fires of the culture wars
(Kulturkampf) to play their enemies against each other. They would
brilliantly co-opt the conservatives and the Christian churches, and when
they had the power to do so, they would turn on them too.
96



Bonhoeffer took his second theological examination on July 8. Act and
Being was accepted on July 18, qualifying him as a university lecturer, and
he gave his inaugural lecture on July 31. The decision to go to America that
fall was not easy. Bonhoeffer didn’t think much of what America had to
offer theologically. American seminaries seemed to him more like
vocational schools than actual seminaries. But in the end, it made sense
enough to go. The decision would change his life.

To get ready, Bonhoeffer prepared a notebook of American idioms. He
also wrote out an argument against the idea that Germany had been solely
to blame for the war. He was going, after all, to a country where most
people would not share his views, and he didn’t want to be unprepared.
Bonhoeffer felt Germany had been treated unfairly and poorly by the Allies
after the war, so he began his trip being a bit defensive on the subject.
During his time in America, he bravely gave public talks on this subject,
explaining the German point of view. But the Americans would turn out to
be more sympathetic to this position than he had guessed.

Bonhoeffer planned to sail for America on September 6. On the fourth,
his brother Klaus married Emmi Delbriick. The day after the wedding, he
traveled with his parents to Bremerhaven, and at eight thirty on the morning
of the sixth, they escorted him onto the ship Columbus. They explored the
vast ship together for two hours and then said their good-byes. They
snapped a final picture from the dock as he waved down at them from the
ship’s railing. At eleven thirty, the ship weighed anchor.

The Columbus was a splendidly appointed thirty-three-ton ship,
Germany’s fastest and largest, and the very image of her bright, imagined
future. Her brochure boasted that there was no other ship “in which modern
scientific attainment and artistic merit has dealt so lavish a hand in
beautifying interiors and developing seagoing luxury.” Nine years later, on
December 19, 1939, the Columbus was scuttled off the coast of Delaware to
avoid capture by a British man-of-war. Her breathtaking interiors would fill
with seawater and she would sink three miles down into the darkness. But
all that was far in the future. Today she steamed confidently westward at the
amazing speed of twenty-two knots.

Bonhoeffer spent that evening in the ship’s “writing salon” and97
wrote his grandmother:



My cabin seems not unfavorably located. It lies deep in the belly of the ship. I actually
haven’t seen my cabin companion yet. I’ve tried to get a picture of him from the items he has
left about. The hat, the walking cane, and a novel . . . suggest an educated young American to
me. I hope he doesn’t turn out to be an old German prole. I have eaten two enormous meals
with a healthy appetite; in a word, I’m enjoying the ship as long as it can be enjoyed. I’ve also
gotten to know several nice people, so the time is going by quickly. I’ll soon be going to bed
since I’d like to see as much of England as possible early tomorrow morning. Just now we are
traveling along the Belgian coast. You can see lights way off in the distance.

Bonhoeffer’s cabin mate turned out to be Dr. Edmund De Long Lucas, a
prosperous forty-eight-year-old American who was the principal of Forman
Christian College in Lahore, India. Lucas had gotten his doctorate at
Columbia, just across the street from Union, where Bonhoeffer was headed.
Bonhoeffer eagerly shared his plans of traveling to India, and Dr. Lucas
invited him to visit in Lahore. They even planned that Bonhoeffer should
see Lahore on an eastward trip across northern India to Benares.

Two more people Bonhoeffer befriended were a German-American
woman named Mrs. Ern and her eleven-year-old son, Richard. They had
been in Switzerland visiting the boy’s younger sister, who was being treated
for meningitis at a homeopathic spa. Bonhoeffer grew close to them and
during this year sometimes took the train out to the suburb of Scarsdale for
a weekend visit.

On his first morning aboard the ship, Bonhoeffer awoke early. Around
7:00 a.m., for the first time in his life, he saw England. The chalky cliffs of
Dover were visible off the Columbus’s starboard side. Bonhoeffer had little
idea how much time he would end up spending in England or how
particularly important England and the friends he made there would
become.

While he was sailing westward across the sea, the first copies of9 8
Sanctorum Communio arrived at his parents’ house, just in time to
miss him. He finished the book three years earlier, and its publication was
so anticlimactic that he was unaware of it. The books even arrived with a
bill for additional printing costs. Bonhoeffer was obviously in no position to
help publicize it or give copies to friends. According to Bethge, “the book
sank unnoticed in the general debate of the time. The dialecticians did not



discuss it, as Bonhoeffer had expected, and professors did not use it as a
text.”

* This was the family with whom Paula Bonhoeffer stayed during the worst of her time after Walter’s
death in 1918 and who had a vacation home in Boltenhagen.



-

"I CHAPTER 7 99
BONHOEFFER IN AMERICA

1930-31

[The Union students] talk a blue streak without the slightest substantive foundation and with
no evidence of any criteria . . . They are unfamiliar with even the most basic questions. They
become intoxicated with liberal and humanistic phrases, laugh at the fundamentalists, and yet
basically are not even up to their level.

In New York they preach about virtually everything; only one thing is not addressed, or is
addressed so rarely that I have as yet been unable to hear it, namely, the gospel of Jesus
Christ, the cross, sin and forgiveness, death and life.

—DIETRICH BONHOEFFER

hen Bonhoeffer’s ship steamed past the Statue of Liberty and
towgird Wthe fabled island of Manhattan, the city overwhelmed him.
Manhattan at the end of the Jazz Age was a dizzying place for any visitor,
even one as cosmopolitan as Dietrich Bonhoeffer. If Berlin exemplified the
Old World—weary sophistication of the actress just past her prime, New
York City seemed to exhibit the crazy, boundless energy of a bright-eyed
adolescent in full growth spurt: the whole island seemed to be bursting at
the seams in every direction, grinning as it did so. The tallest building on
the planet, the Bank of Manhattan Trust building, had just three months
earlier been topped by the silver spire of the newest leader, the Chrysler
Building. But the Empire State Building, which would in a few months
surpass them all—and hold the lead for forty years—was that very minute
growing at the unprecedented rate of four and a half stories per week. The
nineteen-building Art Deco masterpiece that would become Rockefeller
Center was under construction, too, and far uptown, also under



construction, was the George Washington Bridge—soon to be the longest
bridge in the world, almost doubling the previous record.

Despite all this activity, the stock market crash of the previous 100
year had taken its toll, and Bonhoeffer would soon see its effects.
But before he had a chance to see anything of the urban landscape of
Manhattan, he would see the suburbs of Philadelphia. Bonhoeffer was
greeted at the dock by his Tafel relatives, Harold and Irma Boericke, who
whisked him to Pennsylvania, where he spent the next week with them and
their very American children, Ray, Betty, and Binkie. Karl-Friedrich had
visited the Boerickes the year before, and Bonhoeffer wrote him now: “We
travel around a lot by car. Today I’'m supposed to learn how to play golf; in
the evenings we’re often invited out, or we stay at home and play games.
You can hardly believe you’re so far away from Europe here, so much is so
similar.”

The irony of his words becomes evident only when we realize what he
could not at the time: while he was working on his golf swing in the City of
Brotherly Love, lightning had struck at home. On September 14, two days
after his arrival in America, a Reichstag election had been held, and the
results were shocking: the Nazis had entered the lists as the ninth and
smallest of Germany’s political parties, with a pitiful twelve members in the
Reichstag—Hitler hoped to quadruple that number—but by day’s end they
would have exceeded even his own febrile expectations, amassing 107
seats, and in a single bounding alley-oop had vaulted into being the second
largest political party in the land. History lurched forward clumsily, but
decisively. And Bonhoeffer was horsing around with Ray, Betty, and Binkie
in Philadelphia; he knew nothing about it.

101

“There Is No Theology Here”

Bonhoeffer went to Union with a bit of a chip on his shoulder and not
without reason. German theologians were unsurpassed in the world;
Bonhoeffer had studied with the best of them—and ridden the trolley with
them. Not many Union students could lay claim to commuting with Adolf
von Harnack. Bonhoeffer had a doctorate from Berlin University and could



almost as easily have been lecturing at Union as studying there. So while all
of the other exchange students worked toward earning a master’s degree,
Bonhoeffer saw this as unnecessary or perhaps simply beneath his dignity.
By not entering a degree program, he had much more freedom to study
what he liked and do as he pleased, and as it turned out, it was his
extracurricular activities in New York that would have the greatest
influence on his future.

When Bonhoeffer experienced things firsthand at Union, he found the
theological situation worse than he’d feared. To his superintendent, Max
Diestel, he wrote:

There is no theology here. . . . They talk a blue streak without the slightest substantive
foundation and with no evidence of any criteria. The students—on the average twenty-five to
thirty years old—are completely clueless with respect to what dogmatics is really about. They
are unfamiliar with even the most basic questions. They become intoxicated with liberal and
humanistic phrases, laugh at the fundamentalists, and yet basically are not even up to their
level.

Bonhoeffer had no idea what he was walking into at Union, but the
bloody battle royale between the liberals and fundamentalists was in full
swing in 1930. Union students had a front-row seat. In one corner, weighing
in on the side of theological liberalism and occupying the pulpit of
Riverside Church—a pebble’s toss from Union and built just for him by
John D. Rockefeller—was the most famous liberal preacher in America,
Harry Emerson Fosdick. In the other corner, weighing in on the side of the
historic faith and descried as a fundamentalist, stood Dr. Walter Duncan
Buchanan, who occupied the pulpit of Broadway Presbyterian Church six
blocks south of Union and built with no help from Mr. Rockefeller, thank
you.

Fosdick had been the pastor at New York’s First Presbyterianlo 2
Church when in 1922 he preached an infamous sermon titled “Shall
the Fundamentalists Win?” In it he laid out a kind of Apostate’s Creed in
which he expressed his serious doubts about most of the historic assertions
of the Christian faith, including the virgin birth, the resurrection, the
divinity of Christ, the atonement, miracles, and the Bible as the Word of
God. This sermon was the opening salvo in a battle that would rage
particularly hotly through the 1920s and 1930s. The local presbytery



immediately conducted an investigation, but as a son of the moneyed East
Coast WASP establishment, Fosdick had little to fear. His defense was
conducted by another establishment scion, John Foster Dulles, who would
serve as Eisenhower’s secretary of state, and whose father was a well-
known liberal Presbyterian minister. Fosdick resigned before they could
censure him, and he was given the pastorate of the fashionably progressive
Park Avenue Baptist Church, where John D. Rockefeller was a prominent
member, and whose foundation’s philanthropic arm was run by Fosdick’s
own brother.

Seeing an opportunity to knock out fundamentalism in New York, the
Rockefeller Foundation promptly funded the construction of a church for
Fosdick, one that would serve as a proper platform for his “progressive”
modernist views. Bonhoeffer had just begun his studies at Union when it
opened—and it opened to such pomp and circumstance that no one could
have failed to know about it. It was a major cultural event.

But this church was no mere church. It was a spare-no-expenses
cathedral to modernism and progress that had quite literally been modeled
on Chartres Cathedral. It had a 392-foot tower and the world’s largest
carillon, with 72 bells, among them the world’s largest. It had a
commanding view of the mighty Hudson and was strategically adjacent to
Union Theological Seminary, from which Fosdick had graduated and where
he would teach courses on homiletics, and where his theology was
generally welcomed and disseminated. It was intended to influence the
impressionable students of Union, Columbia, and Barnard along its
theological lines. It continues to do so eight decades later.

Time magazine, run by another son of the East Coast establishment,
Henry Luce, would lead the cheering when Riverside opened that October.
It put Fosdick’s face on the cover and ran a glowing cover story on him and
the church written in the kind of cooing tone usually reserved for something
like a Town and Country feature titled “Myrna Loy at Home”:

Dr. Fosdick proposes to give this educated community a place of greatest beauty for
worship. He also proposes to serve the social needs of the somewhat lonely metropolite. ]_ O 3
Hence on a vast scale he has built all the accessories of a community church—
gymnasium, assembly room for theatricals, dining rooms, etc., etc. He will have two assistant
pastors besides many a staff worker. In ten stories of the 22-story belltower are classrooms for



the religious and social training of the young, from nurslings to college scholars. One floor is
for the Women’s Society’s sewing room, another for the Women’s Bible Class. Dr. Fosdick’s
study and conference rooms are on the 18th floor, richly decorated. Simple, but more massive
in furniture is the floor above where the board of trustees meet. . . . Not all of them rich, not
all of them powerful, but all of them sociologically minded.

The flattering portrait painted of Fosdick suggested the son of Galileo
and Joan of Arc, and the article managed to take a few potshots at the
unwashed fundamentalist hordes whom the ruddy shepherd boy Fosdick
was bravely fighting with his slingshot and Rockefeller’s millions.

Bonhoeffer observed that Union was on the side of Fosdick, Rockefeller,
and Luce. In an attempt to be more sophisticated than the fundamentalists,
whom they hated, they had jettisoned serious scholarship altogether. They
seemed to know what the answer was supposed to be and weren’t much
concerned with how to get there. They knew only that whatever answer the
fundamentalists came up with must be wrong. For Bonhoeffer, this was
scandalous. He did not agree with Harnack’s liberal conclusions, but he
appreciated and respected Harnack’s respect for the truth and for academic
inquiry. At Union he found people who would have agreed with Harnack’s
liberal conclusions, but who were unworthy to tie the thongs of his sandals.
They had no real idea how he came to his conclusions, nor seemed to care.

The following summer Bonhoeffer reported on his experiences at Union
for the German church authorities. “To understand the American student,”
he wrote, “it is important to have experienced life in a hostel.” He was
genuinely taken with the importance and openness of community that he
saw at Union and in American life generally. In many ways it provided the
key to everything else that he observed:

Living together day by day produces a strong spirit of comradeship, of a mutual
readiness to help. The thousandfold “hullo” which sounds through the corridors of the 1 04
hostel in the course of the day and which is not omitted even when someone is rushing

past is not as meaningless as one might suppose. . . . No one remains alone in the dormitory.

The unreservedness of life together makes one person open to another; in the conflict between
determination for truth with all of its consequences and the will for community, the latter
prevails. This is characteristic of all American thought, particularly as I have observed it in
theology and the church; they do not see the radical claim of truth on the shaping of their
lives. Community is therefore founded less on truth than on the spirit of “fairness.” One says
nothing against another member of the dormitory as long as he is a “good fellow.”



Bonhoeffer’s famous experiment in communal Christian living at Zingst
and Finkenwalde, five years hence, was informed by his year of semi-
communal living in the dorm at Union. But he saw the downside too:

Not only quietness is lacking, but also the characteristic impulse towards the development of
individual thought which is brought about in German universities by the more secluded life of
the individual. Thus there is little intellectual competition and little intellectual ambition. This
gives work in seminar lecture or discussion a very innocuous character. It cripples any radical,
pertinent criticism. It is more a friendly exchange of opinion than a study in comprehension.

He conceded that American theological students knew more about
“everyday matters” than their German counterparts and were more
concerned with the practical outworkings of their theology, but “a
predominant group [at Union] sees it in exclusively social needs.” He said
that “the intellectual preparation for the ministry is extraordinarily thin.”

He believed that students fell into several basic groups, but

without doubt the most vigorous . . . have turned their back on all genuine theology and study
many economic and political problems. Here, they feel, is the renewal of the Gospel for our
time. . . . At the instigation of this group, the student body of Union Theological seminary
has, over the winter, continually provided food and lodging for thirty unemployed—among
them three Germans—and has advised them as well as possible. This has led to considerable
personal sacrifice of time and money. It must not, however, be left unmentioned that the
theological education of this group is virtually nil, and the self-assurance which lightly makes
mock of any specifically theological question is unwarranted and naive.

Another group was mostly interested in the philosophy of religion 1 O 5
and gathered around a certain Dr. Lyman, whom Bonhoeffer
admired, although in “his courses the students find an opportunity of
expressing the crassest heresy.” Bonhoeffer said that

the lack of seriousness with which the students here speak of God and the world is, to say the
least, extremely surprising. . . . Over here one can hardly imagine the innocence with which
people on the brink of their ministry, or some of them already in it, ask questions in the
seminar for practical theology—for example, whether one should really preach of Christ. In
the end, with some idealism and a bit of cunning, we will be finished even with this—that is
their sort of mood.

The theological atmosphere of the Union Theological Seminary is accelerating the process
of the secularization of Christianity in America. Its criticism is directed essentially against the
fundamentalists and to a certain extent also against the radical humanists in Chicago; it is
healthy and necessary. But there is no sound basis on which one can rebuild after demolition.



It is carried away with the general collapse. A seminary in which it can come about that a
large number of students laugh out loud in a public lecture at the quoting of a passage from
Luther’s De servo arbitrio on sin and forgiveness because it seems to them to be comic has
evidently completely forgotten what Christian theology by its very nature stands for.

His conclusion was withering: “I am in fact of the opinion that one can
learn extraordinarily little over there . . . but it seems to me that one also
gains quiet insights . . . where one sees chiefly the threat which America
signifies for us.”

Bonhoeffer’s professor John Baillie reckoned Bonhoeffer “the 1 06
most convinced disciple of Dr. Barth that had appeared among us up
to that time, and withal as stout an opponent of liberalism as had ever come
my way.”

Bonhoeffer’s observations on American churches, especially in New
York City, were closely related to his views on Union:

Things are not much different in the church. The sermon has been reduced to parenthetical
church remarks about newspaper events. As long as I’ve been here, I have heard only one
sermon in which you could hear something like a genuine proclamation, and that was
delivered by a negro (indeed, in general I’'m increasingly discovering greater religious power
and originality in Negroes). One big question continually attracting my attention in view of
these facts is whether one here really can still speak about Christianity, . . . There’s no sense
to expect the fruits where the Word really is no longer being preached. But then what
becomes of Christianity per se?

The enlightened American, rather than viewing all this with skepticism, instead welcomes it
as an example of progress. The fundamentalist sermon that occupies such a prominent place
in the southern states has only one prominent Baptist representative in New York, one who
preaches the resurrection of the flesh and the virgin birth before believers and the curious
alike.

In New York they preach about virtually everything; only one thing is not addressed, or is
addressed so rarely that T have as yet been unable to hear it, namely, the gospel of Jesus
Christ, the cross, sin and forgiveness, death and life.

In a homiletics seminar at Union taught by Fosdick, Fosdick gave out
sermon topics. A few of them were on what he condescendingly called
“traditional themes.” Bonhoeffer was stunned that in this category was a
sermon “on the forgiveness of sins and on the cross!” The heart of the



gospel had been marginalized and quaintly labeled “traditional.” He said:

This is quite characteristic of most of the churches I saw. So what stands in place of the
Christian message? An ethical and social idealism borne by a faith in progress that— 1 O 7
who knows how——claims the right to call itself “Christian.” And in the place of the

church as the congregation of believers in Christ there stands the church as a social
corporation. Anyone who has seen the weekly program of one of the large New York
churches, with their daily, indeed almost hourly events, teas, lectures, concerts, charity events,
opportunities for sports, games, bowling, dancing for every age group, anyone who has heard
how they try to persuade a new resident to join the church, insisting that you’ll get into
society quite differently by doing so, anyone who has become acquainted with the
embarrassing nervousness with which the pastor lobbies for membership—that person can
well assess the character of such a church. All these things, of course, take place with varying
degrees of tactfulness, taste, and seriousness; some churches are basically “charitable”
churches; others have primarily a social identity. One cannot avoid the impression, however,

that in both cases they have forgotten what the real point is.

The one, notable exception, Bonhoeffer again observed, was in the
“negro churches.” If his year in New York had value, it was mainly because
of his experiences in the “negro churches.”

As always, Bonhoeffer did much more than focus on academic pursuits. He
wasted no time in exploring the city and all it had to offer, and he did most
of it with four fellow Union students: Jean Lasserre was French; Erwin Sutz
was Swiss; Paul Lehmann was American; and Albert Franklin “Frank”
Fisher was African American. Bonhoeffer’s experiences with each of them
formed an important part of his year at Union. But it was probably his
friendship with Fisher, who grew up in Alabama, that would have the
greatest influence.

When Fisher came to Union in 1930, his social work assignment was the
Abyssinian Baptist Church in Harlem. Bonhoeffer quickly grew weary of
the sermons in places like Riverside, so when Fisher invited him to a
service at Abyssinian, he was thrilled to go along. There, in the socially
downtrodden African American community, Bonhoeffer would finally hear
the gospel preached and see its power manifested. The preacher at
Abyssinian was a powerful figure named Dr. Adam Clayton Powell Sr.

Powell was the son of slaves; his mother was a full-bloodedl 08
Cherokee and his father, an African American. Born three weeks



after Lee surrendered at Appomattox, Powell spent his early years caught
up in the stuff that conversion stories are made of: heavy drinking, violence,
gambling, and the like. But during a weeklong series of revival meetings in
Rendville, Ohio, he came to faith in Christ and never looked back. In 1908
he became the senior pastor at the already historic Abyssinian Baptist
Church, which was started exactly one hundred years earlier, during the
presidency of Thomas Jefferson, when a group of African Americans left
the First Baptist Church of New York City over its segregated seating
policy. Powell brought an outsized vision and faith to the pulpit. In 1920 he
fought and won a contentious battle to move the church to Harlem, where
he built a huge new building on 138th Street, as well as one of the first
community recreation centers in Harlem. “Not a ticket or a dish of ice
cream was sold to pay for the erection of Abyssinian Baptist Church and
Community House,” he said. “Every dollar of the money was brought in
through tithes and offerings, and God fulfilled His promise by pouring out a
blessing upon us that our souls were not able to contain.” By the mid-1930s,
Abyssinian boasted fourteen thousand members and was arguably the
largest Protestant church of any kind in the whole United States. When
Bonhoeffer saw it all, he was staggered.

Starving from the skim milk at Union, Bonhoeffer found a theological
feast that spared nothing. Powell combined the fire of a revivalist preacher
with great intellect and social vision. He was active in combating racism
and minced no words about the saving power of Jesus Christ. He didn’t fall
for the Hobson’s choice of one or the other; he believed that without both,
one had neither, but with both, one had everything and more. When the two
were combined, and only then, God came into the equation. Then and only
then was life poured out. For the first time Bonhoeffer saw the gospel
preached and lived out in obedience to God’s commands. He was entirely
captivated, and for the rest of his time in New York, he was there every
Sunday to worship and to teach a Sunday school class of boys; he was
active in a number of groups in the church; and he gained the trust of many
members and was invited to their homes. Bonhoeffer realized that the older
people at Abyssinian had been born when slavery was legal in the United
States. Surely some of them were born into the horrid institution.



The music at Abyssinian formed an important part of his 109
experience. Bonhoeffer searched New York record shops to find
recordings of the “negro spirituals” that had so come to transfix him every
Sunday in Harlem. The joyous and transformative power of this music
solidified his thinking on the importance of music to worship. He would
take these recordings back to Germany and play them for his students in
Berlin, and later in the sandy Baltic outposts of Zingst and Finkenwalde.
They were some of his most treasured possessions, and for many of his
students, they seemed as exotic as moon rocks.

Bonhoeffer also read a great deal of “negro literature,” and during the
Thanksgiving holiday, he accompanied Fisher to Washington, D.C. To his
parents, he wrote that he “traveled to Washington by car with a white
person and two Negro students.” Bonhoeffer expressed awe over the design
of the Mall and the way the Capitol Building, the Washington Monument,
and the Lincoln Memorial “all lined up, separated only by broad expanses
of grass.” The Lincoln Memorial was “enormously imposing, portraying
Lincoln himself ten or twenty times larger than life, brightly illuminated at
night, in a mighty hall . . . the more I hear about Lincoln the more he
interests me.”

The trip to Washington with Fisher gave him an intimate view of the
racial situation in America, one that few whites had seen:

In Washington I lived completely among the Negroes and through the students was able to
become acquainted with all the leading figures of the negro movement, was in their homes,
and had extraordinarily interesting discussions with them. . . . The conditions are really rather
unbelievable. Not just separate railway cars, tramways, and buses south of Washington, but
also, for example, when I wanted to eat in a small restaurant with a Negro, I was refused
service.

They visited Fisher’s alma mater, the all-black Howard University, where
a young man named Thurgood Marshall was then a law student. Bonhoeffer
became deeply interested in the racial issue in America, and that March,
when news of the Scottsboro case gripped the nation, he followed it closely.
To Karl-Friedrich, he wrote:

I want to have a look at church conditions in the South, which allegedly can still be quite
peculiar, and get to know the situation of the Negroes in a bit more detail. I don’t quite know



whether T have not perhaps spent too much time on this question here, especially since
we don’t really have an analogous situation in Germany, but I’ve just found it ]_ ]_ O
enormously interesting, and I’ve never for a moment found it boring. And it really does

seem to me that there is a real movement forming, and I do believe that the negroes will still
give the whites here considerably more than merely their folk-songs.

His belief that there was no “analogous situation in Germany” would
change soon enough. Karl-Friedrich wrote back: “I had the impression
when I was over there that it is really the problem.” And he revealed that
the racism he had seen in America caused him to decline an appointment at
Harvard: he feared living permanently in America could somehow taint him
and his future children as part of “that legacy.” Like his younger brother, he
didn’t see an analogous situation in Germany at that time, and he even
ventured that “our Jewish question is a joke by comparison; there won’t be
many people who claim they are oppressed here.”

It’s easy to snicker at the lack of foresight, but the Bonhoeffers had
grown up in Grunewald, a neighborhood of academic and cultural elites, a
third of whom were Jewish. They had never seen or heard of anything
comparable to what they discovered in America, where blacks were treated
like second-class citizens and had an existence wholly separated from their
white contemporaries. What Bonhoeffer soon saw in the South was more
grievous still. The comparison was more difficult because in Germany, Jews
had economic parity, while in America, blacks certainly did not. In terms of
influence, German Jews held top positions in every sphere of society,
something far from the situation among blacks in America. And in 1931, no
one could imagine how the German situation would deteriorate within a few
years.

Bonhoeffer’s experiences with the African American community
underscored an idea that was developing in his mind: the only real piety and
power that he had seen in the American church seemed to be in the
churches where there were a present reality and a past history of suffering.
Somehow he had seen something more in those churches and in those
Christians, something that the world of academic theology—even when it
was at its best, as in Berlin—did not touch very much. His friendship with
the Frenchman Jean Lasserre spoke to him in a similar way.



Bonhoeffer respected Lasserre as a theologian but did not agree 1 1 1
with his strongly pacifist views. But because Bonhoeffer respected
his theology, and perhaps because both were Europeans, he was open to
exploring what Lasserre had to say. Lasserre got Bonhoeffer thinking along
lines that would lead him to become involved in the ecumenical movement:
“Do we believe in the Holy Catholic Church, the Communion of Saints, or
do we believe in the eternal mission of France? One can’t be a Christian and
a nationalist at the same time.”

Yet it was not a conversation, but a movie that most powerfully brought
Lasserre’s views home for Bonhoeffer.

The Power of Film

The now-classic antiwar novel All Quiet on the Western Front exploded
across Germany and Europe in 1929. Its publication was a phenomenon that
had a hugely significant effect on Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s view of war, which
in turn determined the very course of his life and ultimately led to his death.
It was written by Erich Maria Remarque, who had served as a German
soldier during the war. The book sold nearly a million copies instantly, and
within eighteen months was translated into twenty-five languages, making
it the best-selling novel of the young century. Bonhoeffer likely read the
book for Reinhold Niebuhr’s class at Union in 1930, if not earlier, but it
was the movie more than the book that would change Bonhoeffer’s life.

With a rawness and power unheard of at the time, the film pulled no
punches in portraying the graphic horrors of the war. It won Oscars for Best
Picture and Best Director, but for its aggressively antiwar stance it caused a
firestorm of outrage across Europe. In the opening scene, a wild-eyed old
teacher exhorts his young charges to defend the fatherland. Behind him, on
the chalkboard, are the Greek words from the Odyssey invoking the Muse to
sing the praises of the great soldier-hero who sacked Troy. From the old
teacher’s lips comes Horace’s famous line, “Dulce et decorum est pro patria
mori” (It is a sweet and fitting thing to die for one’s country). The glories of
war were for these young men a part of the great Western tradition in which
they were being schooled, and en masse they marched off to the mud and



death of the trenches. Most of them died, and nearly all of them cowered in
fear or lost their minds before doing so.

The film is antiheroic and disturbing, and to anyone harboringl 12
nationalist sympathies, it must have been at times embarrassing and
enraging. It’s no surprise that for the budding National Socialists, the film
seemed vile internationalist propaganda, coming from the same places—
principally Jewish—that had led to the defeat of Germany in the very war
being depicted. In 1933, when they came to power, the Nazis burned copies
of Remarque’s book and spread the canard that Remarque was a Jew whose
real surname was Kramer—Remark spelled backward. But now, in 1930,
they attacked the film.

Their newly minted minister of propaganda, Joseph Goebbels, leaped
into action. He marshaled the juvenile arm of the party, the Hitlerjugend
(Hitler Youth), to release sneezing powder, stink bombs, and mice inside
theaters during screenings of the film. Outside the theaters the black-
uniformed Schutzstaffel, later known as the SS, instigated riots. The
resultant bedlam was an early example of Nazi intimidation tactics. As a
result, the film was soon banned across Germany and remained so until
1945.

In the United States, however, it was on screens everywhere, and one
Saturday afternoon in New York City Bonhoeffer saw it with Jean Lasserre.
It was a searing indictment of the war in which their countries were bitter
enemies, and here they sat, side by side, watching German and French boys
and men butchering one another. In perhaps the most moving scene of the
film, the hero, a young German soldier, stabs a French soldier, who
eventually dies. But before dying, as he lies in the trench, alone with his
killer, he writhes and moans for hours. The German soldier is forced to face
the horror of what he has done. Eventually he caresses the dying man’s
face, trying to comfort him, offering him water for his parched lips. And
after the Frenchman dies, the German lies at the corpse’s feet and begs his
forgiveness. He vows to write to the man’s family, and then he finds and
opens the man’s wallet. He sees the man’s name and a picture of his wife
and daughter.

The sadness of the violence and suffering on the screen brought
Bonhoeffer and Lasserre to tears, but even worse to them was the reaction



in the theater. Lasserre remembered American children in the audience
laughing and cheering when the Germans, from whose point of view the
story was told, were killing the French. For Bonhoeffer, it was unbearable.
Lasserre later said he could barely console Bonhoeffer afterward. Lasserre
believed that on that afternoon Bonhoeffer became a pacifist.

Lasserre spoke often about the Sermon on the Mount and how it 1 1 3
informed his theology. From that point forward it became a central
part of Bonhoeffer’s life and theology, too, which eventually led him to
write his most famous book, The Cost of Discipleship.* Just as important,
though, was that as a result of his friendship with Lasserre, Bonhoeffer
became involved in the ecumenical movement, which eventually led him to
become involved in the Resistance against Hitler and the Nazis.

Bonhoeffer’s voracious appetite for culture almost met its match in New
York. To Max Diestel, he wrote, “If you really try to experience New York
completely, it almost does you in.” For someone who loved new
experiences, America gave him a hatful. When he wasn’t wringing another
drop of culture from Manhattan, he was on a train or in a car traveling
someplace else. Several times he visited his Tafel relatives in Philadelphia,
and a number of times he took the train to Scarsdale to visit the Ern family.
In December he and Erwin Sutz traveled south via train as far as possible,
and when they ran out of land in Florida, they took a boat to Cuba.

In Cuba, Bonhoeffer met up with his childhood governess Kithe van
Horn, then a teacher at a German school in Havana. Bonhoeffer celebrated
Christmas there and preached at the German congregation, taking as his text
the story of Moses’ death on Mount Nebo. This story haunted Bonhoeffer
for much of life. Thirteen years in the future, he would write to his fiancée
about his Cuban experience:

The sun has always attracted me, and I’ve often been reminded by it that human beings were
taken from the earth and don’t just consist of thin air and thoughts. So much so that once,
when I went to Cuba to preach there at Christmas, and exchanged the ice of North America
for its luxuriant tropical vegetation, I almost succumbed to sun-worship and could hardly
remember what I was really supposed to preach. It was a genuine crisis, and a hint of it assails
me every summer when I get to feel the sun.



Before and after Cuba, Bonhoeffer spent time in the Americanl 1 4
South, where he continued to puzzle over race relations:

The separation of whites from blacks in the southern states really does make a rather
shameful impression. In railways that separation extends to even the tiniest details. I found
that the cars of the negroes generally look cleaner than the others. It also pleased me when the
whites had to crowd into their railway cars while often only a single person was sitting in the
entire railway car for negroes. The way the southerners talk about the negroes is simply
repugnant, and in this regard the pastors are no better than the others. I still believe that the
spiritual songs of the southern negroes represent some of the greatest artistic achievements in
America. It is a bit unnerving that in a country with so inordinately many slogans about
brotherhood, peace, and so on, such things still continue completely uncorrected.

That January—two weeks before their twenty-fifth birthday—Bonhoeffer
wrote Sabine. Twenty-five was a milestone for him. Having earned his
doctorate at twenty-one, he expected great things of himself. Somehow
things seemed a bit stalled:

It’s so unnerving for me that we really are going to be twenty-five now. . . . [I]f I were to
imagine I had already been married for over five years, had two children, my own house,
well, then I could feel fully justified turning twenty-five. . . . How I shall spend the day I do
not quite know yet. Several people have learned of the date and are demanding we have a
birthday party, which T would then give at the house of one of the married students. But
perhaps I’ll also find something nice at the theater. Unfortunately I can’t even toast you with a
glass of wine at this occasion, since it’s forbidden by federal law; how frightfully tedious, this
Prohibition in which no one believes.

Bonhoeffer ended up celebrating with Paul and Marion Lehmannl 1 5
at their apartment in Greenwich Village. He had written Sabine that
he hoped to travel to India in May, to reconnect with Dr. Lucas and see
Mahatma Gandhi. He hoped to circumnavigate the globe westward to
Germany. But the expense of going to India from New York was
prohibitive. He and Lehmann made the rounds of the New York docks,
looking for a freighter captain who might let Bonhoeffer hitch a cheap ride,
but in vain. He decided to postpone his trip for another time.

The Lehmanns were as close to a family as Bonhoeffer had in New York.

He felt comfortable in their company, and they in his. Many years later, in
an address on the BBC, Paul Lehmann said:



[Bonhoeffer] was German in his passion for perfection, whether of manners or performance,
or of all that is connoted by the word Kultur. Here in short was an aristocracy of the spirit at
its best. But at the same time Bonhoeffer was the most un-German of Germans. His
aristocracy was unmistakable yet not obtrusive, chiefly, I think, owing to his boundless
curiosity about every new environment in which he found himself, and his irresistible and
unfailing sense of humour.

When the Lehmanns visited Bonhoeffer in Germany two years later, he
and Paul wrote to the American rabbi Stephen Wise, telling him of the
deteriorating situation among the Jews of Germany. Bonhoeffer’s initial
introduction to Wise was on Easter 1931. Bonhoeffer hoped to attend
services in an American church, but in a letter to his grandmother he
explained that it hadn’t worked out because one had to

get entry tickets for the larger churches far ahead of time. Because I didn’t know that, nothing
remained but to go hear a famous rabbi here who preaches every Sunday morning in the
largest concert hall before a full audience; he delivered an enormously effective sermon on
corruption in New York and challenged the Jews, who make up a third of the city, to build
from this city the City of God, to which the Messiah would then truly be able to come.

It’s remarkable that on the only Easter he spent in New York, 1 16
Bonhoeffer attended services in a synagogue.

Road Trip

Bonhoeffer’s trip to India was not coming together, but as his academic
year at Union drew to a close, he made plans for another trip. He would
drive to Mexico via Chicago.

Bonhoeffer and Lasserre had a notion of exploring Mexico’s Catholic
culture and decided to make the trip together. The trip involved four
thousand miles of driving at speeds considerably slower than fifty-five. The
Ern family generously offered to lend Bonhoeffer their 1928 Oldsmobile for
the journey. He visited them twice that March, and they gave him driving
lessons. But he failed the driver’s test several times. The Lehmanns were
convinced he should relax his German pride and slip the instructor five
dollars. Bonhoeffer refused.



Eventually it was decided Paul Lehmann could come along and drive
them as far as Chicago. Bonhoeffer thought by that time, he would feel
comfortable driving. Then Erwin Sutz decided to join them. But Sutz was
part of a chorus scheduled to sing at Carnegie Hall, so the trip was delayed
until May 5. Sutz, like Bonhoeffer, was a pianist, and their love of music
took them to many concerts together that year, including a Toscanini
concert.

On May 5, the four theologians left the island of the Manhattoes in the
borrowed Olds. The plan was to drive a thousand or so miles due west, to
St. Louis. When they got to St. Louis, Sutz decided he had had enough and
hopped a train back east. Lehmann and Lasserre would motor ahead with
Bonhoeffer. Most of the time they camped out like hoboes.

Lasserre recalled:

Once at night, we had pitched our tent in a quiet grove of trees, without suspecting that we
were taking over the dormitory of a herd of pigs. We had a hard time driving them away and
discouraging these angry and noisy animals from reclaiming their bedrooms. After finally
settling the matter we were worn out with fatigue and Dietrich fell quickly asleep. I was not
so sure and I slept badly. At dawn I awoke with a start, because of a regular but ferocious
snoring quite near to me. Thinking Dietrich quite ill, I threw myself towards him, only to find
that he was sleeping peacefully as a child. The snoring which had terrified me was that of a
huge pig who had stretched out against the whole side of the tent. . . . Dietrich was
undisturbed, apparently quite unflappable, whatever happened. He had an extraordinarily
even temperament, capable of ignoring anger, anxiety and discouragement. He seemed unable
to despise anyone.

Finally Lasserre and Bonhoeffer reached the Mexican border inl 1 7
Laredo, Texas. But they discovered that if they wished to reenter the
United States, they must obtain authorization to do so before they entered
Mexico. So they found themselves stuck in Laredo at the St. Paul Hotel,
trying to get the proper authorization. They sent a telegram to Paul
Lehmann, now back in New York, asking him to try to sort it out. They also
sent a telegram to the German ambassador in Mexico. They needed to prove
that when they returned from Mexico, they had tickets in New York for
their return trip to Bremen. The U.S. was in no economic condition to
support Europeans trying to slip into the country via Mexico. Eventually
Lehmann replied with instructions: “Proceed to Mexico City Stop When



returning apply American consul for transit visa Stop Commissioner
General assures no trouble Stop.”

They left the Oldsmobile in Laredo and entered Mexico. The two
traveled twelve hundred miles on Mexican trains. In Victoria City there was
a teachers’ training college where Lasserre had arranged through a Quaker
friend for him and Bonhoeffer to give a joint address. The novelty of these
eternal enemies—a Frenchman and a German—appearing together can
hardly be overstated. That they spoke on the subject of peace was
inconceivable. South of Mexico City, north of Cuernavaca, Bonhoeffer
visited Aztec ruins. On a postcard of the Teopanzolco pyramid, he wrote his
young friend Richard Ern:

I just spent a long time sitting on this pyramid and talking with an Indian shepherd boy who
could neither read nor write but had a great deal to tell. It’s beautiful here and not very hot at
all, since the elevation is over two thousand meters. Everything is completely different from
the States. There are apparently a great many poor people here. They often live in tiny huts,
and the children often wear only shirts or nothing at all. The people look nice and are quite
friendly. I’'m looking forward to getting back into your car and to seeing you again. Take care,
dear boy. Cordial greetings to you and your parents.

By June 17, Bonhoeffer and Lasserre were back in New York,l 18
which was sweltering. And three days later, Bonhoeffer boarded a
ship and headed back home.

* The German title of the book is Nachfolge, so the English translation should simply be
Discipleship, which will be used in subsequent references in this book.
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He told us of his colored friend with whom he had travelled through the States... he told of the
piety of the negroes . . . At the end of the evening he said: “When I took leave of my black
friend, he said to me: ‘Make our sufferings known in Germany. Tell them what is happening
to us, and show them what we are like.””

—WOLF-DIETER ZIMMERMANN

Among the public there spread the expectation that the salvation of the German people would
now come from Hitler. But in the lectures we were told that salvation comes only from Jesus
Christ.

—INGE KARDING

onhoeffer returned to Berlin from America at the end of June. But

home only a few days before he again left the country. His parents
had hoped to lure him to Friedrichsbrunn, but even that couldn’t compete
with what awaited Bonhoeffer in Switzerland. Erwin Sutz had arranged to
introduce him to Karl Barth.

Bonhoeffer left for Bonn on July 10. Not surprisingly his first
impressions of the great theologian were favorable. He wrote his parents: “I
have now met Barth and got to know him quite well at a discussion evening
at his house. I like him very much indeed, and am also very impressed by
his lectures. . . . I think I shall gain a great deal from the time spent here.”

In one of Barth’s seminars—perhaps at that first discussionlzo
evening—a student had quoted Luther’s famous maxim that
“sometimes the curses of the godless sound better than the hallelujahs of the
pious.” Barth, pleased with what he heard, asked who had said it. It was



Bonhoeffer. This was likely the first time they met. They soon became
friends.

On July 23, the forty-five-year-old Barth invited the twenty-five-year-old
Bonhoeffer to dinner. Bonhoeffer was alone with Dr. Barth, able to ask
questions he had had for years. “I have been impressed even more by
discussions with him than by his writings and his lectures,” Bonhoeffer
said. “For he is really all there. I have never seen anything like it before.”
He added, “There is with him an openness, a readiness for any objection
which should hit the mark, and along with this such concentration and
impetuous insistence on the point, whether it is made arrogantly or
modestly, dogmatically or completely uncertainly, and not only when it
serves his own theology.”

In the next two years Bonhoeffer visited Barth often. In September 1932,
just after Barth completed the first volume of his landmark Church
Dogmatics, Bonhoeffer visited him on the Bergli in Switzerland. He also
saw Sutz, who introduced him to the Swiss theologian Emil Brunner. In
1933, when a chair in theology opened at Berlin University, Bonhoeffer
tried to leverage his family’s connections in the Prussian Ministry of
Culture on Barth’s behalf. But Hitler had just taken power as Reichkanzler.
Once that happened, everything was politicized, and no one who disdained
Hitler’s views would get an important position in academia or anywhere
else. The chair went to Georg Wobbermin, who was cut of the same brown
cloth as the new Reichkanzler. Barth wrote to Bonhoeffer afterward: “In the
era of Reichkanzler Hitler, Wobbermin will certainly fill Schleiermacher’s
chair in a fashion more true to type than I should have done. I hear that you
have come out strongly on my behalf. . . . I should undoubtedly have
accepted. . . . [T]he world is in bad shape, but we don’t want to let our pipe
go out under any circumstances, do we?”

But at this point, Hitler’s ascent to the chancellorship was still two years
in the unimaginable future. Bonhoeffer had been in New York a mere nine
months, but in some ways it seemed a lifetime. When he left, the Nazis
were a tiny gray cloud on the horizon of an otherwise clear sky. Now, black
and crackling with electricity, they loomed nearly overhead.

Bonhoeffer wrote Sutz that the “outlook is really exceptionallylz 1
grim.” He felt that they were “standing at a tremendous turning



point in world history,” that something was about to happen. But what? In
his prescient way, Bonhoeffer sensed that whatever lay ahead, the church
would be threatened. He wondered if it would survive at all. “Then what’s
the use of everyone’s theology?” he asked. There were now an urgency and
a seriousness to Bonhoeffer that had not been there before. Somehow he
sensed he must warn people of what lay ahead. It was as if he could see that
a mighty oak tree, in whose shade families were picnicking, and from
whose branches children were swinging, was rotten inside, was about to fall
down and kill them all. Others observed the change in him. For one thing,
his sermons became more severe.

The Great Change

What'’s left of the Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church sits like Ozymandias in
the midst of the bleak plastic-and-cement desert of Berlin’s commercial
district. Most of the area was turned to rubble during an RAF raid in 1943,
and what remains of this once awe-inspiring cathedral—the pitted, busted
hulk of the bell tower—now serves as a heavy-handed modernistic
reminder of the destructiveness of war. But before the war, as they sayj, it
was one of the glories of Berlin.

Bonhoeffer was asked to preach there on Reformation Sunday in 1932.*
This was the day Germany celebrated Luther and the great cultural heritage
of the Reformation. The people in the pews that day expected about what an
American might expect from a July 4 service in a mainstream Protestant
church: an uplifting, patriotic sermon. The Germans expected to be
movingly inflated with pride at the miracle of their German Lutheran
heritage and to have their egos sensitively stroked for the part they played
in keeping this grand tradition alive by sitting in the hard pews when they
might have been doing so many other things. Hindenburg, that stout, burly
national icon, might well have been in the congregation that day, as this was
the very church the great man attended. What a wonderful service it would
be! And so, with the congregation having settled itself into this warm and
pleasant expectation, the sermon that Bonhoeffer delivered must have



seemed like a nasty sucker punch followed by a wheeling roundhouse kick
to the chops.

The Bible texts provided a clue of what lay ahead. The first wasl 2 2
from Revelation 2:4-5: “Nevertheless I have somewhat against thee,
because thou hast left thy first love. Remember therefore from whence thou
art fallen, and repent, and do the first works; or else I will come unto thee
quickly, and will remove thy candlestick out of his place, except thou
repent.” People familiar with Bonhoeffer’s preaching, upon hearing these
verses, might well have slipped out the side exit. On the other hand, if they
had been in the mood to be blasted backward by a bracing philippic and had
chosen to stay, they would not have been disappointed.

Bonhoeffer opened with the bad news: the Protestant church was in its
eleventh hour, he said, and it’s “high time we realized this.” The German
church, he said, is dying or is already dead. Then he directed his thunder at
the people in the pews. He condemned the grotesque inappropriateness of
having a celebration when they were all, in fact, attending a funeral: “A
fanfare of trumpets is no comfort to a dying man.” He then referred to the
day’s hero, Martin Luther, as a “dead man” whom they were propping up
for their selfish purposes. It was as if he’d thrown a bucket of water on the
congregation and had then thrown his shoes at them. “We do not see that
this Church is no longer the Church of Luther,” he said. He called it
“unpardonable frivolity and arrogance” for them to blithely appropriate
Luther’s famous words, “Here I stand, I can do no other,” for their own
ends—as if these words applied to them and the Lutheran church of their
day. So it went.

Nor was it the only sermon of its kind that he would preach that year. But
what exactly did Bonhoeffer see, and whence this urgency to communicate
what he saw? He seemed to want to warn everyone to wake up and stop
playing church. They were all sleepwalking toward a terrible precipice! But
few took him seriously. For many, Bonhoeffer was only one of those
bespectacled and overserious academic types, with a good dose of religious
fanaticism in the bargain. And he preached such depressing sermons!

One must wonder what Bonhoeffer meant to accomplish with these
sermons. Did he really expect people in the pews to take what he was
saying to heart? But what he said was indeed true, and he felt that God had



chosen him to say what he was saying. He took the idea of preaching the
Word of God extremely seriously and wouldn’t have dared to speak his
mere opinions from the pulpit. He also knew that a word might be delivered
that had come straight from heaven and be rejected, just as the messages of
the Old Testament prophets had been rejected and just as Jesus had been
rejected. The prophet’s role was simply and obediently to speak what God
wished to say. Whether or not the message was received was between God
and his people. And yet to preach such a burning message, and to know that
it was God’s Word for the faithful, who rejected it, was painful. But this
was the pain of the prophetic office, and to be chosen by God as his prophet
always meant, in part, that the prophet would share in God’s sufferings.

Something had obviously happened to Bonhoeffer in the previous 1 2 3
year and was happening still. Some have gone so far as to call it a
conversion, which it can hardly have been. To Bonhoeffer and to others
close to him, it was evident that his faith had somehow deepened in the
previous year. And it was obvious that his sense of himself as called by God
was becoming clearer.

A few years later, in January 1936, in the letter he wrote to Elizabeth
Zinn, he described the change that had taken place in him during this time:

I plunged into work in a very unchristian way. An . . . ambition that many noticed in me made
my life difficult. . . . Then something happened, something that has changed and transformed
my life to the present day. For the first time I discovered the Bible . . . I had often preached. I
had seen a great deal of the Church, and talked and preached about it—but I had not yet
become a Christian. . . . I know that at that time I turned the doctrine of Jesus Christ into
something of personal advantage for myself . . . I pray to God that that will never happen
again. Also I had never prayed, or prayed only very little. For all my loneliness, I was quite
pleased with myself. Then the Bible, and in particular the Sermon on the Mount, freed me
from that. Since then everything has changed. I have felt this plainly, and so have other
people about me. It was a great liberation. It became clear to me that the life of a servant of
Jesus Christ must belong to the Church, and step by step it became plainer to me how far that
must go. Then came the crisis of 1933. This strengthened me in it. Also I now found others
who shared that aim with me. The revival of the Church and of the ministry became my
supreme concern. . . . My calling is quite clear to me. What God will make of it I do not know
... I must follow the path. Perhaps it will not be such a long one. (Phil 1:23). But it is a fine
thing to have realized my calling . . . I believe its nobility will become plain to us only in
coming times and events. If only we can hold out.



Somehow Bonhoeffer’s time in New York, especially his worship 1 2 4
at the “negro churches,” played their part in all of this. He had heard
the gospel preached there and had seen real piety among a suffering people.
The fiery sermons and the joyous worship and singing had all opened his
eyes to something and had changed him. Had he been “born again”?

What happened is unclear, but the results were obvious. For one thing, he
now became a regular churchgoer for the first time in his life and took
Communion as often as possible. When Paul and Marion Lehmann visited
Berlin in 1933, they noticed a difference in their friend. Two years earlier,
in New York, he hadn’t been interested in going to church. He loved
working with the children in Harlem, and he loved going to concerts and
movies and museums, and he loved traveling, and he loved the
philosophical and academic give-and-take of theological ideas—but here
was something new. What had happened that Bonhoeffer should suddenly
take attending church so seriously?

Bonhoeffer the Teacher

Just before leaving for Union, Bonhoeffer had qualified as a university
lecturer in theology at Berlin University, so on his return he immediately
took up his post there, giving seminars and lectures. But his way of teaching
theology would not be what most people expected. The change that had
been occurring in him would be visible behind the lectern and in the
seminars too.

Wolf-Dieter Zimmermann was one of Bonhoeffer’s students from those
days and first encountered Bonhoeffer in the fall of 1932. There were only a
handful of students in the lecture hall that first day, and Zimmermann was
tempted to leave. But for some reason he was curious, and he stayed. He
recalled the moment:

A young lecturer stepped to the rostrum with a light, quick step, a man with very fair, rather
thin hair, a broad face, rimless glasses with a golden bridge. After a few words of welcome he
explained the meaning and structure of the lecture, in a firm, slightly throaty way of speaking.
Then he opened his manuscript and started on his lecture. He pointed out that nowadays we
often ask ourselves whether we still need the Church, whether we still need God. But this



question, he said, is wrong. We are the ones who are questioned. The Church exists and God
exists, and we are asked whether we are willing to be of service, for God needs us.

Talk like this was rare from most German pulpits. From al 2 5
university lectern it was simply unheard of. But Bonhoeffer had not
suddenly become more emotional, or less rational. His style as a lecturer
was “very concentrated, quite unsentimental, almost dispassionate, clear as
a crystal, with a certain rational coldness, like a reporter.” It was this
combination of an adamantine faith with a logician’s sparkling intellect that
was so compelling. Ferenc Lehel, another student, said they “followed his
words with such close attention that one could hear the flies humming.
Sometimes, when we laid our pens down after a lecture, we were literally
perspiring.” Yet Bonhoeffer was not always serious and intense. There was
a winking playfulness to him, too, that many friends remarked on over the
years. When Lehel visited him at his home and was invited to stay for
dinner, Lehel politely declined, but Bonhoeffer pushed him to stay: “It isn’t
just my bread, but our bread, and when we eat it together there will be
twelve baskets left over.”

Bonhoeffer often invited students home. He was involved in their lives,
just as he had been involved in the lives of the little children in his
Grunewald Sunday school class and with the young men in his Thursday
Circle. Lehel remembered that Bonhoeffer had encouraged him in his faith:

In my intellectual difficulties he stood by me, as a pastor, brotherly and friendly. When he
recommended Karl Heim’s Glaube und Denken to me he pointed out how Heim was able to
feel at one with the doubter; how he did not indulge in cheap apologetics which from their
lofty base fire upon the battlements of natural science. We must think with the doubter, he
said, even doubt with him.

Another student, Otto Dudzus, recalled that Bonhoeffer invited students
to the musical evenings at his parents’ home:

Whatever he had and whatever he was, he made that accessible to others. The great
treasure he possessed was the cultivated, elegant, educated, highly educated, open- 1 2 6
minded home of his parents, which he introduced us to. The open evenings, which took

place every week, or later every two weeks, had such an atmosphere that they became a piece

of home for us, as well. Also, Bonhoeffer’s mother entertained in the best possible way.



Even when Bonhoeffer went to London in 1934, his parents continued to
treat these students like family, including them in the larger circle of their
society and home. Bonhoeffer did not separate his Christian life from his
family life. His parents were exposed to other bright students of theology,
and his students were exposed to the extraordinary Bonhoeffer family.

Inge Karding, one of the few women students in Bonhoeffer’s circle,
remembered her first lecture with him:

My first impression of him was that he was so young! . . . He had a good face, and he had
good posture. . . . He was very natural with us students . . . but there was, for such a young
man, a certainty and dignity in him. . . . He always maintained a certain distance. . . . One

wouldn’t have trusted oneself to make a joke around him.

Albrecht Schonherr was another Bonhoeffer student:

He was not like he appears in many photographs. The pictures sometimes make him look
plump and fleshy, but he had an athletic build, rather big, with a big forehead, a Kant-like
forehead. But his voice did not go with his body. It was a little high, so that you could never
be seduced by his voice. It would never sound demagogical. He actually was very glad about
that, because he would never under any circumstances want to be a demagogue—to convey
something to people through his voice, his appearance, or his “flair,” rather than to speak to
people through substance.

Bonhoeffer had always struggled with the “problem” of being127
charming. He mistrusted it and wanted the words and logic of what
he said to be the only things to which others responded.

Nonetheless, a group of students formed around Bonhoeffer during this
time. Their conversations overflowed the boundaries of the lecture halls and
seminar rooms. They wanted to continue their conversations away from the
strictures of the university. Some met once a week in Wolf-Dieter
Zimmermann’s attic room near the Alexanderplatz. It was very crowded,
but they would stay for hours, smoking and talking. Bonhoeffer imposed a
certain discipline even on these gatherings, as he had with his Thursday
Circle. It was no aimless gabfest, but a controlled, serious exploration of
questions. It consisted of “pure, abstract theorizing, in the attempt to grasp a
problem in its fullness.”



Bonhoeffer openly thought things through and taught his students to do
the same. They followed lines of reasoning to their logical conclusions and
considered every angle to have a sense of absolute thoroughness, so that
nothing depended on mere emotion. He accorded theological ideas the same
respect that his father or Karl-Friedrich accorded scientific ideas, or his
brother Klaus accorded ideas of jurisprudence. Questions about the Bible
and ethics and theology must be treated with the same rigorousness, and all
cant and “phraseology” must be identified, exposed as such, and cut away
and discarded. One wished to arrive at answers that could stand up to every
scrutiny because one would have to live out those conclusions. They would
have to become actions and would have to become the substance of one’s
life. Once one saw clearly what the Word of God said, one would have to
act on it and its implications, such as they were. And actions in Germany at
that time had serious consequences.

Students found Bonhoeffer extremely open-minded and patient. Hellmut
Traub noted that Bonhoeffer was “extraordinarily reserved, ready to
consider every fresh problem put to him, taking even the remotest ideas into
account.” The students learned how to take the time to think things through
to the end. “His conservative nature, his scholarly education and his
thoroughness prevented any quick result.”

Around ten thirty they repaired to a nearby Bierkeller for more informal
conversation. Bonhoeffer always picked up the tab.

One evening, Zimmermann said that Bonhoeffer brought the records of
“negro spirituals” he had bought in New York:

He told us of his colored friend with whom he had travelled through the States . . . he
told of the piety of the negroes. . . . At the end of the evening he said: “When I took ]_ 28
leave of my black friend, he said to me: ‘Make our sufferings known in Germany, tell

them what is happening to us, and show them what we are like.” T wanted to fulfill this
obligation tonight.”

It is likely that he now began to think of the church as called by God to
“stand with those who suffer.”

Many of Bonhoeffer’s students from this time became part of his life for
years. Some would become involved in the ecumenical world with him, and
many of them would later be part of the illegal seminaries at Zingst and



Finkenwalde. Otto Dudzus, Albrecht Schonherr, Winfried Maechler,
Joachim Kanitz, Jiirgen Winterhager, Wolf-Dieter Zimmermann, Herbert
Jehle, and Inge Karding were among them.

Bonhoeffer’s interest was not only in teaching them as a university
lecturer. He wished to “disciple” them in the true life of the Christian. This
ran the gamut, from understanding current events through a biblical lens to
reading the Bible not just as a theology student but as a disciple of Jesus
Christ. This approach was unique among German university theologians of
that era.

Bonhoeffer was able to get away with it because of his patrician cultural
background and his intellectual brilliance. He spoke in a highly academic
way, but in a way that also spelled out the implications of what he was
saying to current events. In 1933, one student said, “Among the public,
there spread the expectation that the salvation of the German people would
now come from Hitler. But in the lectures we were told that salvation comes
only from Jesus Christ.”

Inge Karding said that Bonhoeffer once spoke to her about the
seriousness of saying, “Heil!” (Hail!) to anyone but God. He didn’t shrink
from political commentary, and from the beginning he never felt what many
others felt: that somehow politics was not related to Christian faith. She also
recalled that Bonhoeffer unapologetically approached the Bible as the word
of God. At a place like Berlin University, where the ghost of
Schleiermacher still walked abroad in the night, and where Harnack’s chair
was still warm, this was positively scandalous:

[He said] when you read the Bible, you must think that here and now God is speaking with
me. . . . He wasn’t as abstract as the Greek teachers and all the others. Rather, from the very
beginning, he taught us that we had to read the Bible as it was directed at us, as the word of
God directly to us. Not something general, not something generally applicable, but rather with
a personal relationship to us. He repeated this to us very early on, that the whole thing comes
from that.

Bonhoeffer was not interested in intellectual abstraction.129
Theology must lead to the practical aspects of how to live as a
Christian. Karding was surprised when Bonhoeffer asked his students
whether they sang Christmas carols. Their answer was noncommittal, so he



said, “If you want to be pastors, then you must sing Christmas carols!” For
him, music was not an optional part of Christian ministry, but de rigeur. He
decided to tackle this deficiency head-on. “On the first day of Advent,” he
said to her, “we will meet each other at noon . . . and we will sing Christmas
carols.” She remembered that he “played the flute wonderfully” and sang
“magnificently.”

Joachim Kanitz remembered that once Bonhoeffer told them that they
should not forget that “every word of Holy Scripture was a quite personal
message of God’s love for us.” Bonhoeffer then “asked us whether we
loved Jesus.”

Taking students on weekend trips into the country for retreats was
another element of his practical instruction method. Sometimes they went to
Prebelow, staying in the youth hostel there, and a number of times visited
the cabin he bought in nearby Biesenthal. On one hiking trip, Bonhoeffer
had them meditate on a Bible verse after breakfast. They had to find a place
on the grass and sit quietly for an hour and meditate on that verse. Many of
them found it difficult, as Bonhoeffer’s Finkenwalde ordinands would find
it difficult. Inge Karding was among them: “He taught us that the Bible
goes directly into your life, [to] where your problems are.”

Bonhoeffer was working out the ideas that would find their way into the
illegal seminaries of the Confessing Church in a few years. For him, such
things as meditating on Bible verses and the singing formed integral parts in
a theological education. Bonhoeffer’s recurring theme of incarnation—that
God did not create us to be disembodied spirits, but flesh-and-blood human
beings—Iled him to the idea that the Christian life must be modeled. Jesus
did not only communicate ideas and concepts and rules and principles for
living. He lived. And by living with his disciples, he showed them what life
was supposed to look like, what God had intended it to look like. It was not
merely intellectual or merely spiritual. It was all these things together; it
was something more. Bonhoeffer aimed to model the Christian life for his
students. This led him to the idea that, to be a Christian, one must live with
Christians.

One student said she learned about the concepts of guilt and grace 1 30
from the way Bonhoeffer treated them. On one retreat in 1933,
Bonhoeffer and a group of students were hiking in some woods when they



came upon a hungry family obviously looking for food. Bonhoeffer
approached them warmly and asked whether the children were getting any
hot food. When the man replied, “Not so much,” Bonhoeffer asked if he
could take two of them along. “We’re going home now to eat,” he said,
“and they can get something to eat with us, and then we’ll bring them right
back.”

A Confirmation Class in Wedding

Bonhoeffer’s ability to connect with people in difficult circumstances was
remarkable, but perhaps never quite so remarkable as when he taught a
confirmation class at the Zionskirche in Wedding, a notoriously tough
neighborhood in the Prenzlauer Berg district of North Berlin. He was given
the assignment shortly after his ordination in November 1931.* Around the
same time his superintendent, Otto Dibelius, also assigned him to a
chaplaincy at the Charlottenburg Technical College. That was not very
satisfying to him, but his colorful experiences with the rowdy confirmation
class were quite the opposite.

The old minister at the Zionskirche, Superintendent Miiller, desperately
needed help with a class of fifty boys. Their behavior was almost beyond
description. Bonhoeffer described this area as “wild” and as having
“difficult social and political circumstances.” Bonhoeffer had taught
Sunday school to children in Harlem, but the difference was profound. The
American separation of church and state made churchgoing private and
voluntary, so if children were in church classes, it was likely because their
parents wanted them there. If they misbehaved, they would answer to their
parents. But in Germany most children went to confirmation classes as they
went to school. It was effectively mandated by the state, and the parents of
the children who would greet the young pastor likely thought about it as
their children did. In any case, it kept their kids off the street for an hour or
two. But if their children misbehaved, that was the teacher’s affair. As far as
many of them were concerned, the church was a corrupt institution, and if
their kids could ladle out a bit of grief to this soft, golden-haired cleric,
perhaps he had it coming.



Quite unlike the cherubs Bonhoeffer had taught in Harlem, he131
now faced a veritable gang of sawed-off hoodlums. He had been

duly warned, but nothing could have prepared him for what lay ahead. The
fourteen-and fifteen-year-old miscreants were so famously misbehaved—
and had so expertly harassed the minister Bonhoeffer was replacing—that
no sooner had Bonhoeffer taken over the class than the exasperated old
fellow died—skipped off to that great confirmation class in the sky.
Bonhoeffer was seriously convinced that the frail man’s health failed
chiefly as a result of this ungovernable class. Bethge described the initial
meeting:

The elderly minister and Bonhoeffer slowly walked up the stairs of the school building, which
was several stories high. The children looked down on them from over the banisters, making
an indescribable din and dropping refuse on the two men ascending the stairs. When they
reached the top, the minister tried to force the throng back into the classroom by shouting and
using physical force. He tried to announce that he had brought them a new minister who was
going to teach them in the future and that his name was Bonhoeffer, and when they heard the
name they started shouting “Bon! Bon! Bon!” louder and louder. The old man left the scene
in despair, leaving Bonhoeffer standing silently against the wall with his hands in his pockets.
Minutes passed. His failure to react made the noise gradually less enjoyable, and he began
speaking quietly, so that only the boys in the front row could catch a few words of what he
said. Suddenly all were silent. Bonhoeffer merely remarked that they had put up a remarkable
initial performance, and went on to tell them a story about Harlem. If they listened, he told
them, he would tell them more next time. Then he told them they could go. After that, he
never had a reason to complain about their lack of attentiveness.

Bonhoeffer described the situation to Erwin Sutz: “At first the boys
behaved as though they were crazy, so that for the first time I had real
difficulties with discipline. . . . But what helped the most was that I simply
told them stories from the Bible with great emphasis, particularly the
eschatological passages.”

His youth, athletic build, and aristocratic bearing helpedl 32
Bonhoeffer earn their respect. But often he had a similarly
extraordinary effect on people who were otherwise thought impossible. He
would have such an effect on some of the prison guards near the end of his
life too.

Years later, one of the boys recalled that, during class, a student pulled
out a sandwich and began eating it: “This was nothing unusual in the north
of Berlin. Pastor Bonhoeffer said nothing at first. Then he looked at him,



calmly and kindly—but long and intensely, without saying a word. In
embarrassment, the boy put his sandwich away. The attempt to annoy our
pastor had come to nothing through his composure and kindness—and
perhaps through his understanding for boyish tomfoolery.”

It also fell to the patrician young pastor to visit the homes and parents of
every one of the fifty students. Wedding was a squalid, poverty-stricken
district, and many of the parents allowed him into their homes only because
they felt they must. The halting conversations could be agonizing.
Bonhoeffer thought it the worst aspect of his duties. In a letter to Sutz he
wrote:

I sometimes, indeed often, stand there and think that I would have been as well equipped to
do such visits if I had studied chemistry. . . . To think of those excruciating hours or minutes
when I or the other person try to begin a pastoral conversation, and how haltingly and lamely
it goes on! And in the background there are always the ghastly home conditions, about which
one really cannot say anything. Many people tell one about their most dubious way of life
without any misgivings and in a free and easy way, and one feels that if one were to say
something then they simply wouldn’t understand.

Yet Bonhoeffer did not shrink from the task. Indeed, to be closer to all of
these families and spend more time with the boys, he moved into a
furnished room in the neighborhood at 61 Oderbergstrasse. Then he took a
page from his dormitory experiences at Union and adopted an open-door
policy, such that his new charges could visit him unannounced at any time.
It was a bold and decisive about-face for the once solipsistic Bonhoeffer.
His landlord was the baker whose shop occupied the street level below.
Bonhoeffer instructed the baker’s wife that the boys were to be allowed into
his room in his absence. That Christmas he gave each boy a Christmas
present.

Bonhoeffer told Sutz: “I’m looking forward to this time 1 33
immensely. This is real work. Their home conditions are generally
indescribable: poverty, disorder, immorality. And yet the children are still
open; I am often amazed how a young person does not completely come to
grief under such conditions; and of course one is always asking oneself how
one would react to such surroundings.”

Two months later, he wrote Sutz again:



The second half of the term has been almost entirely given up to the candidates. Since New
Year I have been living here in the north, so as to be able to have the boys here every evening,
in turns of course. We have supper together and then we play something—I have taught them
chess, which they now play with the greatest enthusiasm. . . . At the end of each evening I
read something out of the Bible and after that a little catechizing, which often grows very
serious. The experience of teaching them has been such that I can hardly tear myself away
from it.

It was during this time that Bonhoeffer decided to rent a nine-acre parcel
of land just north of Berlin and build a small cabin on it. The land was in
Biesenthal, and the cabin was primitive, made of tar paper and wood. Inside
were three bedsteads, a few stools, a table, and a paraffin stove. In a photo
in front of this Thoreauvian hovel he strikes a heroic pose, wearing gaiters
and smoking a pipe. He would retreat to this place often, sometimes with
his students from the university, and sometimes with the boys from
Wedding. As he had done with his flat in Berlin, he told them they were
welcome anytime. As their confirmation approached, Bonhoeffer realized
many of them didn’t have a proper suit for the occasion or money to buy
material for one, so he purchased a huge bolt of woolen cloth and cut
enough material for each boy.

When one of the boys fell ill, Bonhoeffer visited him in the hospital two
or three times a week, and before the operation, he prayed with him. The
doctors were convinced his leg would have to be amputated, but quite
miraculously it was saved. The boy made a complete recovery and was
confirmed with the others.

The Sunday of their confirmation was March 13, 1932. That same 1 3 4
day a national election was being held to determine who would be
president. Nazi rowdies rode around in the backs of trucks with
megaphones, stirring things up. A month earlier Hitler was found ineligible
to run since he was born and reared in Austria. But this problem was
strenuously shoved through a loophole, and he would run after all. So that
Sunday was not a quiet one in Wedding. But even with this Nazi hubbub,
the service went off without a hitch. Bonhoeffer’s sermon to the boys was
gentler than his other sermons of that time:

Dear Confirmation Candidates!
When in the last days before your confirmation I asked you many times what you hoped to
hear in your confirmation address, I often received the answer: we want a serious warning



which we shall remember all our lives. And I can assure you that whoever listens well today
will receive a warning or two by the way; but look, life itself gives us enough and too many
serious warnings today; and so today I must not make your prospect for the future seem
harder and darker than it already is—and I know that many of you know a great many of the
hard facts of life. Today you are not to be given fear of life but courage; and so today in the
Church we shall speak more than ever of hope, the hope that we have and which no one can
take from you.

He invited them to a service two days later so they could celebrate
Communion together. That next weekend was Easter, and he took a large
group of them to Friedrichsbrunn. His cousin Hans-Christoph came along to
help manage them. Bonhoeffer wrote his parents:

I am delighted to be able to be up here with the confirmation boys; even though they do not
show any special appreciation of the woods and nature, they are enthusiastic about climbing
in the Bode valley and playing Fussball on the field. It is often by no means easy to keep
these predominantly antisocial boys under control. . . . I think that afterwards you will not
notice any ill-effects on the house as a result of these occupants. Apart from a broken
windowpane, everything is as it was. . . . Only Frau S. [the housekeeper] is somewhat
indignant at the proletarian invasion. . . . On Thursday it will all be over.

135

Five months later Bonhoeffer was at Friedrichsbrunn again, under
different circumstances. Four generations of Bonhoeffers gathered to
celebrate Julie Tafel Bonhoeffer’s ninetieth birthday. Christel and Hans von
Dohnanyi’s son, Christoph, had not yet celebrated his second birthday.
Nonetheless, in the well-worn family tradition, he memorized and recited a
verse for his great-grandmother:

When you were once as small as me
One rode upon a steed;

When I am someday old as you
we’ll travel to the moon.

Although many of them were not Christians, they embodied the values
that made it possible for Bonhoeffer to become a Christian in a world that
was quickly turning in every other direction, whether toward unbridled
materialism or nationalistic emotionalism. They maintained decorum and
civility amidst madness and barbarism. Bonhoeffer was therefore skeptical



of the pietistic branches of the Christian faith that would have had him push
away from his family and “the world.”

Because he continued to remain in their midst as he did, the fullness of
his life as a Christian pastor and theologian was not hidden from them. It
was no small thing to become a theologian in a family whose father was
one of the world’s leading doctors and whose eldest son was splitting atoms
with Planck and Einstein. But it was another thing entirely to move away
from the theology of his distinguished and respected great-grandfather, Karl
August Hase, or his esteemed Grunewald neighbor Adolf von Harnack, to
the theology that had him talking to his students about loving Jesus or
talking about God to the lower classes in their tenement flats in Wedding.

Bonhoeffer’s family could not have helped noticing the change that had
taken place in him between the time he had left for Manhattan and now, but
the change was not an ungainly, embarrassing leap from which he would
have to retreat slightly when he gained more maturity and perspective. It
was by all accounts a deepening consistent with what had gone before. He
never made any sharp turns that would give his family members cause for
concern, nor did he attempt to “evangelize” them in any clumsy, desperate
way. Rather, he continued to honor his mother and his father, was always
respectful to his family members, and continued to uphold the values he had
been raised with. His opposition to self-indulgent emotionalism and
“phraseology” was the same as ever; his opposition to the National
Socialists and all they represented was the same as ever. In light of all this,
his faith, like the faith of his mother, Paula Bonhoeffer, was rather difficult
to argue with, however one might have wished to do so.

A few years later, in 1936, Bonhoeffer wrote his brother—in-lawl 36
Riidiger Schleicher, who was as liberal theologically as Bonhoeffer
was conservative. It says much about their relationship that he could write
such things:

First of all T will confess quite simply—I believe that the Bible alone is the answer to all our
questions, and that we need only to ask repeatedly and a little humbly, in order to receive this
answer. One cannot simply read the Bible, like other books. One must be prepared really to
enquire of it. Only thus will it reveal itself. Only if we expect from it the ultimate answer,
shall we receive it. That is because in the Bible God speaks to us. And one cannot simply
think about God in one’s own strength, one has to enquire of him. Only if we seek him, will
he answer us. Of course it is also possible to read the Bible like any other book, that is to say



from the point of view of textual criticism, etc.; there is nothing to be said against that. Only
that that is not the method which will reveal to us the heart of the Bible, but only the surface,
just as we do not grasp the words of someone we love by taking them to bits, but by simply
receiving them, so that for days they go on lingering in our minds, simply because they are
the words of a person we love; and just as these words reveal more and more of the person
who said them as we go on, like Mary, “pondering them in our heart,” so it will be with the
words of the Bible. Only if we will venture to enter into the words of the Bible, as though in
them this God were speaking to us who loves us and does not will to leave us along with our
questions, only so shall we learn to rejoice in the Bible. . . .

If it is I who determine where God is to be found, then I shall always find a God who
corresponds to me in some way, who is obliging, who is connected with my own nature. But
if God determines where he is to be found, then it will be in a place which is not immediately
pleasing to my nature and which is not at all congenial to me. This place is the Cross of
Christ. And whoever would find him must go to the foot of the Cross, as the Sermon on the
Mount commands. This is not according to our nature at all, it is entirely contrary to it. But
this is the message of the Bible, not only in the New but also in the Old Testament. . . .

And I would like to tell you now quite personally: since I have learnt to read the Bible in
this way—and this has not been for so very long—it becomes every day more wonderful to
me. I read it in the morning and the evening, often during the day as well, and every day I
consider a text which I have chosen for the whole week, and try to sink deeply into it, so as
really to hear what it is saying. I know that without this I could not live properly any longer.

* He preached there a number of times during those years, filling in for his friend, the pastor Gerhard
Jacobi, who became a close ally in the church struggles of the 1930s.

* Bonhoeffer was ordained on November 15, 1931, at St. Matthew’s Church near Potsdam Palace.
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"' CHAPTER 9 138
THE FUHRER PRINCIPLE

1933

The fearful danger of the present time is that above the cry for authority . . . we forget that
man stands alone before the ultimate authority and that anyone who lays violent hands on
man here is infringing eternal laws and taking upon himself superhuman authority which will
eventually crush him.

The church has only one altar, the altar of the Almighty . . . before which all creatures must
kneel. Whoever seeks something other than this must keep away; he cannot join us in the
house of God . . . The church has only one pulpit, and from that pulpit, faith in God will be
preached, and no other faith, and no other will than the will of God, however well-
intentioned.

—DIETRICH BONHOEFFER

n January 30, 1933, at noon, Adolf Hitler became the

tically elected chancellor of Germany. The land of Goethe, Schiller,
and Bach would now be led by someone who consorted with crazies and
criminals, who was often seen carrying a dog whip in public. The Third
Reich had begun.

Two days later, on Wednesday, February 1, a twenty-six-year-oldl 39
theologian gave a radio address at the Potsdamerstrasse radio
station. Bonhoeffer’s speech was titled “The Younger Generation’s Altered
Concept of Leadership.” It dealt with the fundamental problems of
leadership by a Fiihrer, explaining how such a leader inevitably becomes an
idol and a “mis-leader.” Before he could finish, the speech was cut off.

This story is usually told as though Bonhoeffer had bravely put himself

forward to speak out against Hitler, whose henchmen ordered the
microphones turned off and the broadcast ended. But the speech had been



scheduled for some time and was not a response to Hitler’s election. How
Bonhoeffer came to give the speech is unclear. Wolf-Dieter Zimmermann
may have recommended him; he worked at the radio division of the
Evangelical Press Union. Karl Bonhoeffer had recently given two talks at
the station as well. And Dietrich’s speech was not specifically about Hitler,
but about the popular concept of the so-called Fiihrer Principle, which had
been around for decades. (Der Fiihrer literally means “the Leader.”) It arose
out of the popular German Youth Movement of the early twentieth century.
The Fiihrer and Adolf Hitler were not yet the same thing. Of course Hitler
rode the concept of the Fiihrer Principle right into the chancellorship and
eventually came to embody it. He insisted on being called der Ftihrer
because he wished to fully exploit this principle for political gain. But in
February 1933 the idea was not yet uniquely associated with him. Still, the
timing of Bonhoeffer’s speech, two days after Hitler’s election, was
uncanny.

The Nazis may have censored the broadcast, but it’s also possible that
Bonhoeffer and the station manager misunderstood each other, and he
simply ran out of time. It’s also unclear whether the Nazis could control the
airwaves now as they certainly would in a few years. Still, the idea that
such a speech should be cut off by the newly elected Nazis is tempting to
believe and might indeed be what happened.

In any case, Bonhoeffer was upset that the speech ended prematurely,
mainly because he didn’t want his listeners to come away with the notion
that he approved of Hitler. Anyone who heard the end of the speech would
understand that the Fiihrer Principle was disastrously misguided, but since
no one heard the ending, many listening or half listening might have
assumed Bonhoeffer’s ruminations on this concept of the Leader were just
part of the general acclamation. To redeem the situation, Bonhoeffer had the
speech duplicated and sent it to many of his influential friends and relatives,
along with a note explaining that the speech’s conclusion had been cut off.
The speech was also published in the Kreuzzeitung, a politically
conservative newspaper, and Bonhoeffer was invited to give an extended
version of the speech in early March at the College of Political Science in
Berlin. Such things were still possible in early 1933.



But the circumstances of the broadcast mustn’t obscure the 1 40
uncanniness of the speech itself. Two days after Hitler’s election, a
young professor of theology delineated with incisiveness the most
fundamental philosophical errors of a regime that hadn’t existed when he
wrote the speech, but that would from the week in which he was speaking
and for the next twelve years lead a nation and half the world into a
nightmare of violence and misery, which would in its last days include the
murder of the man giving the speech. There was an oddly prophetic aspect
to the whole thing. But the speech didn’t mention politics or current events.
Indeed, it was a philosophy lecture, but it spoke more clearly about the
political situation than a thousand political speeches.

Apart even from its content, the speech itself, in its construction and its
delivery, was everything a ranting Hitler speech was not. It was exceedingly
measured and sedate and logical and precise. It was also intellectually
complex. It was not entertaining, nor was it very much of a speech, but
more like a scholarly lecture. It would have been difficult to follow for
some. Even if the conclusion had been broadcast, many listeners might have
thought it dull and shut it off before they heard the conclusion. But
Bonhoeffer was not trying to win his audience over. In fact, he was
interested in drawing attention away from himself and to the ideas he was
presenting. That was at the heart of the difference between his idea of
leadership and Hitler’s. He was living out the principles of the speech in his
very delivery of the speech. Bonhoeffer hated to draw attention to himself
or to use his personality to influence or to win converts to his way of
thinking. He felt this was deceptive, that it obscured the substance of one’s
ideas. He wanted to serve the ideas. Indeed, one of his most important ideas
was that ideas could stand on their own.

To understand what went so wrong in Germany and to understand the
genius of Bonhoeffer’s speech, one must understand the history of the
Fiihrer Principle. Its profoundly misguided concept of leadership is
dramatically different from more modern concepts of leadership. It enabled
Hitler’s rise to power and led to the horrors of the death camps. This Fiihrer
Principle was at the heart of Bonhoeffer’s objection to Hitler. In his speech
that day, Bonhoeffer laid out his thoughts on the subject.



He began by explaining why Germany was looking for a Fiihrer. 1 41
The First War and the subsequent depression and turmoil had
brought about a crisis in which the younger generation, especially, had lost
all confidence in the traditional authority of the kaiser and the church. The
German notion of the Fiihrer arose out of this generation and its search for
meaning and guidance out of its troubles. The difference between real
leadership and the false leadership of the Leader was this: real leadership
derived its authority from God, the source of all goodness. Thus parents
have legitimate authority because they are submitted to the legitimate
authority of a good God. But the authority of the Fiihrer was submitted to
nothing. It was self-derived and autocratic, and therefore had a messianic
aspect.

Bonhoeffer stated, “Whereas earlier leadership was expressed in the form
of the teacher, the statesman, the father . . . now the Leader has become an
independent figure. The Leader is completely divorced from any office; he
is essentially and only ‘the Leader.”” A true leader must know the
limitations of his authority.

If he understands his function in any other way than as it is rooted in fact, if he does not
continually tell his followers quite clearly of the limited nature of his task and of their own
responsibility, if he allows himself to surrender to the wishes of his followers, who would
always make him their idol—then the image of the Leader will pass over into the image of the
mis-leader, and he will be acting in a criminal way not only towards those he leads, but also
towards himself. The true Leader must always be able to disillusion. It is just this that is his
responsibility and his real object. He must lead his following away from the authority of his
person to the recognition of the real authority of orders and offices. . . . He must radically
refuse to become the appeal, the idol, i.e. the ultimate authority of those whom he leads. . . .
He serves the order of the state, of the community, and his service can be of incomparable
value. But only so long as he keeps strictly in his place. . . . [H]e has to lead the individual
into his own maturity. . . . Now a feature of man’s maturity is responsibility towards other
people, towards existing orders. He must let himself be controlled, ordered, restricted.

The good leader serves others and leads others to maturity. He 1 42
puts them above himself, as a good parent does a child, wishing to
lead that child to someday be a good parent. Another word for this is
discipleship. He continued:

Only when a man sees that office is a penultimate authority in the face of an ultimate,
indescribable authority, in the face of the authority of God, has the real situation been



reached. And before this Authority the individual knows himself to be completely alone. The
individual is responsible before God. And this solitude of man’s position before God, this
subjection to an ultimate authority, is destroyed when the authority of the Leader or of the
office is seen as ultimate authority. . . . Alone before God, man becomes what he is, free and
committed in responsibility at the same time.

The fearful danger of the present time is that above the cry for authority, be it of a Leader
or of an office, we forget that man stands alone before the ultimate authority and that anyone
who lays violent hands on man here is infringing eternal laws and taking upon himself
superhuman authority which will eventually crush him. The eternal law that the individual
stands alone before God takes fearful vengeance where it is attacked and distorted. Thus the
Leader points to the office, but Leader and office together point to the final authority itself,
before which Reich or state are penultimate authorities. Leaders or offices which set
themselves up as gods mock God and the individual who stands alone before him, and must
perish.

Forty-eight hours had passed since Hitler’s election, but with
Bonhoeffer’s speech the battle lines were drawn. According to Bonhoeffer,
the God of the Bible stood behind true authority and benevolent leadership,
but opposed the Fiihrer Principle and its advocate Adolf Hitler. Of course
Hitler never publicly denounced God. He knew well that there were many
churchgoers in Germany who had some vague idea that real authority
should come from their God, but unlike Bonhoeffer, they had no idea what
this actually meant. To embody the kind of leadership that rejected this idea
of submission to God’s authority, one must at least give lip service to that
God, else one would not last very long. Hitler was ultimately a practical
man, and as all truly practical men, he was a cynical man.

So Hitler gave a speech that day too. He was just forty-three and 1 4 3
had already toiled in the political wilderness half his life. Ten years
had passed since the Bierhall Putsch that landed him in prison. Now he was
the chancellor of Germany. The original come-back kid had triumphed over
his enemies. But to convince his followers that his authority was legitimate,
he must say the necessary things. Thus the opening words of his speech that
day were: “We are determined, as leaders of the nation, to fulfill as a
national government the task which has been given to us, swearing fidelity
only to God, our conscience, and our Volk.” If his conscience was not
already a corpse, it might have felt a twinge as he spoke. Hitler then
declared that his government would make Christianity “the basis of our
collective morality.” This statement, which was a lie, instantly annulled
itself. He ended with another appeal to the God he did not believe in, but



whose Jewish and Christian followers he would thenceforward persecute
and kill: “May God Almighty take our work into his grace, give true form
to our will, bless our insight, and endow us with the trust of our Volk!”

Years afterward, Bonhoeffer’s father recorded his thoughts on Hitler’s
victory:

From the start, we regarded the victory of National Socialism in 1933 and Hitler’s
appointment as Reichkanzler as a misfortune—the entire family agreed on this. In my own
case, I disliked and mistrusted Hitler because of his demagogic propagandistic speeches . . .
his habit of driving about the country carrying a riding crop, his choice of colleagues—with
whose qualities, incidentally, we in Berlin were better acquainted than people elsewhere—and
finally because of what I heard from professional colleagues about his psychopathic
symptoms.

The Bonhoeffers saw through Hitler from the beginning, but no one
believed his reign would last as long as it did. Surely the Nazis would have
their moment, perhaps even a long moment, but then it would be gone. It
was all a terrible nightmare that, come morning, would disappear. But
morning never seemed to come.

What led Germany to this strange pass was itself strange. After the war,
many were happy to wipe away the old order and rid themselves of the
kaiser. But when the old monarch at last left the palace, the people who had
clamored for his exit were suddenly lost. They found themselves in the
absurd position of the dog who, having caught the car he was so frantically
chasing, has no idea what to do with it—so he looks about guiltily and then
slinks away. Germany had no history of democracy and no idea how it
worked, so the country broke apart into a riot of factions, with each faction
blaming the others for everything that went wrong. This much they knew:
under the kaiser there had been law and order and structure; now there was
chaos. The kaiser had been the symbol of the nation; now there were only
petty politicians.

So the German people clamored for order and leadership. But itl 4 4
was as though in the babble of their clamoring, they had summoned
the devil himself, for there now rose up from the deep wound in the national
psyche something strange and terrible and compelling. The Fiihrer was no



mere man or mere politician. He was something terrifying and
authoritarian, self-contained and self-justifying, his own father and his own
god. He was a symbol who symbolized himself, who had traded his soul for
the zeitgeist.

Germany wanted to restore its former glory, but the only means available
was the debased language of democracy. So on January 30, 1933, the
people democratically elected the man who had vowed to destroy the
democratic government they hated. Hitler’s election to office destroyed the
office.

Four weeks later, Bonhoeffer preached at the Trinity Church in Berlin. It
was the first time he had preached since Hitler had come to power.
Bonhoeffer saw the new situation for what it was and was not afraid to
preach what he saw:

The church has only one altar, the altar of the Almighty . . . before which all creatures must
kneel. . . . Whoever seeks something other than this must keep away; he cannot join us in the
house of God. . . . The church has only one pulpit, and from that pulpit, faith in God will be
preached, and no other faith, and no other will than the will of God, however well-
intentioned.

The theme was the same as in his radio address, but now the altar before
which idol worshipers would worship would not have said, “To an
unknown false god.” Now everyone knew who the false god was that would
be worshiped. Now the Fiihrer to whom the Fiihrer Principle referred had a
name. Hitler had stepped onto the altar. All that remained was to deal with
those closed-minded troublemakers who still worshiped other gods.

145

When Hitler and the Nazis gained power on January 31, they held a

fraction of the seats in the Reichstag. Their political opponents thought
Hitler needed them and naively thought they could therefore control him.
But this was like thinking one could open Pandora’s box and let out two or
three Furies. Hitler knew his opponents were divided and couldn’t unite
against him. He would play them off each other brilliantly and would
consolidate his power with breathtaking speed and a calculating



ruthlessness for which no one was prepared. On February 3, Goebbels
wrote in his diary: “Now it will be easy to carry on the fight, for we can call
on all the resources of the State. Radio and press are at our disposal. We
shall stage a masterpiece of propaganda. And this time, naturally, there is no
lack of money.”

The Burning of the Reichstag

But how would the Nazis “carry on the fight”? First, they would burn down
a building. Arson was the first part of their plan to consolidate their gains
and, ultimately, to do away with the German constitution and give Hitler the
rights of a dictator. It was a scheme at once foolproof and foolhardy: they
would start a fire at the Reichstag, the seat of German democracy. Then
they would blame it on the Communists! If the German people believed the
Communists had tried to burn down the parliament building, they would see
the need for extraordinary actions on behalf of the government. They would
welcome giving up a few liberties to preserve the German nation against the
Communist devils. So the fire was set and the Communists blamed and the
Nazis triumphed. But just how it happened that night remains a mystery.

In his monumental chronicle of the period, The Rise and Fall of the Third
Reich, historian and journalist William Shirer stated that the Nazi leaders
were taken by surprise: “Out at Goebbels’ home, Chancellor Hitler had
arrived to dine en famille. According to Goebbels, they were relaxing,
playing music on the gramophone and telling stories. ‘Suddenly,” he
recounted later in his diary, ‘a telephone call from Dr. Hanfstaengl: “The
Reichstag is on fire!” ’ ”

But Goebbels had to consider the source of the information. Ernst 1 4 6
“Putzi” Hanfstaengl* was a “strange but genial Harvard man”
whose money and connections had greatly helped Hitler’s rise to power
over the last decade. In his undergraduate heyday he had composed
numerous songs for the Harvard football games. One of them had been
played just a month earlier when the SA Brownshirts** marched down
Unter den Linden in Hitler’s victory parade. Shirer described Hanfstaengl
as an “eccentric, gangling man, whose sardonic wit somewhat compensated



for his shallow mind,” and whose raucous piano playing and “clowning
soothed Hitler and even cheered him up after a tiring day.” So when
Goebbels took the call that night, he was convinced that Hanfstaengl was
simply having a few laughs.

But the lanky goofball was deadly serious. First to the fire scene was the
corpulent Hermann Goéring, perspiring and puffing as he exclaimed, “This is
the beginning of the Communist revolution! We must not wait a minute. We
will show no mercy. Every Communist official must be shot where he is
found. Every Communist deputy must this very night be strung up.” The
flabby fellow had been in on the plan to burn the building, but now was not
the time for sincerity. A shirtless Dutchman of some mental deficiency was
arrested on the spot and accused of the crime, but how he figured into
things will probably never be clear. Marinus van der Lubbe was a twenty-
four-year-old pyromaniac with Communist leanings, but it’s highly doubtful
that he was part of a larger Communist plot, as the Nazis claimed. But
whether he was acting on his own unbalanced accord or was simply a Nazi
dupe is hard to say. One thing was clear: he had used his shirt as tinder.

But suddenly the Bonhoeffer family found itself in the center of the
national controversy. Karl Bonhoeffer, Berlin’s top psychiatrist, was now
called upon to examine Van der Lubbe. And Dietrich’s brother-in-law Hans
von Dohnanyi was named an official observer at the trial. Many people
believed Goring’s henchmen were behind the fire and hoped the
incorruptible Karl Bonhoeffer would give evidence to support that belief
and perhaps use his position and credibility to denounce the Nazis, whom
he loathed. The major and vitally important trial was moved to Leipzig and
then later, back to Berlin.

The affair weighed heavily on the family that year. Karl 1 47
Bonhoeffer visited Van der Lubbe twice in March and six times that

fall. His official report, later published in Monatsschrift fiir Psychiatrie und
Neurologie, stated:

[Van der Lubbe] was violently ambitious, at the same time modest and friendly; a
scatterbrain, without any demand for intellectual clarity, but nevertheless capable of
unwavering determination, incorrigibly closed to contradictory arguments. He was good-
natured and not resentful, but he resisted all authority. This fundamentally rebellious tendency
was probably his most questionable characteristic, and the one most likely to set him upon the



disastrous road which he took. The early conversion to Communistic ideas certainly
contributed to the same effect; but the undisciplined elements in his temperament made it
unlikely in any case, that he would follow a quiet and orderly pattern through life. Something
which was unusual in one way or another was to be expected from him. But he was not for
that reason to be regarded as mentally ill.

This clinical and lucid report contained no mention of guilt or innocence,
and for this reason Dr. Bonhoeffer received irate letters, presumably from
both sides. Years later, he recalled his role:

I had the opportunity of meeting some of the leading Party members. A large number of them
had gathered to attend the proceedings in the Supreme Court at Leipzig. The faces I saw at
this gathering were unpleasant. During the hearings, the impassiveness and painstaking
objectivity of the President of the Court was a pleasant contrast to the undisciplined manner
of the Party members in the witness box. The other defendant, [Communist Party leader]
Dimitroff, gave an impression of intellectual superiority, which set Minister President Goring,
who had been invited to attend, in an incomprehensible fury. As for Lubbe, he was, in human
terms, a not unsympathetic young man, a psychopath and a muddleheaded adventurer who,
during the proceedings, reacted with a kind of stupefied defiance that he lost only shortly

before his execution.
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In 1933, Germany effectively lost the rule of law when Hindenburg

signed Hitler’s emergency decree the day after the Reichstag fire, but in
many ways it still remained a nation where, at least in the courtroom, the
Reichstag president, Hermann Goring, and the working-class arsonist were
essentially on equal footing. Acting as his own lawyer, the brilliant
Dimitroff, who later became Bulgaria’s prime minister, could openly taunt
and ridicule the vain, red-faced Goring and get away with it. The whole
world was watching, so the Nazis could not do as they liked. Not yet. For a
time they still must suffer these grave indignities. The international press
reported the trial and relished Goring’s humiliation. Time magazine’s
accounts were fulsome in their mockery, saying that the “bull-throated”
premier’s voice had risen to a “jittery scream” when Dimitroff got the better
of him. Their account of Goring’s statements speaks for itself:

Folding his great arms and brooding for a moment like a brown Jove, General Goring
exclaimed, “I regret exceedingly that certain Communist leaders have been saved from the
gallows. . . . So surprised was I when I heard the Reichstag was burning that I thought faulty
electric wiring must have started some small fire. . . . As I rushed to the Reichstag in my car
someone shouted ‘Incendiarism!’” As though hypnotized by this word, Witness Goring



paused for a long time, then rolled it out again, “Incendiarism!—when I heard that word the
scales dropped from my eyes. All was perfectly clear. Nobody but the Communists could
have done it!”

Van der Lubbe was found guilty and beheaded at the Leipzig prison, but
there was not enough evidence to convict the leading Communists, who
were exiled to the Soviet Union and welcomed there as heroes. The trial
shone enough light on what had happened to lend evidence to the idea that
the Nazis had unscrupulously been involved in the fire. But by the time the
trial was over, it was all too late. The Reichstag fire had served Hitler’s
cynical purposes and provided the cover to ensure that his grip on the
country was irreversible and total.

Indeed, it was on the very day after the fire, when the Reichstag was still
smoldering, that he pressed the eighty-five-year-old Hindenburg to sign the
Reichstag Fire Edict, a decree officially suspending those sections of the
German constitution that guaranteed individual liberties and civil rights.
The senescent Hindenburg’s signature in a stroke turned Germany from a
democratic republic with a would-be dictator into a dictatorship with the
hollow shell of a democratic government. The democracy itself had gone up
in smoke, and the symbolism of the gutted parliament—now a charred,
empty husk—was bitterly apt.

The words of the decree, produced and signed into effect before 1 49
anyone had had time to think carefully about it, made possible most
of the horrors ahead, including the concentration camps:

Restrictions on personal liberty, on the right of free expression of opinion, including freedom
of the press; on the rights of assembly and association; and violations of the privacy of postal,
telegraphic and telephonic communications; and warrants for house searches, orders for
confiscations as well as restrictions on property, are also permissible beyond the legal limits
otherwise prescribed.

Within days the Nazi storm troopers were in the streets, arresting and
beating their political opponents, many of whom were imprisoned, tortured,
and killed. The ability to speak against them in the press was gagged; the
ability to assemble publicly against them was illegal. But Hitler was not
through. To formally and legally place the whole power of the government
in his control required the Reichstag to pass the so-called Enabling Act. The



Reichstag was functioning, albeit in a greatly restricted way. But this
Enabling Act would formally take away its powers—for the good of the
nation, of course—and for four years place them in the eager hands of the
chancellor and his cabinet. And so, on March 23, like a snake swallowing
its own tail, the Reichstag passed the law that abolished its existence.

With the tools of democracy, democracy was murdered and lawlessness
made “legal.” Raw power ruled, and its only real goal was to destroy all
other powers besides itself.

*Putzi, which is a German word meaning “cute” or “little,” was six feet six inches tall.

** SA refers to the Sturm Abteilung (Storm Section); the group became known as storm troopers or
as Brownshirts, because of the color of their uniforms.
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THE CHURCH AND THE JEWISH QUESTION

What is at stake is by no means whether our German members of congregations can still
tolerate church fellowship with the Jews. It is rather the task of Christian preaching to say:
here is the church, where Jew and German stand together under the Word of God; here is the
proof whether a church is still the church or not.

—DIETRICH BONHOEFFER

Where books are burned, they will, in the end, burn people, too.

—HEINRICH HEINE

ln the first months of Nazi rule, the speed and scope of what the Nazis
illended and had begun executing throughout German society were
staggering. Under what was called the Gleichschaltung (synchronization),
the country would be thoroughly reordered along National Socialist lines.
No one dreamed how quickly and dramatically things would change.

The Bonhoeffers always had access to privileged information, but as the
shadow of the Third Reich fell across Germany, much of the information
came from Christel’s husband, lawyer Hans von Dohnanyi, at the German
Supreme Court. The Bonhoeffers learned that something especially
disturbing called the Aryan Paragraph would take effect April 7. It would
result in a series of far-reaching laws that were cynically announced as the
“Restoration of the Civil Service.” Government employees must be of
“Aryan” stock; anyone of Jewish descent would lose his job. If the German
church, essentially a state church, went along, all pastors with Jewish blood
would be excluded from ministry. That would apply to Bonhoeffer’s friend,
Franz Hildebrandt. Many were confused about how to respond. The
pressure to get in line with the National Socialist wave sweeping the
country was intense. Bonhoeffer knew someone must think it all through
carefully, and in March 1933, he did so. The result was his essay, “The
Church and the Jewish Question.”
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A group of pastors had been meeting in the home of Gerhard Jacobi, pastor
of the Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church, to discuss developments in the
country. Bonhoeffer planned to deliver his essay to them in early April.

The German church was in turmoil. Some church leaders felt the church
should make peace with the Nazis, who were strongly opposed to
communism and “godlessness.” They believed the church should conform
to the Nazi racial laws and the Fiihrer Principle. They thought that by
wedding the church to the state, they would restore the church and Germany
to her former glory, before the Treaty of Versailles and the chaos and
humiliation of the last twenty years. The moral degeneration of Weimar
Germany was self-evident. Hadn’t Hitler spoken of restoring moral order to
the nation? They didn’t agree with him on everything, but they believed that
if the church’s prestige were restored, they might be able to influence him
in the right direction.

There was at this time a group that stood solidly behind Hitler’s rise to
power and blithely tossed two millennia of Christian orthodoxy overboard.
They wanted a strong, unified Reichskirche and a “Christianity” that was
strong and masculine, that would stand up to and defeat the godless and
degenerate forces of Bolshevism. They boldly called themselves the
Deutsche Christen (German Christians) and referred to their brand of
Christianity as “positive Christianity.” The German Christians became very
aggressive in attacking those who didn’t agree with them and generally
caused much confusion and division in the church.*

But perhaps the most grievous aspect of the church turmoil was 1 52
the willingness of mainstream Protestant Christian leaders to
consider adopting the Aryan Paragraph. They reasoned that Jews who were
baptized Christians could form their own church and had no particular
business expecting to be a part of a distinctly “German” church. In the
1930s, such racially ideological ideas were not nearly as foreign as they are
today, nor can all who were open to them be dismissed as hate-filled anti-
Semites.



The idea that the races should be “separate, but equal” was popular and
widespread in the Jim Crow American South, and Bonhoeffer had seen it
firsthand. He knew that such ideas were powerfully rooted in notions about
human identity and community. Across Europe and the world, there had
often been strong taboos against mixing races and ethnicities. So even
though Bonhoeffer knew that what he was facing was inimical to Christian
faith, he knew that such thinking was also widespread. It was indeed
possible that a German theologian or pastor who genuinely bore no ill will
toward Jews might be persuaded that the Aryan Paragraph was acceptable.
Some believed that an ethnically Jewish person who was honestly
converted to Christian faith should be part of a church composed of other
converted Jews. Many sincere white American Christians felt that way
about Christians of other races until just a few decades ago. Bonhoeffer
knew that he couldn’t simply attack such people as racists. He would have
to argue logically against such ideas.

Unlike most Germans, Bonhoeffer had experienced the church far
beyond the Lutheran churches of Germany. In Rome, he had seen Christians
of many races and nationalities worshiping together; in the United States,
he had worshiped with African American Christians in Harlem; and via the
ecumenical movement, he had worshiped with other European Christians.
The immediate question before him was, what is the church’s response to
the Jewish question? But the question that stood behind that question was
still, what is the church?

“The fact, unique in history,” he began, “that the Jew has been made
subject to special laws by the state solely because of the race to which he
belongs and quite apart from his religious beliefs, raises two new problems
for the theologian, which must be examined separately.”

He addressed the issue of the church’s attitude toward the state and
created common ground with his skeptical readers by paraphrasing Romans
13: “There is no power, but of God; the powers that be are ordained of
God.” In other words, governments are established by God for the
preservation of order. The church had no fundamental quarrel with the state
being the state, with its restraining evil, even by use of force. His dramatic
opening sentence seemed to overstate the case: “Without doubt, the Church
of the Reformation has no right to address the state directly in its



specifically political actions.” But he was aware of his audience and wished
to establish that he shared their attitude here. He was also aware of speaking
within a tradition that took its cues from Luther, and Luther’s attitude
toward the role of the state erred much on the side of the state, whom
Luther applauded in crushing the Peasants’ Rebellion, for example.
Bonhoeffer must tread carefully.

Then he moved on to clarify that the church does, nonetheless, 1 53
play a vital role for the state. What is that role? The church must
“continually ask the state whether its action can be justified as legitimate
action of the state, i.e., as action which leads to law and order, and not to
lawlessness and disorder.” In other words, it is the church’s role to help the
state be the state. If the state is not creating an atmosphere of law and order,
as Scripture says it must, then it is the job of the church to draw the state’s
attention to this failing. And if on the other hand, the state is creating an
atmosphere of “excessive law and order,” it is the church’s job to draw the
state’s attention to that too.

If the state is creating “excessive law and order,” then “the state develops
its power to such an extent that it deprives Christian preaching and
Christian faith . . . of their rights.” Bonhoeffer called this a “grotesque
situation.” “The church,” he said, “must reject this encroachment of the
order of the state precisely because of its better knowledge of the state and
of the limitations of its action. The state which endangers the Christian
proclamation negates itself.”

Bonhoeffer then famously enumerated “three possible ways in which the
church can act towards the state.” The first, already mentioned, was for the
church to question the state regarding its actions and their legitimacy—to
help the state be the state as God has ordained. The second way—and here
he took a bold leap—was “to aid the victims of state action.” He said that
the church “has an unconditional obligation to the victims of any ordering
of society.” And before that sentence was over, he took another leap, far
bolder than the first—in fact, some ministers walked out—by declaring that
the church “has an unconditional obligation to the victims of any ordering
of society, even if they do not belong to the Christian community.”
Everyone knew that Bonhoeffer was talking about the Jews, including Jews
who were not baptized Christians. Bonhoeffer then quoted Galatians: “Do



good to all men.” To say that it is unequivocally the responsibility of the
Christian church to help all Jews was dramatic, even revolutionary. But
Bonhoeffer wasn’t through yet.

The third way the church can act toward the state, he said, “is notl 5 4
just to bandage the victims under the wheel, but to put a spoke in the
wheel itself.” The translation is awkward, but he meant that a stick must be
jammed into the spokes of the wheel to stop the vehicle. It is sometimes not
enough to help those crushed by the evil actions of a state; at some point the
church must directly take action against the state to stop it from perpetrating
evil. This, he said, is permitted only when the church sees its very existence
threatened by the state, and when the state ceases to be the state as defined
by God. Bonhoeffer added that this condition exists if the state forces the
“exclusion of baptized Jews from our Christian congregations or in the
prohibition of our mission to the Jews.”

The church would be “in statu confessionis and here the state would be in
the act of negating itself.” This Latin phrase, which means “in a state of
confession,” was originally used as a specifically Lutheran phrase in the
sixteenth century. By Bonhoeffer’s time it had come to mean a state of
crisis in which the “confession” of the gospel was at stake. To “confess the
gospel” simply meant to speak forth the good news of Jesus Christ.*
Bonhoeffer continued, “A state which includes within itself a terrorized
church has lost its most faithful servant.”

Bonhoeffer went on to say that to “confess Christ” meant to do so to Jews
as well as to Gentiles. He declared it vital for the church to attempt to bring
the Messiah of the Jews to the Jewish people who did not yet know him. If
Hitler’s laws were adopted, this would be impossible. His dramatic and
somewhat shocking conclusion was that not only should the church allow
Jews to be a part of the church, but that this was precisely what the church
was: it was the place where Jews and Germans stand together. “What is at
stake,” he said, “is by no means the question whether our German members
of congregations can still tolerate church fellowship with the Jews. It is
rather the task of Christian preaching to say: here is the church, where Jew
and German stand together under the Word of God; here is the proof
whether a church is still the church or not.”



Many would have remembered Galatians 3:28, declaring that155
“there is neither Jew nor Greek, bond nor free, male nor female, for

you are all one in Christ Jesus.” To underscore his point, Bonhoeffer
concluded with words from Luther’s commentary on Psalm 110:3: “There
is no other rule or test for who is a member of the people of God or the
church of Christ than this: where there is a little band of those who accept
this word of the Lord, teach it purely and confess against those who
persecute it, and for that reason suffers what is their due.”

In the spring of 1933, Bonhoeffer was declaring it the duty of the church
to stand up for the Jews. This would have seemed radical to even staunch
allies, especially since the Jews had not begun to suffer the horrors they
would suffer in a few years. Bonhoeffer’s three conclusions—that the
church must question the state, help the state’s victims, and work against
the state, if necessary—were too much for almost everyone. But for him
they were inescapable. In time, he would do all three.

The advent of the Nazi victory and the Nazis’ attempt to co-opt the church
resulted in chaos within the church itself, and in fighting and politicking
among the many factions of the church. Bonhoeffer wanted to drown out
the cacophony of voices and look at these things calmly and logically. He
knew that if these questions were not addressed properly, one would be
reduced to merely “political answers” or “pragmatic” answers. One could
begin to veer away from the true gospel, toward worshiping a god made in
one’s own image, rather than God himself, the “eternally other” of whom
Barth had spoken and written. And just as many well-meaning Christians at
Union had unwittingly abandoned that God for many good reasons, so too
many of the well-meaning Christians in Germany were now doing. They
were convinced that if they bent their theology a bit, it wouldn’t matter—
the results would be all right in the end. Many of them honestly believed
that under Hitler the opportunities for evangelism would increase. But
Bonhoeffer knew that a church that did not stand with the Jews was not the
church of Jesus Christ, and to evangelize people into a church that was not
the church of Jesus Christ was foolishness and heresy. From the time
Bonhoeffer finished writing “The Church and the Jewish Question,” he saw



this clearly and would stake everything on it. But it would be a long and

lonely road.
The April 1 Boycott 156

One week after passage of the Enabling Act, Hitler declared a boycott of
Jewish stores across Germany. The stated purpose was stopping the
international press, which the Nazis maintained was controlled by the Jews,
from printing lies about the Nazi regime. They always cast their aggressions
as a defensive response to actions against them and the German people.

Goebbels spoke at a rally in Berlin that day, fulminating against the
“Jewish atrocity propaganda,” and everywhere across Germany SA men
intimidated shoppers from entering Jewish-owned stores, whose windows
had been daubed in black or yellow paint with stars of David and the word
Jude (Jew). The SA also handed out pamphlets and held placards:
“Deutsche Wehrt Euch! Kauft Nicht Bei Juden!” (Germans, protect
yourselves! Don’t buy from Jews!) Some signs were in English: “Germans,
defend yourselves from Jewish Atrocity Propaganda—buy only at German
shops!” Even the offices of Jewish doctors and lawyers were targeted.

Bonhoeffer’s Jewish brother-in-law, Gerhard Leibholz, was a lawyer, and
like many German Jews, he was a baptized Christian. Karl and Paula
Bonhoeffer, fearing the situation, went to Géttingen to be with Sabine and
Gerhard that weekend, while other family members checked in via
telephone. That April, “the hope, so eagerly nourished, that Hitler would
soon ruin himself by mismanagement was shattered,” recalled Sabine.
“National Socialism established itself with lightning swiftness.”

On the day of the boycott in Berlin, Dietrich’s grandmother was
shopping. The patrician ninety-year-old was not about to be told where to
shop. When SA men tried to restrain her from entering one store, she
informed them that she would shop where she liked and did so. Later that
day she did the same at the famous Kaufhaus des Westens, the world’s
largest department store, ignoring the silly kickline of SA men stationed in
front. The story of Julie Bonhoeffer marching past Nazi gorillas was a



favorite in the Bonhoeffer family, who saw in her an embodiment of the
values they sought to live by.

The Lehmanns’ Visit

In these first tumultuous days of April, two other events touched
Bonhoeffer’s life: the German Christians held a conference in Berlin, and
the Lehmanns came to visit.

The German Christians’ conference was a disturbing spectacle for
anyone wary of Hitler’s zeal to reorder German society. The lines between
church and state were being blurred aggressively. It was one thing when the
state was led by the Christian kaiser, but another when it was led by the
anti-Christian Fiihrer. Most Germans believed Hitler was basically “one of
them,” however, and they welcomed the Nazis’ plans to reorder society,
including the church.

Hermann Goring gave a speech to great acclaim, casting the reordering
of society as mainly an “administrative” change. He refreshed the crowd on
the basics of the Fiihrer Principle and exhorted them to expect their Fiihrer
to fiihrer (lead) in every aspect of German life, including the church. As
part of the administrative overhaul, Goring explained that Hitler was
proposing the office of a Reichsbischof, a man who could bring all of the
disparate elements in the German church together. Hitler’s choice for this
position was one Ludwig Miiller, a coarse former naval chaplain. The
German Christians wanted a unified German church in accord with Nazi
principles, and they fought toward that end. If England could have the
Church of England, why shouldn’t Germany have its own church, too—and
on a firmly “German” foundation?

Paul and Marion Lehmann arrived in the last days of March. They had
come to Bonn to hear Barth and then would spend a few days in Berlin to
see their old friend. Ever the gracious host, Bonhoeffer took his Union
friends everywhere, showing them the church in Wedding whose
confirmation class he had taught, strolling with them along Unter den
Linden, and taking them to the opera to see Richard Strauss’s Elektra.*



During their time in Berlin, the Lehmanns witnessed the April 1 1 5 8
boycott, as well as the disturbing spectacle of the German
Christians’ conference. Another person in Berlin that week would figure
prominently in Bonhoeffer’s life, though the two would not meet for six
months. This was George Bell, the bishop of Chichester, visiting for an
ecumenical meeting scheduled at the same time as the German Christians’
conference. He got an unplanned but extremely valuable firsthand look at
the ugly reality of the German Christian movement, one that would help
him in his role as one of their principal adversaries in the years to come.

The Lehmanns spent time with the Bonhoeffer family at
Wangenheimstrasse and marveled at their life there. To them, it was a world
outside of time, a cultural bulwark against the gathering madness. The
Lehmanns noticed that now and again Klaus Bonhoeffer rose and tiptoed to
the door of the room where they were speaking to see that none of the
servants was listening.

Even in early 1933 one couldn’t know who could be trusted, and some of
their conversations were vigorously anti-Nazi. Klaus and Dietrich agreed
that Hitler and the Nazis couldn’t last long, but the damage they were now
doing to the nation was grave. The Bonhoeffers must do all they could to
work against them, especially on their treatment of the Jews. These
conversations can be seen as the first blushes of the resistance against Hitler
already beginning to form.

And even at this early stage, it was not only talk. That April, Paul and
Dietrich composed a letter to Rabbi Stephen Wise in New York. This was
the rabbi whom Bonhoeffer heard preach in his synagogue on that Easter
Sunday two years earlier. Wise was honorary president of the American
Jewish Committee and an outspoken voice against the Nazis early on. He
was connected to President Franklin Roosevelt, so Bonhoeffer and
Lehmann thought through him they might alert Roosevelt to the brewing
situation. Through the Reichstag Fire Edict, Hitler had made even writing
such a letter a treasonable offense. Bonhoeffer knew he could end up in a
concentration camp for his troubles, but he wrote the letter and sent it
nonetheless.

Paul and Marion noticed that their friend Dietrich had changed in the two
years since they had seen each other. In New York he exhibited a more



playful and carefree attitude than they saw now. Under the circumstances,
this was understandable. But there was something else: his attitude toward
God was different. He seemed to take the whole thing more seriously.

Sabine and Gerhard 159

Ten days after the boycott of Jewish stores, Bonhoeffer was asked to preach
another sermon, for a funeral. On April 11, Gerhard Leibholz’s father died.
For Dietrich, this was a difficult spot, one that he later admitted he had not
negotiated well. Leibholz was ethnically Jewish, but unlike his son, he had
not been baptized into the church. Bonhoeffer was forever considering all
sides of a question, sometimes to a fault. Now he thought about how it
might appear if someone who was speaking boldly against the Nazis on the
Jewish issue preached at the funeral of a Jew who was not a member of the
church. Would it seem merely incendiary? Would it destroy his chances for
future action in the church? Would it destroy his credibility with those
inside the church who already thought his ideas on this subject overly
radical?

He wasn’t sure what to do, but he was urged to consult with his district
superintendent. Knowing the uproar it might cause, his superintendent
strongly opposed the idea of Bonhoeffer’s preaching, and so Dietrich
declined. But he would soon deeply regret his action.

Sabine stayed in close contact with her family. Gerhard was a popular
professor of law at Gottingen, so it wasn’t long before they were directly
affected by the mounting anti-Semitism. At one point, the National Socialist
student leaders in Gottingen called for a boycott of his classes. Sabine
recalled:

I had often heard my husband’s lectures and I went to the university on the actual day of the
boycott in order to be there and to hear what the students would have to say. A few students
were standing there in SA uniform, straddling the doorway in their jackboots as only these
SA men could and not allowing anyone to enter. “Leibholz must not lecture, he is a Jew. The
lectures are not taking place.” Obediently the students went home. A corresponding notice
had been posted on the blackboard.



After a while, Sabine and Gerhard needed only to walk down the street in
Gottingen to breathe the poisonous atmosphere. People who recognized
them crossed to the other side to avoid them. “In Gottingen,” Sabine said,
“many tried to collaborate. Lecturers who had not achieved further
promotion now saw their opportunity.” But a few were sickened at what
was taking place and were not afraid to express their horror. The theologian
Walter Bauer met them on the street and launched into a tirade against
Hitler. When Gerhard lost his position, another professor approached him
and, with tears in his eyes, said, “Sir, you are my colleague and I am
ashamed to be a German.” And a group of students from Gerhard’s seminar
went to the Ministry to ask that he be allowed to teach.

Many of Gert’s relatives lost their jobs too. One Jewish sch001160
friend of Gerhard committed suicide. There was constant news of

this sort. On Reformation Day, a few months after his decision not to preach
at Gert’s father’s funeral, Bonhoeffer wrote Gert and Sabine in Géttingen:

I am tormented even now by the thought that I didn’t do as you asked me as a matter of
course. To be frank, I can’t think what made me behave as I did. How could I have been so
horribly afraid at the time? It must have seemed equally incomprehensible to you both, and
yet you said nothing. But it preys on my mind, because it’s the kind of thing one can never
make up for. So all I can do is ask you to forgive my weakness then. I know now for certain
that I ought to have behaved differently.

Throughout 1933, the Nazis continued their campaign to legally bar Jews
from state-affiliated institutions. More and more laws were enacted along
the lines of the April 7 Reformation of the Civil Service. On April 22, Jews
were prohibited from serving as patent lawyers, and Jewish doctors from
working in institutions with state-run insurance. Jewish children were
affected too. On April 25, strict limits were placed on how many of them
could attend public schools. On May 6, the laws were expanded to include
all honorary university professors, lecturers, and notaries. In June all Jewish
dentists and dental technicians were prohibited from working with state-run
insurance institutions. By the fall, the laws included the spouses of non-
Aryans. On September 29, Jews were banned from all cultural and
entertainment activities, including the worlds of film, theater, literature, and



the arts. In October all newspapers were placed under Nazi control,
expelling Jews from the world of journalism.

The aggressive attacks from the German Christians during April shocked
a number of pastors and theologians into action. Their responses varied.
George Schulz of the Sydow Brotherhood published a manifesto. Heinrich
Vogel published his “Eight Articles of Evangelical Doctrine.” Some
Westphalian pastors published a declaration that, like Bonhoeffer’s essay,
roundly rejected as heresy the exclusion of baptized Jews from German
churches. The Young Reformation movement came into being, representing
a number of theological points of view—all opposed to the German
Christians, but not agreed on much else. And Gerhard Jacobi, who would
work arm in arm with Bonhoeffer in the church struggle, began meeting
with other pastors at the Café am Knie in Charlottenburg. There were so
many theological and political points of view in the opposition that they
could never muster a single, focused plan of resistance. But they would try.

“Where Books Are Burned . . .” 161

In May 1933, the madness continued apace. Gleichschaltung was much
discussed. This idea, which Goring referenced at the German Christians’
conference in Berlin the previous month, meant that everything in German
society must fall in line with the Nazi worldview. This included the world
of books and ideas.

Karl Bonhoeffer had a front-row seat to see how the Nazis exerted
pressure on the universities. When the Nazi minister for cultural affairs
spoke at Berlin University, Bonhoeffer recalled with shame that even
though he found the man’s attitude insulting, neither he nor his colleagues
felt sufficient courage to walk out in protest:

Young and hitherto wholly unknown medical trainees came, as representatives of the Party, to
suggest to the heads of hospitals that they immediately dismiss the Jewish doctors. Some
allowed themselves to be persuaded. Any suggestions that such matters came under the
jurisdiction of the Ministry and not of the Party were met with threats. The Dean tried to
persuade faculty members to join the Party collectively. His attempt was foiled by individual
refusals. Nor did the Ministry at first make any move to meet the demand for the dismissal of
Jewish assistants. But doctors in individual hospitals were constantly spied upon to discover



their attitude towards the Party.

He was at the University of Berlin another five years, and only16 2
with some effort did he manage to avoid displaying a portrait of
Hitler.

Anti-Semitism had existed for decades among the students of German
universities, but now they expressed it formally. That spring the German
Students Association planned to celebrate an “Action against the un-
German Spirit” on May 10.* At 11:00 p.m. thousands of students gathered
in every university town across Germany. From Heidelberg to Tiibingen to
Freiburg to Gottingen, where the Leibholzes lived, they marched in
torchlight parades and were then whipped into wild-eyed enthusiasm as
Nazi officials raved about the glories of what the brave young men and
women of Germany were about to do. At midnight the whole thing roared
to grand effect in a great Sduberung (cleansing) where huge bonfires were
lit and into which the students hurled thousands of books.

Thus Germany would be “purged” of the pernicious “un-German”
thoughts of authors such as Helen Keller, Jack London, and H. G. Wells. Of
course Erich Maria Remarque’s books were included, as were those of
many others, including Albert Einstein and Thomas Mann. In 1821, in his
play Almansor, the German poet Heinrich Heine wrote the chilling words:
“Dort, wo man Biicher verbrennt, verbrennt man am Ende auch Menschen.”
Heine was a German Jew who converted to Christianity, and his words were
a grim prophecy, meaning, “Where books are burned, they will, in the end,
burn people, too.” That night across Germany his books were among those
thrown into the crackling flames. Sigmund Freud, whose books were also
burned that night, made a similar remark: “Only our books? In earlier times
they would have burned us with them.”

In Berlin the torchlight procession began at the Hegelplatz behind Berlin
University, went through the university, and then eastward along Unter den
Linden. The “anti-German” books followed in a truck, and at the
Opernplatz stood the great pile of wood that would become the bonfire.
Then addressing the thirty thousand, the vampiric homunculus Joseph
Goebbels ranted into the darkness: “German men and women! The age of
arrogant Jewish intellectualism is now at an end! . . . You are doing the right



thing at this midnight hour—to consign to the flames the unclean spirit of

the past. This is a great, powerful, and symbolic act. . . . Out of these ashes
the phoenix of a new age will arise. . . . O Century! O Science! It is a joy to
be alive!”

As with so much else in the Third Reich, the scene had an163
undeniably macabre aspect to it: the midnight bonfire feeding like a
succubus on the noble thoughts and words of great men and women.
Goebbels, the propagandist, well knew that to stage a torchlight parade,
followed by a bonfire at the stroke of midnight, evoked something ancient
and tribal and pagan and invoked the gods of the German Volk, who
represented strength and ruthlessness and blood and soil. The ritual was not
meant to be Christian in any sense; indeed it was very much meant to be
anti-Christian, though it wouldn’t do to say so, since most of those present
might have balked to hear such a thing, though they well felt it. The torches
and the drums and the procession were meant to create an atmosphere of
ominousness and foreboding and fear, and to summon forces who knew
nothing of the weak virtues of the Christian faith, but stood in fundamental
opposition to them and to the monotheistic religion of the despised Jews.
It’s no mistake that in the cities where the event was canceled by rain, it
was rescheduled for June 21, the summer solstice.

Heinrich Heine’s famous words about the book burnings are often quoted
and today are inscribed at the Opernplatz as a memorial of the ghastly
ritual. But another passage from Heine’s works is perhaps more eerily
prophetic of what would take place in Germany a century hence. They are
the concluding words of his 1834 book, Religion and Philosophy in
Germany:

Christianity—and that is its greatest merit—has somewhat mitigated that brutal German love
of war, but it could not destroy it. Should that subduing talisman, the cross, be shattered, the
frenzied madness of the ancient warriors, that insane Berserk rage of which Nordic bards
have spoken and sung so often, will once more burst into flame. This talisman is fragile, and
the day will come when it will collapse miserably. Then the ancient stony gods will rise from
the forgotten debris and rub the dust of a thousand years from their eyes, and finally Thor
with his giant hammer will jump up and smash the Gothic cathedrals. . . . Thought precedes
action as lightning precedes thunder. . . . [W]hen you hear a crashing such as never before has
been heard in the world’s history, then you know that the German thunderbolt has fallen at
last. At that uproar the eagles of the air will drop dead, and lions in the remotest deserts of



Africa will hide in their royal dens. A play will be performed in Germany which will make
the French Revolution look like an innocent idyll.

* A more complete treatment of the German Christians follows on pages 171-175.

€

* The term Confessing Church in large part was coined in reference to the phrase “in status
confessionis.” Those who believed that the German church had ceased to be the church of Jesus
Christ because of the adoption of the Aryan Paragraph decided that they must break away and form
the church anew. The new church was called the Confessing Church because it proclaimed the gospel
of Jesus Christ.

* Strauss was caught in the cultural crossfire: the Nazis tried to co-opt him by giving him an official
arts post. He accepted it, he later claimed, to protect his Jewish daughter-in-law. But Strauss was
friends with the German Jewish writer Stefan Zweig and was later forced to resign for refusing to
remove Zweig’s name from an opera libretto he had written.

* It’s unclear whether that date was chosen to mark the end of the Franco-Prussian War in 1871, but
since that is the day Germany defeated France and marked the beginning of its emergence as a united
Germany, it’s likely.
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NAZI THEOLOGY

It’s been our misfortune to have the wrong religion. Why didn’t we have the religion of the
Japanese, who regard sacrifice for the Fatherland as the highest good? The Mohammedan
religion too would have been much more compatible to us than Christianity. Why did it have
to be Christianity with its meekness and flabbiness?

—ADOLF HITLER

You’ll see the day, ten years from now, when Adolf Hitler will occupy precisely the same
position in Germany that Jesus Christ has now.

—REINHARD HEYDRICH

ne sometimes hears that Hitler was a Christian. He was certainly
n neither was he openly anti-Christian, as most of his top lieutenants
were. What helped him aggrandize power, he approved of, and what
prevented it, he did not. He was utterly pragmatic. In public he often made
comments that made him sound pro-church or pro-Christian, but there can
be no question that he said these things cynically, for political gain. In
private, he possessed an unblemished record of statements against
Christianity and Christians.

Especially early in his career, Hitler wished to appear as a typical
German, so he praised the churches as bastions of morality and traditional
values. But he also felt that, in time, the churches would adapt to the
National Socialist way of thinking. They would eventually be made into
vessels for Nazi ideology, so it little served his purposes to destroy them. It
would be easier to change what already existed and benefit from whatever
cultural cachet they possessed.

In his famous diary, Joseph Goebbels, who was probably closer to 1 66
Hitler than anyone, recorded some of the Fiihrer’s private thoughts
about the clergy:



The Fuehrer spoke very derogatorily about the arrogance of the higher and lower clergy. The
insanity of the Christian doctrine of redemption really doesn’t fit at all into our time.
Nevertheless there are learned, educated men, occupying high positions in public life, who
cling to it with the faith of a child. It is simply incomprehensible how anybody can consider
the Christian doctrine of redemption as a guide for the difficult life of today. The Fuehrer
cited a number of exceptionally drastic and in part even grotesque examples. . . . Whereas the
most learned and wisest scientists struggle for a whole lifetime to study but one of the
mysterious laws of nature, a little country priest from Bavaria is in a position to decide this
matter on the basis for his religious knowledge. One can regard such a disgusting
performance only with disdain. A church that does not keep step with modern scientific
knowledge is doomed. It may take quite a while, but it is bound finally to happen. Anybody
who is firmly rooted in daily life and who can only faintly imagine the mystic secrets of
nature, will naturally be extremely modest about the universe. The clerics, however, who have
not caught a breath of such modesty, evidence a sovereign opinionated attitude toward
questions of the universe.

Hitler’s attitude toward Christianity was that it was a great heap of
mystical out-of-date nonsense. But what annoyed Hitler was not that it was
nonsense, but that it was nonsense that did not help him get ahead.
According to Hitler, Christianity preached “meekness and flabbiness,” and
this was simply not useful to the National Socialist ideology, which
preached “ruthlessness and strength.” In time, he felt that the churches
would change their ideology. He would see to it.

Martin Bormann and Heinrich Himmler were the most passionately anti-
Christian members of Hitler’s inner circle, and they didn’t believe the
churches should adapt or could. They wanted the clergy crushed and the
churches abolished, and they encouraged Hitler along these lines whenever
possible. They hoped to accelerate the timetable for open warfare with the
church, but Hitler was in no hurry. Whenever he attacked the churches, his
popularity waned. Unlike his top men, Hitler had an instinctive political
sense of timing, and now was not the time to take on the churches directly.
Now was the time to pretend to be pro-Christian.

Hitler’s architect, Albert Speer, was a firsthand witness to Hitler’s 1 6 7
cold-blooded approach: “Around 1937, when Hitler heard that at the
instigation of the party and the SS vast numbers of his followers had left the
church because it was obstinately opposing his plans, he nevertheless
ordered his close associates, above all Goéring and Goebbels, to remain
members of the church. He too would remain a member of the Catholic
Church, he said, although he had no real attachment to it.”



Bormann despised Christians and Christianity, but couldn’t yet say so
publicly. In 1941, when the war was raging, he made his thoughts known,
saying, “National Socialism and Christianity are irreconcilable.” Speer
commented:

In Bormann’s mind, the Kirchenkampf, the campaign against the churches, was useful for
reactivating party ideology which had been lying dormant. He was the driving force behind
this campaign. . . . Hitler was hesitant, but only because he would rather postpone this
problem to a more favorable time. . . . “Once I have settled my other problems,” he
occasionally declared, “I’ll have my reckoning with the church. I’ll have it reeling on the
ropes.” But Bormann did not want this reckoning postponed. Brutally direct himself, he could
ill tolerate Hitler’s prudent pragmatism. . . . [So he] would draw one of the members of the
entourage into telling him about seditious speeches a pastor or bishop had delivered, until
Hitler finally became attentive and demanded details. . . . At some point [Bormann] would
take a document from his pocket and begin reading passages from a defiant sermon or a
pastoral letter. Frequently Hitler became so worked up that he began to snap his fingers—a
sure sign of his anger—pushed away his food and vowed to punish the offending clergyman
eventually.

But all of this was far in the future. In 1933, Hitler never hinted that he
was capable of taking a stand against the churches. Most pastors were quite
convinced that Hitler was on their side, partly because he had a record of
pro-Christian statements that reached back to the first days of his political
life. In a 1922 speech, he called Jesus “our greatest Aryan hero.”
Reconciling the idea of the Jewish Jesus as an Aryan hero is no less
preposterous than trying to reconcile Hitler’s ideal of the ruthless, immoral
Nietzchean Ubermensch with the humble, self-sacrificing Christ.

Hitler must be called a Nietzschean, although he likely would16 8
have bristled at the term since it implied that he believed in
something beyond himself. This clashed with the idea of an invincible
Fihrer figure, above whom none could stand. Still, Hitler visited the
Nietzsche museum in Weimar many times, and there are photos of him
posed, staring rapturously at a huge bust of the philosopher. He devoutly
believed in what Nietzsche said about the “will to power.” Hitler worshiped
power, while truth was a phantasm to be ignored; and his sworn enemy was
not falsehood but weakness. For Hitler, ruthlessness was a great virtue, and
mercy, a great sin. This was Christianity’s chief difficulty, that it advocated
meekness.



Nietzsche called Christianity “the one great curse, the one enormous and
innermost perversion . . . the one immortal blemish of mankind.” He
despised the Christian idea of virtue, considering it despicable and weak:
“Society has never regarded virtue as anything else than as a means to
strength, power and order.” And of course, Nietzsche exalted the idea of
strength personified in the Superman, or Ubermensch, a cruel and ruthless
champion of unbridled power—“the magnificent blond brute, avidly
rampant for spoil and victory.”

Hitler seems to have believed that Nietzsche had prophesied his coming
and rise to power. In The Will to Power, Nietzsche prophesied the coming
of a race of rulers, “a particularly strong kind of man, most highly gifted in
intellect and will.” Hitler believed the Aryan race was this “race of rulers.”
Nietzsche referred to these men as “lords of the earth.” William Shirer said
that Nietzsche’s rantings along these lines met with Hitler’s approval:
“[They] must have struck a responsive chord in Hitler’s littered mind. At
any rate he appropriated them for his own—mnot only the thoughts but . . .
often his very words. ‘Lords of the Earth’ is a familiar expression in Mein
Kampf. That in the end Hitler considered himself the superman of
Nietzsche’s prophecy can not be doubted.”

Hitler could hail Nietzsche as great as long as people understood that
Nietzsche existed principally to prepare the way for Hitler, to be his John
the Baptist, as it were.

Among the first to portray Hitler in a messianic light was Houston 1 69
Stewart Chamberlain, whom Shirer called “one of the strangest
Englishmen who ever lived,” and whom many considered to be one of the
spiritual fathers of the Third Reich. Chamberlain believed Germany was
meant to rule the world as a master race, and he prophesied that Hitler was
the man to lead them:

At the end of a fantastic life he could hail the Austrian corporal—and this long before Hitler
came to power or had any prospect of it—as a being sent by God to lead the German people
out of the wilderness. Hitler, not unnaturally, regarded Chamberlain as a prophet, as indeed he
turned out to be. . . . He went to his grave . . . on January 11, 1927—with high hope that all he
had preached and prophesied would yet come true under the divine guidance of this new
German Messiah.



Before he died, Chamberlain met Hitler. He is another baffling character
in a baffling story, a kind of satanic Simeon warbling an inverted Nunc
Dimittis.

A New Nazi Religion

Since Hitler had no religion other than himself, his opposition to
Christianity and the church was less ideological than practical. That was not
the case for many leaders of the Third Reich. Alfred Rosenberg, Martin
Bormann, Heinrich Himmler, Reinhard Heydrich, and others were bitterly
anti-Christian and were ideologically opposed to Christianity, and wanted to
replace it with a religion of their own devising. Under their leadership, said
Shirer, “the Nazi regime intended eventually to destroy Christianity in
Germany, if it could, and substitute the old paganism of the early tribal
Germanic gods and the new paganism of the Nazi extremists.”

Hitler wouldn’t let them do this at first, hence his constant battle to rein
them in. But he was not opposed to their doing it when the time was right.
He couldn’t take it very seriously, but he thought that the neopagan stew
that Himmler was cooking up would probably be far more useful than
Christianity because it would advocate such “virtues” as would be useful to
the Third Reich.

Himmler was the head of the SS and was aggressively anti—170
Christian. Very early on, he barred clergy from serving in the SS. In
1935 he ordered every SS member to resign leadership in religious
organizations. The next year he forbade SS musicians to participate in
religious services, even out of uniform. Soon afterward he forbade SS
members to attend church services. For Himmler, the SS was itself a
religion, and its members, postulants in its priesthood. Many SS rituals
were occultic in nature. Himmler was deeply involved in the occult and in
astrology, and much of what the SS perpetrated in the death camps bore
Himmler’s saurian stamp.

Hans Gisevius, a member of the German military, would become one of
the leaders in the conspiracy against Hitler. Like most in the conspiracy,
Gisevius was a serious Christian. He was a friend of Niemoller and attended



his church. One day around 1935 he was in a meeting with Himmler and
Heydrich, who knew of his faith and argued with him about it. Gisevius
wrote:

Heydrich, who took a lively part in the discussion, paced energetically back and forth in the
room. He never quite finished making his point, and as we were taking our leave he ran after
me to get in a final word. Tapping me on the shoulder he said with a grin: “Just you wait.
You’ll see the day, ten years from now, when Adolf Hitler will occupy precisely the same
position in Germany that Jesus Christ has now.”

The SS was fiercely intent on this subject. Albert Speer recalled hearing
Hitler privately mock Himmler’s efforts: “What nonsense! [Hitler said.]
Here we have at last reached an age that has left all mysticism behind it,
and now he wants to start that all over again. We might just as well have
stayed with the church. At least it had tradition. To think that I may some
day be turned into an SS saint! Can you imagine it? I would turn over in my
grave.”

Rosenberg was one of the Nazi leaders most active in creating this “new
religion.” How they would get there was a point of some disagreement.
Some, like Himmler, wanted to start fresh; while others thought it easier to
turn the existing Christian churches into “Nazi” churches over time.
Rosenberg was an “outspoken pagan” who, during the war, developed a
thirty-point program for the “Nationale Reichskirche.” That it was entrusted
to an outspoken pagan shows how much respect Hitler had for the Christian
church and its doctrines. Rosenberg’s plan is some of the clearest proof that
exists of the Nazis’ ultimate plans for the churches. A few points of his
program illustrate what Hitler was open to approving and, under cover of
war, would move toward:

13. The National Church demands immediate cessation of the171
publishing and dissemination of the Bible in Germany. . . .

14. The National Church declares that to it, and therefore to the German
nation, it has been decided that the Fuehrer’s Mein Kampf is the
greatest of all documents. It . . . not only contains the greatest but it
embodies the purest and truest ethics for the present and future life
of our nation.



18. The National Church will clear away from its altars all crucifixes,
Bibles and pictures of saints.

19. On the altars there must be nothing but Mein Kampf (to the German
nation and therefore to God the most sacred book) and to the left of
the altar a sword.

30. On the day of its foundation, the Christian Cross must be removed
from all churches, cathedrals and chapels . . . and it must be
superseded by the only unconquerable symbol, the swastika.

The German Christians

The most serious Christians in Germany recognized the incompatibility of
Christianity and Nazi philosophy. Karl Barth said Christianity was
separated “as by an abyss from the inherent godlessness of National
Socialism.”

But someplace in the deep and wide abyss betwixt these two existed a
strange group who did not think there was an abyss, and who wished to
create a seamless connection between National Socialism and Christianity.
They saw no theological problem with this project, and during much of the
1930s, they constituted a powerful force in Germany. They formed the core
of the opposition to Bonhoeffer, Niemoller, and other leaders in the
Confessing Church side of the church struggle (Kirchenkampf) just
beginning. To co-opt all who fancied themselves Germans and Christians,
they called themselves the Deutsche Christens, “German Christians.” The
contortions required to pull together their idea of Germanness with their
idea of Christianity can be painful to contemplate.

In her book, Twisted Cross: The German Christian Movement in 1 7 2
the Third Reich, Doris Bergen wrote that “the ‘German Christians’
preached Christianity as the polar opposite of Judaism, Jesus as the arch
anti-semite, and the cross as the symbol of war against Jews.” Fusing the
German Volk (people) with the German Kirche (church) meant stretching
and twisting the definitions of both. Step one was to define Germanness as
inherently in opposition to Jewishness. To make Christianity one with



Germanness meant purging it of everything Jewish. It was an absurd
project.

For starters, they decided the Old Testament must go. It was obviously
too Jewish. At one German Christians’ gathering in Bavaria, the speaker
ridiculed the Old Testament as a saga of racial defilement. His remark that
“Moses in his old age had married a Negro woman” drew boisterous
laughter and enthusiastic applause. As late as 1939, they founded “the
Institute for Research into and Elimination of Jewish Influence in German
Church Life.” Like the famous Jefferson Bible that omitted anything not to
Jefferson’s liking, this institute took a cut-and-paste attitude toward the
Bible, excising anything that seemed Jewish or un-German. One of the
leaders, Georg Schneider, called the whole Old Testament “a cunning
Jewish conspiracy.” He went on: “Into the oven, with the part of the Bible
that glorifies the Jews, so eternal flames will consume that which threatens
our people.”

As for the New Testament, the German Christians quoted scriptures out
of context and twisted the meaning to suit their anti-Semitic agenda. They
used John 8:44 to great effect: “You are of your father the devil, and your
will is to do your father’s desires. He was a murderer from the beginning,
and has nothing to do with the truth, because there is no truth in him. When
he lies, he speaks out of his own character, for he is a liar and the father of
lies” (ESV). Of course Jesus and all of his disciples were Jewish, and the
Jews whom Jesus addresses here are religious leaders. It was only with
them that he took such a harsh tone. The passage in which Jesus throws the
money changers out of the temple was also popular with the German
Christians. But to hone its barbed point, the phrase “den of thieves” was
replaced with the German Kaufhaus (department store), most of which were
then owned by Jews. The German Christians always painted Jesus as a non-
Jew and often as a cruel anti-Semite. As Hitler had called him “our greatest
Aryan hero,” this was not much of a leap. Before the German Christians
were through with him, the Nazarene rabbi would be a goose-stepping,
strudel-loving son of the Reich.

The German Christians took the same line with church music. Atl 73
their famous gathering in the Berlin Sportpalast, one of their leaders
declared, “We want to sing songs that are free from all Israelite elements!”



This would be difficult. Even the most German hymn of all, Luther’s
“Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” contained a reference to Jesus as “Lord
Sabaoth.” But they were deadly earnest about purging their hymnbooks of
such “Jewish” words as Jehovah, Hallelujah, and Hosanna. One author
proposed changing Jerusalem to heavenly abode—and cedars of Lebanon to
firs of the German forest.

As they bent themselves into pretzels, some German Christians realized it
was a losing battle. So in 1937, a group of them stated that the written word
of Scripture was the problem. “Whereas the Jews were the first to write out
their faith,” they said, “Jesus never did so.” True “German” Christianity
must therefore move beyond written words. “A demon always resides in the
written word,” they added.

Their efforts became more and more ridiculous. German Christians
sometimes spoke of baptism as a baptism not into the body of Christ but
into “the community of the Volk” and into the Weltanschauung of the
Fiihrer. Communion presented other difficulties. One pastor spoke of the
bread symbolizing “the body of the earth that, firm and strong, remains true
to the German soil,” and the wine was “the blood of the earth.” The
paganism of it all escaped them.

But it wasn’t merely the jots and tittles of their theology that were at
issue. Their entire concept of Christianity was heretical. Ludwig Miiller, the
man whom Hitler would put forward as his choice to lead a “united German
church”—in the new position of Reichsbischof—declared that the “love” of
the German Christians had a “hard, warrior-like face. It hates everything
soft and weak because it knows that all life can only then remain healthy
and fit for life when everything antagonistic to life, the rotten and the
indecent, is cleared out of the way and destroyed.” This was not
Christianity, but Nietzschean social Darwinism. Miiller also publicly stated
that the idea of grace was “un-German.” A crew-cutted former naval
chaplain and self-styled “lusty fellow” and “man’s man” who sneered at
theologians—Karl Barth was one of his favorite whipping boys—Miiller
was one of the staunchest advocates of the Nazification of the church in
Germany. He would be the principal nemesis of the Confessing Church in
the church struggle ahead.



But Miiller was hardly alone in thinking that the love and grace of 1 7 4
traditional Christianity had no place in the positive Christianity of
the German Christians. Another German Christian declared that the
teaching of “sin and grace . . . was a Jewish attitude inserted into the New
Testament” and was simply too negative for Germans at that time:

A people, who, like our own, has a war behind them that they did not want, that they lost, and
for which they were declared guilty, cannot bear it, when their sinfulness is constantly pointed
out to them in an exaggerated way. . . . Our people has suffered so much under the lie of war
guilt that it is the task and duty of the church and of theology to use Christianity to give
courage to our people, and not to pull them down into political humiliation.

How the German Christians justified twisting and bending the
traditionally accepted meaning of the Scriptures and the doctrines of the
church is complicated. One German Christian leader, Reinhold Krause, said
that Martin Luther had left Germans with “a priceless legacy: the
completion of the German Reformation in the Third Reich!” If Luther could
break away from the Catholic church, it followed that nothing was written
in stone. That was the weed in the garden of Protestantism. Even Luther had
questioned the canonicity of some books of the Bible, especially the book
of James, for what he took as its preaching of “salvation by works.” And
Bonhoeffer’s professor, the liberal theologian Adolf von Harnack, had
questioned the canonicity of much of the Old Testament. There’s little
question that the liberal theological school of Schleiermacher and Harnack
helped push things along in this direction. But the other piece of this puzzle
has to do with the confusion that inevitably arises when the Christian faith
becomes too closely related to a cultural or national identity. For many
Germans, their national identity had become so melted together with
whatever Lutheran Christian faith they had that it was impossible to see
either clearly. After four hundred years of taking for granted that all
Germans were Lutheran Christians, no one really knew what Christianity
was anymore.

In the end, the German Christians would realize that they were175
living in Barth’s abyss after all. True Christians viewed them as
confused, nationalistic heretics, and they could never satisfy the staunch
anti-Semites on the Nazi side of the abyss. One Nazi leader sent the
Gestapo a letter complaining that the melody to the hymn “Jerusalem, Thou



City High and Fair” was played at memorial services for the German war
dead. There were no offensive words, since only the melody was played,
but even to evoke the memory of the words was unacceptable. That well-
known hymn, which had been played at German memorial services for
many years, was chosen by Paula Bonhoeffer for Walter’s funeral in 1918.
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THE CHURCH STRUGGLE BEGINS

If you board the wrong train it is no use running along the corridor in the opposite direction.

—DIETRICH BONHOEFFER

Abt first the German Christians were careful about hiding their most
ic eliefs from the German people. To the casual observer, their
conference in April 1933 was a model of theological soberness. But the
German Christians were vocal that the German church must be united as a
Reichskirche. Anything else smacked of the fractured Reichstag and the
Weimar Republic. Everything must now be synchronized under the Fiihrer’s

leadership and under the idea of Gleichschaltung—and the church must
lead the way.

As a result of the April conference, many Germans were open to a single
Reich church (Reichskirche). Few knew how this should happen or in what
form, although Hitler had definite ideas. When the church leaders appointed
a commission of three bishops to meet at Loccum that May to discuss the
church’s future, he saw an opportunity. In an effort to bring the wayward
churches to heel, he shoehorned a fourth cleric into the trio. The skunk at
the bishops’ garden party was none other than Ludwig Miiller, the
aforementioned former naval chaplain whom Hitler had been proposing as
his Reich bishop (Reichsbischof)—and who would head up the unified
church being proposed.

But that May, Hitler’s gambit to create a church in his own image 1 7 7
did not succeed. The bishops agreed to put someone forward as
Reich bishop. But it was not Miiller; it was Friedrich von Bodelschwingh, a
gentle, eminent, and deeply respected figure who ran a large community for
people with epilepsy and other disabilities at Biesenthal in Westphalia.



Bodelschwingh was elected Reichsbischof on May 27, but no sooner had
this kind soul been fitted for his mitre than the German Christians began to
attack him, hoping to overturn the election by any means necessary. Miiller
led this charge, insisting that the “voice of the people” must be heeded. But
many Germans found Miiller’s attacks shocking and distasteful.
Bodelschwingh was patently a decent and apolitical man, who won the
election fairly.

Despite the howlings against him, Bodelschwingh went to Berlin and set
to work. On arriving, he asked Martin Niemoéller for assistance. Pastor
Niemoller had been a U-boat captain during the First War, who was
awarded the Iron Cross for his bravery. He had initially welcomed the
Nazis, hailing them as the heroes who would restore Germany’s dignity,
chase the Communists from the country, and restore moral order. Niemoller
met with Hitler privately in 1932, and Hitler had given him his personal
assurance that he would keep his hands off the churches and would never
institute pogroms against the Jews. This was good enough for Niemoller,
who was sure the Nazis’ victory would bring about the national religious
revival for which he had long prayed. But he soon saw that he had been
taken in. When Nieméoller finally turned against Hitler, he did so without
any fear, and the sermons he gave at his overfilled church in Dahlem, a
working-class section of Berlin, were listened to with the greatest interest,
not least by members of the Gestapo. Niemoller knew this and mocked
them openly from the pulpit. It was thought that if ever anyone outside the
military could lead a movement against Hitler, Niemoller was the man. It
was around the time of Bodelschwingh’s election that Niemoller met
Bonhoeffer and began to play a central role in the church struggle.

Bodelschwingh’s short tenure as Reichsbischof was made increasingly
miserable by the hue and cry of the German Christians. Amazingly, on June
18, in the midst of the turmoil, Franz Hildebrandt was ordained. Because he
was a Jew, the question of his future in the church could not have been
more pressing. What might the church look like if the theological
roughnecks got their way? Bonhoeffer was there for the ceremony, which
took place in the historic Nikolaikirche in Berlin. This was where
Hildebrandt’s spiritual hero, the famous seventeenth-century hymn writer
Paul Gerhardt, had been ordained and later served as minister. Bonhoeffer



knew many of Gerhardt’s hymns by heart, and they would sustain him
during his imprisonment.*

The German Christians’ public attacks continued, and on June 19, 1 7 8
they held a meeting at Berlin University. They had gained a foothold
in the universities, and the students began agitating against Bodelschwingh.
Bonhoeffer and many of his students attended the meeting, but Bonhoeffer
didn’t make any statements. He let his students argue with the German
Christians. He and his students had planned to walk out en masse if the
German Christians again proposed electing Ludwig Miiller as
Reichsbischof, which they must do, and eventually did. At that point
Bonhoeffer and the pro-Bodelschwingh contingent stood and made for the
exits. To Bonhoeffer’s surprise, 90 percent of the people in the meeting
walked out too. It was a bold slap in the face to the German Christians, and
it showed how off-putting their behavior in the recent weeks had been.

Those who walked out gathered by a statue of Hegel and held an
impromptu rally. But even among these young people, there was a gap
between opposing the German Christians and opposing Hitler. They thought
the German Christians too radical in wanting to bring Nazi doctrines into
the church, but most of them still thought of themselves as patriotic
Germans who were devoted to the country—and its Fiihrer. So at the rally
after walking out, they declared their submission to Hitler’s leadership.
Bonhoeffer said that “one student gave a Heil for the Reichskanzler, the rest
following suit.”

Three days later, there was another meeting. This time Bonhoeffer spoke.
What he said is hard to fathom, but he was still hopeful, still thinking it
must be possible for the church to resolve this issue amicably. First, he said
that God was using this struggle in the German church to humble it, and no
one had the right to be proud and self-justifying. Christians must humble
themselves and repent. Perhaps something good would come of the
struggle, but having humility and repentance was the only path forward.
Bonhoeffer was speaking mostly to his own people, who understood that
barring Jews from the church was wrong. They, who were on the right side
of the issue, must guard against spiritual pride. Then he invoked Romans 14
and the idea of the “weaker brethren” in the church, who required extra
grace and special accommodations. And he seemed to wonder whether



those who were against the Aryan Paragraph should put up with it for the
sake of the whole church and the “weaker brethren.” His comments were
quite radical and, in retrospect, overly generous.

Bonhoeffer even suggested convening a church council, as had179
been done in early church history at Nicea and Chalcedon. He
believed the Holy Spirit could speak and solve the problem if they behaved
like the church. But he was mostly speaking to liberal theologians for whom
the notions of a council, heresy, or schism seemed archaic. He was calling
the church to behave like the church, but his declarations fell on deaf ears.

Two days later it was all moot because the state intervened and all hell
broke loose. In protest, Bodelschwingh resigned. Now the real church
struggle would begin. On June 28, Miiller ordered SA troops to occupy the
church offices in Berlin. On July 2, an SA commando arrested a pastor.
Those in the opposition held prayers of atonement and called for prayers of
intercession. In the resultant chaos, Bodelschwingh met with Hindenburg to
explain his side of the situation, and Hindenburg said he would convey
Bodelschwingh’s concerns to Hitler.

Bonhoeffer began to see that the opposition to Hitler and the German
Christians was weak and divided, and he was gradually losing hope that
anything positive could be done. It was all very depressing. Miiller and the
German Christians were not afraid to use the power of the state to force
things to go their way and had been doing so rather effectively. But
Bonhoeffer and Hildebrandt saw one possibility. They suggested that the
churches effectively go on strike against the state to assert their
independence. If the state did not pull back and let the church be the church,
the church would cease behaving like the state church and would, among
other things, stop performing funerals. It was a brilliant solution.

As would always be the case, their suggestion was too strong and too
dramatic for most of the conciliatory Protestant leaders. Bonhoeffer’s
decisiveness was unsettling to them, since it forced them to see their own
sins in what was happening. Just as the politically compromised military
leaders would one day balk when they ought to have acted to assassinate
Hitler, so the theologically compromised Protestant leaders now balked.
They couldn’t muster the will to do anything as stark and scandalous as
staging a strike, and the opportunity was lost.



The Church Elections 180

Meanwhile, Hitler was moving ahead with his own plans for the church. He
knew quite well how to deal with these Protestant pastors. “You can do
anything you want with them,” he once remarked. “They will submit . . .
they are insignificant little people, submissive as dogs, and they sweat with
embarrassment when you talk to them.” With the cynicism he brought to
every call for an “election,” Hitler suddenly announced new church
elections to be held July 23. This created an illusion of choice, but with the
powers at the Nazis’ disposal, there was little question who would win.
Intimidation of every kind was brought to bear on the situation, with the
serious threat that anyone opposing the German Christians could be accused
of treason. And there was only one week between the announcement and
the elections, making it virtually impossible to organize a viable opposition.

Despite the stacked odds, Bonhoeffer threw himself into the task. The
Young Reformation movement chose candidates, and Bonhoeffer and his
students wrote campaign leaflets and duplicated them. But on the night of
July 17, before the leaflets could be distributed, the Gestapo broke into the
Young Reformation offices and confiscated them. The German Christians
had found a legal objection to the way the Young Reformation movement
listed its candidates, and the Gestapo was dispatched to put a stop to it
—“legally”—Dby confiscating the leaflets.

But Bonhoeffer was not intimidated, and borrowing his father’s
Mercedes, he and Gerhard Jacobi drove to Gestapo headquarters on Prinz-
Albrecht-Strasse to redress the situation. Jacobi had been decorated with
two Iron Crosses in the First War, and to bolster their credentials as patriotic
Germans, he wore them into the lions’ den of the Gestapo headquarters.

It was in the lightless basement of this notorious building that Bonhoeffer
would be imprisoned, following the failure of the Stauffenberg
assassination attempt in 1944. But now, in 1933, he still lived in a Germany
that could be forced to behave with respect for the rule of law. So with the
confidence of someone who knew his rights and was bold enough to claim
them, Bonhoeffer stormed into the building and demanded to see the head
of the Gestapo. Bonhoeffer convinced him that it was a case of electoral



interference—which was forbidden, however cynically—and the leaflets
were returned. He had to agree to change the title of the roster of candidates
from “List of the Evangelical Church,” to which the German Christians
objected in that they wished to be thought of as the official “Evangelical
Church,” to the more neutral “Gospel and Church.” The Gestapo threatened
Bonhoeffer and Jacobi, making them personally responsible for seeing that
the changes were made. They would be sent to concentration camps if
leaflets without the changes were anywhere distributed.

In the meantime, as the German Christians and the Young 1 8 1
Reformation movement campaigned for the election, Hitler showed
that he knew how to deal with the Catholics too. Indeed, he had been
dealing with them privately, and on July 20 he victoriously announced that
a Concordat had been forged between the German Reich and the Vatican. It
was a major public relations coup, since it gave the impression that he was
reasonable on these matters and posed no threat to the churches. The text of
the Concordat began:

His Holiness Pope Pius XI and the President of the German Reich, moved by a common
desire to consolidate and promote the friendly relations existing between the Holy See and the
German Reich, wish to permanently regulate the relations between the Catholic Church and
the state for the whole territory of the German Reich in a way acceptable to both parties. They
have decided to conclude a solemn agreement.

The first article stated:

The German Reich guarantees freedom of profession and public practice of the Catholic
religion. It acknowledges the right of the Catholic Church, within the framework of the laws
valid for all, to manage and regulate its own affairs independently, and, within the framework
of its own competence, to issue binding laws and ordinances for its members.

These would be exposed as weasel words within a few years, but for now
they did their job, holding off criticism and presenting a pacific face to the
skeptical world.

Three days later the church elections were held. It was a 1 82
predictable landslide, with the German Christians receiving about 70
percent of the votes. The biggest news was that Ludwig Miiller was elected
Reichsbischof. The bullheaded Miiller was widely regarded as an uncouth



hick; for many Germans, it was as if Gomer Pyle had become the
archbishop of Canterbury. Miiller was someone for whom “the ladies” and
coarse language were not off-limits, especially as they burnished one’s bona
fides as a regular fellow of the Reich and not some fussy theologian.
Behind his back, they mockingly referred to him as the Reibi, a
foreshortening of Reichsbischof that also meant “Rabbi.” For Bonhoeffer
and those who would later become the Confessing Church, this was bad
news. Bonhoeffer wrote Bishop Bell earlier in the week, saying that a
“definite disqualification of Miiller by the ecumenical movement would
perhaps be the last hope—humanly spoken—for a recovery of the German
church.”

Miiller and his German Christians had won the political battle, but
Bonhoeffer and the others in the Young Reformation movement were not at
all ready to concede the theological battle. In some ways the political loss
freed them to fight on another plane. They now proposed to create a clear
statement of faith—a “Confession of Faith”—to use against the German
Christians. It would force a crisis and would force the German Christians to
define themselves. Pastor Niemoller felt that this was the answer to the
current situation, and he played a large part in persuading them to take this
tack:

Is there theologically a fundamental difference between the teachings of the Reformation and
those proclaimed by the “German Christians”? We fear: Yes!—They say: No! This lack of
clarity must be cleared up by a confession for our time. If this doesn’t come from the other
side—and there’s no sign of it coming soon—then it must come from us; and it has to come
in such a way that the others must say Yes or No to it.

A national synod was to be held in September; ideally this confession
should be finished by then. Bonhoeffer and Hermann Sasse would go to
Bodelschwingh’s community at Bethel, to which he had returned after
resigning as Reichsbischof, and in August 1933 they would write what
came to be known as the Bethel Confession.

* Tronically, the minister of the Nikolaikirche before 1923 was Dr. Wilhelm Wessel, the father of
Horst Wessel, whose composition “Raise High the Flag” became the infamously eponymous “Horst
Wessel Song,” the Nazis’ official anthem.
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THE BETHEL CONFESSION

The question is really: Christianity or Germanism? And the sooner the conflict is revealed in
the clear light of day the better.

—DIETRICH BONHOEFFER

Eaﬂy that summer of 1933, Bonhoeffer received an invitation from
r Heckel to become the pastor of a German-speaking congregation
in London. Heckel, who knew Bonhoeffer through ecumenical contacts,
was head of the church’s Foreign Office, which oversaw all German-
speaking parishes abroad—what they called “the diaspora.” The idea of
leaving Germany and the political troubles behind was appealing to
Bonhoeffer, especially since Franz Hildebrandt was also thinking about
going to London. So before going to Bethel, Bonhoeffer traveled to
London.

He left after the July 23 election and on July 30 preached to the two
congregations considering him. One, the church of St. Paul’s, was in the
East End. The other was in a southern suburb of London, called Sydenham,
where the parsonage was located. Both congregations were impressed.
Heckel glowingly recommended him to the departing pastor as someone
“whom I personally feel to be quite outstanding.” He also mentioned that
Bonhoeffer spoke “a number of languages” and “has in addition a special
Pauline advantage in that he is unmarried.” But Heckel’s warm feelings
toward Bonhoeffer would change soon enough.

After the London sojourn, Bonhoeffer went to Bodelschwingh’s Bethel
community in Biesenthal. As much as he had heard about this fabled place,
he was quite unprepared for what he saw. Bethel (Hebrew for “house of
God”) was the fulfillment of a vision that Bodelschwingh’s father had in the
1860s. It began in 1867 as a Christian community for people with epilepsy,
but by 1900 included several facilities that cared for 1,600 disabled persons.



The younger Bodelschwingh took it over at his father’s death in 1910, and
by the time of Bonhoeffer’s visit, it was a whole town with schools,
churches, farms, factories, shops, and housing for nurses. At the center were
numerous hospital and care facilities, including orphanages. Bonhoeffer had
never seen anything like it. It was the antithesis of the Nietzschean
worldview that exalted power and strength. It was the gospel made visible,
a fairy-tale landscape of grace, where the weak and helpless were cared for
in a palpably Christian atmosphere.

Bonhoeffer attended services and wrote his grandmother about18 4
the people with epilepsy: their “condition of being actually
defenseless may perhaps reveal to these people certain actualities of our
human existence, in which we are in fact basically defenseless, more clearly
than can ever be possible for us who are healthy.” But even in 1933, the
anti-gospel of Hitler was moving toward the legal murder of these people
who, like the Jews, were categorized as unfit, as a drain on Germany. The
terms increasingly used to describe these people with disabilities were
useless eaters and life unworthy of life. When the war came in 1939, their
extermination would begin in earnest. From Bethel, Bonhoeffer wrote his
grandmother: “It is sheer madness, as some believe today, that the sick can
or ought to be legally eliminated. It is virtually the same as building a tower
of Babel, and is bound to avenge itself.”

He often mentioned the Tower of Babel in his sermons as a picture of
man’s “religious” attempt to reach heaven on his own strength, and he had
probably picked it up from Barth. But here he linked it with the Nazis’
Nietzschean worldview in which strength was exalted and weakness was
crushed and eliminated. One was about works, and the other was about

grace.

Toward the end of the decade, the Nazis increased pressure on places like
Bethel, and when the war began, they demanded that such places give up
their patients for “mercy killings.” Bodelschwingh was in the vanguard of
this battle, valiantly fighting the Nazis over the issue, but by 1940 he had
essentially lost. Karl Bonhoeffer and Dietrich, too, got involved in this
battle, advising churches to pressure church-run hospitals and care facilities
into refusing to turn over their patients to the Nazis. There was no room for
the weak and the infirm in the National Socialist state, however. In August



1933, these horrors were all in the future, and Bethel was still an oasis of
peace and a living testament to the best of true German Christian culture.

185

The Confession

From Bethel, Bonhoeffer wrote to his grandmother, telling her of his
progress with the confession:

Our work here gives us both trouble and pleasure. We want to attempt to extract from the
“German Christians” some answer about their intentions. Whether we shall succeed is
certainly very doubtful. For even if they nominally give some ground in their formulations,
they are under such powerful pressure that sooner or later all promises must be overborne. It
has become ever more evident to me that we are to be given a great popular national Church,
whose nature cannot be reconciled with Christianity, and that we must prepare our minds for
the entirely new paths which we shall then have to follow. The question is really: Christianity
or Germanism? And the sooner the conflict is revealed in the clear light of day the better.

Their chief goal in writing the Bethel Confession was to spell out the
basics of the true and historic Christian faith, which contrasted with Ludwig
Miiller’s facile and inchoate “theology.” Bonhoeffer and Sasse had the task
of making the distinctions between the two sides crisp and clear.

After three weeks of work, Bonhoeffer was satisfied, but then the
document was sent to twenty eminent theologians for their comments. By
the time they were through, every bright line was blurred; every sharp edge
of difference filed down; and every point blunted. Bonhoeffer was so
horrified that he refused to work on the final draft. When it was completed,
he refused to sign it. As would happen so often in the future, he was deeply
disappointed in the inability of his fellow Christians to take a definite stand.
They always erred on the side of conceding too much, of trying too hard to
ingratiate themselves with their opponents. The Bethel Confession had
become a magnificent waste of words. The final draft even contained a
fawning line about “joyful collaboration” between church and state.

Bonhoeffer decided to accept the offer to pastor the German-18 6
speaking congregations in London. But first, licking his wounds, he
retreated to Friedrichsbrunn and thought about what lay ahead. The failure
of the Bethel Confession was a powerful shove in the direction of London,



since he wasn’t sure what else he could do in the church struggle. He
decided that he would not officially begin until mid-October. The church’s
national synod would be held in September, and he wanted to be there. He
would also attend two ecumenical conferences in Bulgaria, at Novi Sad and
Sofia.

His main interest in attending the synod was to see whether they could
fight off the part of the Aryan Paragraph or Aryan Clause that would
prevent pastors of Jewish background who had already been ordained from
serving as ministers. If the Aryan Paragraph were to take effect
retroactively, Franz Hildebrandt’s career as a minister would have ended
before it began.

In the weeks approaching the synod, Bonhoeffer circulated a pamphlet he
had written, “The Aryan Clause in the Church,” laying out his position,
especially in light of the developments since April, when he had written
“The Church and the Jewish Question.” In the pamphlet he rebutted the idea
behind the “orders of creation” theology of the German Christians in which
“ethnicity” was sacred and inviolable, and he rebutted the idea that the
“opportunity for evangelism” that came of excluding Jews was worth
anything. He also suggested that German clergy could no longer reasonably
serve a church in which they were accorded special privileges over clergy
of Jewish descent. In this pamphlet, Bonhoeffer was pointing toward
schism. When the pamphlet was brought to the attention of Theodor Heckel
in the Church Foreign Office, it was decided that unless he recanted his
position, they would not send Bonhoeffer to London to represent the
German church.

Even many of Bonhoeffer’s allies in the theological battle thought that
some of his statements in the pamphlet went too far. Martin Niemoller was
still open to the possibility that the Aryan Paragraph might have to be
allowed to apply to the churches. He felt that it was wrong, but he was not
willing to break the church apart over it, not yet anyway. But Bonhoeffer
had moved past this sort of pragmatic thinking. The “weaker brethren”
argument that he had seemed willing to accept back in June no longer
seemed relevant to him. He had become convinced that a church that was
not willing to stand up for the Jews in its midst was not the real church of
Jesus Christ. On that, he was quite decided.



He was far ahead of the curve, as usual. Some wondered whetherl 87
he was just kicking against the goads, but when someone asked
Bonhoeffer whether he shouldn’t join the German Christians in order to
work against them from within, he answered that he couldn’t. “If you board
the wrong train,” he said, “it is no use running along the corridor in the
opposite direction.”

The Brown Synod

The national synod was held in Berlin on September 5. It was
overwhelmingly dominated by the German Christians, and 80 percent of the
delegates wore the brown shirts of the Nazi uniform, so it became known as
the Brown Synod. It was less like a synod than a Nazi rally. Pastor Jacobi
tried to make a motion, but was pointedly ignored. Opposition voices were
shouted down. But the decision to remove already ordained non-Aryans
was not passed, nor was the decision to remove spouses of non-Aryans
from their posts. It was something positive, but under the circumstances,
not much.

The next day a group of the opposition met at Jacobi’s home. On
September 7 they met at Niemoller’s. For Bonhoeffer and Hildebrandt, the
time for schism had arrived. A church synod had officially voted to exclude
a group of persons from Christian ministry simply because of their ethnic
background. The German Christians had clearly broken away from the true
and historical faith. Bonhoeffer and Hildebrandt called for the pastors to
stand up and be counted by resigning from office. But Bonhoeffer and
Hildebrandt were voices crying in the wilderness. No one else was willing
to go that far just yet.

Not even Karl Barth. On September 9, Bonhoeffer wrote the great
theologian, asking whether this was the time for a status confessionis:
“Several of us are now very drawn to the idea of the Free Church.” He
meant that they were willing to split from the German church. But Barth
was convinced that they must not be the ones to leave; he said that they
must wait until they were thrown out. They must continue to protest from
within. “If there is schism,” Barth wrote, “it must come from the other



side.” He even said that they must wait until there was a “clash over an
even more central point.”

Bonhoeffer and Hildebrandt wondered, What could be more central than
the Aryan Paragraph? Bonhoeffer was so disturbed by Barth’s response
that he did not write Barth about his decision to go to London until well
after he had left. Besides, he knew that Barth would have counseled him
against it.

It was in reaction to the Brown Synod that the soon-to-be-famous 1 8 8
Pfarrernotbund (Pastors’ Emergency League) came into being. It
grew out of the statement that Niemoller and Bonhoeffer drew up on
September 7. Bonhoeffer and Hildebrandt could not persuade the others that
now was the time for resignations and schism, but perhaps they could draw
up a document summarizing their positions. The official protest to the
Brown Synod was titled “To the National Synod,” since a national synod
was to be held later that month in Wittenberg.

Before they sent it to the church government, they sent it to
Bodelschwingh, who sent a modified version of it to Reichsbischof Miiller.
Niemoller sent it to pastors across Germany. The statement contained four
main points. First, it declared that its signers would rededicate themselves
to the Scriptures and to the previous doctrinal confessions of the church.
Second, they would work to protect the church’s fidelity to Scripture and to
the confessions. Third, they would lend financial aid to those being
persecuted by the new laws or by any kind of violence. And fourth, they
would firmly reject the Aryan Paragraph. Much to the surprise of
Niemoller, Bonhoeffer, and all involved, the response to the statement was
extremely positive. On October 20 the pastors across Germany who had
signed this statement became an official organization, the Pastors’
Emergency League, and by the end of the year, six thousand pastors had
become members. This was a major first step toward what would soon
come to be known as the Confessing Church.

In the last half of September, Bonhoeffer was in Sofia, Bulgaria, for an
ecumenical conference of the World Alliance. The other ecumenical
organization with which he had been affiliated, under the leadership of



George Bell, the bishop of Chichester, was called Life and Work. Life and
Work had a conference in Novi Sad during this time too. It was now that
Theodor Heckel, who had recommended Bonhoeffer for his London
pastorate, would reveal himself as someone all too willing to cooperate with
the German Christians. As the official representative of the German church
in the ecumenical setting, he presented an exceedingly rosy version of the
grotesque events that had just transpired at the synod, in which Jews had
officially been barred from having a life in the church. In Bonhoeffer’s
view, Heckel behaved despicably.

The only good news was that the others at the conference did not 1 89
accept his version of the events. Under Bishop Bell’s leadership, a
resolution was passed declaring the “grave anxieties” of the
“representatives of different churches in Europe and America in particular
with regard to the severe action taken against persons of Jewish origin.”
Bell would soon become a close ally of Bonhoeffer in this struggle, and
Bonhoeffer would be a pebble in Heckel’s shoe for years to come, mostly
because his would be the fearless and persistent voice telling Bell—and
through Bell, the world—the truth about what was really happening in the
church in Germany, despite the reports of “official representatives” like
Heckel.

The ecumenical movement was an ally to Bonhoeffer in the years ahead,
but as with his allies in the German church, the ecumenical movement was
usually unwilling to follow his radical line. In the meantime he had some
staunch allies. Swedish Bishop Valdemar Ammundsen was one. He and a
group of ecumenical leaders met privately with Bonhoeffer in Sofia, and
Bonhoeffer gave them the full story on what was happening. After giving
him a sympathetic hearing, they prayed for him, and he was deeply moved.

Bonhoeffer suggested that the ecumenical leaders delay officially
recognizing the “new” German church led by Reichsbischof Miiller. He
suggested sending a delegation to investigate the situation for themselves.
Bonhoeffer knew the Nazis had grave concerns about how they were being
perceived in the world community, so the ecumenical movement had great
leverage, which they must use.

At the conference in Novi Sad, a resolution on the Jewish question was
passed, even more dramatic than the one in Sofia: “We especially deplore



the fact that the State measures against the Jews in Germany have had such
an effect on public opinion that in some circles the Jewish race is
considered a race of inferior status.”

They also protested the action of the German church against “ministers
and church officers who by chance of birth are non-Aryan.” They declared
that this was a “denial of the explicit teaching and spirit of the Gospel of
Jesus Christ.” These were very strong words, and as a result of them,
Heckel’s position in the church was now jeopardized.
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Bonhoeffer then returned to Germany for the national synod at
Wittenberg, where Luther had famously inaugurated the Reformation. By
now two thousand