
No theologian after World War II has 
so captivated the attention of people 
throughout the whole world as Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer. Both young and old, office
workers and university students, Chris
tians and non-Christians are showing a 
deep interest in Bonhoeffer and his 
theological ideas. Why is this so? There 
seem to be two main reasons. 

Bonhoeffer 
and 
His 
Political 
Stance 

Klaas Runia 

1.. Here we have a theology which 
tries-to give an answer to the questions 
and problems of our modern world. Of 
course, Bonhoeffer was not the only one, 
nor even the first one, who tried to do 
this. In a sense all of modern theology 
is an attempt to answer these questions. 
But Bonhoeffer did it in a very special 
way, namely, by taking the modern 
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wo.rld fully serio.usly. He was the first 
to. accept the who.le mo.dern pro.cess o.f 
secularizatio.n po.sitively, by defining o.ur 
secular wo.rld as a "wo.rld co.me of age." 
At the same time he critically expo.sed 
the religio.us varnish with which o.ur so.
called Christian western wo.rld has been 
o.verlaid, and gro.pingly so.ught fo.r a 
no.n-religio.us interpretatio.n o.f the Chris
tian faith in the mo.dern wo.rld. 

2. In Bo.nho.effer we see a man who. 
was utterly committed to Jesus Christ 
and who. "lived" his theology in the very 
events o.f his life. His theo.lo.gy was no.t a 

'pro.duct o.f the no.to.rio.us ivo.ry to.wer o.f 
'the detached scho.lar, but it was the 
o.utco.me o.f an existential struggle with 
the Wo.rd o.f Go.d right in the midst o.f 
life. He was o.ne o.f the few German 
theo.lo.gians who. co.nscio.usly and actively 
participated in the German resistance 
against Hitler, even to. the extent that he 
to.o.k part in the plo.t to. assassinate 
Hitler. This participatio.n led first to. a 
two.-year impriso.nment and finally to. 
the gallo.ws. 

In this article we shall co.ncentrate 
o.n the seco.nd reaso.n. Tho.se interested 
in the first aspect'we may refer to. my 
article in Themelios, Vo.!. I, No.. 2, en
titled: "Leaders o.f Theo.lo.gical Tho.ught: 
Dietrich Bo.nho.effer." 

Who was Bonhoeffer? 

It is impo.ssible in this sho.rt article to. 
give' even a sho.rt bio.graphy. A co.ncise 
acco.unt o.f his life is given in the Memo.ir 
by G. Leibho.lz, printed in the S.C.M. 
editio.n o.f Bo.nho.effer's The Cost of Disci
pleship. The definitive bio.graphy is 
Eberhard Bethge's Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 
A Biography, an 867-page wo.rk, also. 
published by the S.C.M. Press. This 
vo.lume is so. fascinating in bo.th co.ntent 
and style, that o.ne can hardly sto.p read
ing, whatever the clo.ck may say! In this 
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article we can o.nly mentio.n the bare 
facts and fo.r this very purpo.se we quote 
the brief summary which appears o.n the 
back co.ver o.f Bo.nho.effer's Letters and 
Papers from Prison (Fo.ntana Bo.o.ks): 

"Bo.rn in 1906, Dietrich Bo.nho.effer 
was the so.n o.f a pro.fesso.r o.f psychiatry. 
He grew up in academic surro.undings 
and in 1930 was appo.inted a lecturer in 
systematic theo.lo.gy at Berlin University. 
In 1933 he deno.unced Hitler and his 
ideas o.n the wireless. Two. years later, 
after a perio.d spent in England, he was 
fo.rbidden to. teach and banned fro.m 
Berlin by Nazi autho.rities. At the o.ut
break o.f war, against the advice o.f all his 
friends, he gave up the security o.f the 
U.S.A., where he was o.n a lecture to.ur, 
and returned to. Germany to. wo.rk fo.r 
the co.nfessing church and the po.litical 
o.ppo.sitio.n to. Hitler, He was arrested 
in April, 1943 and, two. years later, after 
impriso.nment in Buchenwald, he was, 
hanged at Flo.ssenburg, just a few weeks 
befo.re the end o.f the war. 

Unfo.rtunately this summary hardly 
mentio.ns Bo.nho.effer's participatio.n in 
the German resistance,yet it was o.ne 
o.f the main features o.f the last years 
o.f his life. After' his return fro.m the 
U.S.A. he became mo.re and mo.re 
invo.lved in the o.ppo.sitio.n to. Hitler and 
his regime. Up till May 1940 it was a 
mo.re passive invo.lvement. As Bethge 
says, "he knew and appro.ved o.f what 
was go.ing o.n"! in the small resistance 
mo.vement, but did no.t yet actively 
participate. Fro.m May 1940 to. his arrest 
o.n April 5, 1943, he was actively invo.lv
ed, even in the plo.t to. assassinate Hitler; 

Fro.m o.ur perspective after the events, 
this may seem to. be a natural develo.p
ment. In reality, ho.wever, it is no.thing 
less than amazing that Bo.nho.effer ever 
came to. such an active resistance. This 
is so. mainly fo.r two. reaso.ns. 

a. His Lutheran background. The 
traditio.nal attitude o.f Lutheran theo.-

lo.gians to.ward the State was based o.n a 
sharp divisio.n between the go.vernment 
o.f the church and that o.f the state. Each 
acts acco.rding to. its o.wn o.rder, the 
church "spiritually" and the state "secu
larly."2 As late as 1940 the Lutheran 
theo.lo.gian Paul Althaus wro.te: "Chris
tianity has no. po.litical pro.gram, and has 
no. right to. exercise co.ntro.l o.r censo.rship 
o.ver po.litical life in the name o.f Jesus 
and the Go.spel . . . In reality, po.litics 
fo.llo.ws its o.wn laws and necessities. "3 

Parallel to. this divisio.n was the distinc
tio.n between the Christian as a perso.n 
and as the bearer o.f an o.ffice'. In his 
perso.nallife he has to. act as a Christian 
by living a life o.f lo.ve and fo.rgiveness, 
but as an o.fficial he has to. wo.rk within 
the given structures o.f the state and 
upho.ld the laws o.f the state. Against this 
backgro.und it is quite understandable 
that so. many Christians in Germany 
never tho.ught o.f active resistance. On 
the co.ntrary, they simply o.beyed the 
go.vernment, even when under Hitler it 

,assumed an anti-Christian fo.rm. 
Undoubtedly Bo.nho.effer was in many 

ways influenced by this traditio.n. He to.o. 
had a very high view o.f the state. In his 
Ethics5 he has a lo.ng sectio.n o.n the 
state and speaks o.f the "Divine Charac
ter o.f Go.vernment," (a) in its being; 
(b) in its task; (c) in its claim. Under the 
last heading he writes, "Go.vernment 
demands o.bedience 'fo.r co.nscience sake' 
(Ro.m. 13:5)."6 The duty o.f o.bedience is 
binding o.n the Christian, "until the 
go.vernment directly co.mpels him to. 
o.ffend'against the divine co.mmandment, 
that is to. say, until the go.vernment 
o.penly denies its divine co.mmissio.n and 
thereby fo.rfeits its claim."7 He even adds 
that "in cases o.f do.ubt o.bedience is 
required." Only in the case o.f the go.v
ernment clearly exceeding its Go.d-given 
mandate, is o.bedience to. be refused. Fo.r 
a man who. has such a high view o.f the 
state and who., in additio.n, is burdened 

with the legacy o.f the Lutheran 
"dicho.to.my," it is almo.st unthinkable to. 
co.me to. an active plo.tting o.f the assas
sinatio.n o.f the ruler, even if he is a 
Hitler. Yet Bo.nho.effer bro.ke thro.ugh all 
these barriers and acted. 

b. His own advocacy of non-violence. 
This is the seco.nd, and perhaps an even 
stro.nger, reaso.n why o.ne wo.uld never 
have expected to. see Bo.nho.effer amo.ng 
the active co.nspirato.rs. In the early 
thirties Bo.nho.effer o.penly and strongly 
pro.pagated pacifism. At the great 
ecumenical Wo.rld Alliance Co.nference 
at Fano., Denmark, in 1934, he stated: 
"Peace o.n earth is no.t a pro.blem, but a 
co.mmandment given at Christ's co.m
ing . . . Peace means to. give o.neself 
alto.gether to. the law o.f Go.d, wanting 
no. security, but in faith and o.bedience 
laying the destiny o.f the natio.ns in the 
hand o.f Almighty Go.d, no.t trying to. 
direct it fo.r selfish purpo.ses. Battles are 
wo.n, no.t with weapo.ns, but with Go.d."8 
The Yo.uth Co.nference o.f Fano., which 
met under the chairmanship o.f Bo.n
ho.effer, ado.pted amo.ng o.thers the fo.l~ 
lo.wing propositio.n: "They ask the Chris
tian churches no.t to. sco.rn tho.se of their 
members who. in o.bedience to. the Go.spel 
as they understand it refuse to. bear 
weapo.ns; but to. treat them as their true 
children and to. bear with them with 
mo.therly lo.ve in their attempt to. be 
o.bedient. "9 

It is evident that fo.r Bo.nho.effer 
himself all this wall a matter o.f o.bedi
ence to. Christ. True, there were also. 
o.ther influences, such as the deep impact 
Gandhi and his mo.vement of no.n
vio.lence had made o.n him (he even 
planned a trip to. India!), but the real 
reaso.n was Christ's admo.nitio.n, espe
cially in the Sermo.n o.n the Mo.unt. 

No absolute pacifism. Ho.w co.uld a 
man with such views beco.me invo.lved 
in active resistance, including even such 
a vio.lent actio.n as an attempt at ass as-
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sination? There are two factors that 
we have to take into account here. In the 
first place, Bonhoeffer never was an 
absolute pacifist. He certainly believed 
that peace was a commandment of 
Christ himself, and therefore he did his 
utmost to promote peace through all 
means available (in particular through 
his ecumenical contacts), but at the same 
time he also recognised the right of the 
state to call young men into military 
service. His personal problem was that 
he might be called by this particular 
government, of which Hitler was the 
representative and leader. To George 
Bell, the Bishop of Chichester, he wrote 
in 1939: "Perhaps the worst thing of all 
is the military oath which I should have 
to swear. So I am rather puzzled in this 
situation, and perhaps even more 
because I feel, it is really only on Chris
tian grounds that I find it difficult to do 
military service under the present condi
tions, and yet there are only very few 
friends who would approve of my 
attitude. In spite of much reading and 
thinking concerning this matter I have 
not yet made up lIly mind what I would 
do under different circumstances. But 
actually as things are I should have done 
violence to my Christian conviction, if I 
would take up arms 'here and now'."10 
We have underlined some phrases, 
which clearly show that Bonhoeffer did 
not absolutize his pacifist stance, but 
that it was determined by obedience in 
these particular circumstances.ll 
Passion for involvement. The second rea
son why Bonhoeffer went the road to ac
tive resistance is to be found in his pas
sion for involvement. He could not stand 
apart from what was happening in 
Germany, but as a Christian (rather than 
as a German, although this element was 
present too) he had to be involved. That 
is why from the beginning he participat
ed in the witness and struggle of the 
Confessing Church. That is why in 1939 
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he returned from the security of the 
U.S.A. to Germany. That is why in 1940 
he decided to join the resistance move
ment and participate actively in it. This 
passion for involvement was not merely 
a matter of character (although this 
certainly played a part in it), but it was a 
conscious, Christian, yes, we may even 
say: theological choice. For Bonhoeffer 
this was simply the consequence of 
"being there for the world. "12 In the essay 
"After Ten Years," which he wrote for 
his fellow conspirators at Christmas 
1942, he said: "Of course, we are not 
Christs, but if we want to be Christians 
we must show something of Christ's 
breath of sympathy by acting respon
sibily, by grasping our 'hour,' by facing 
danger like free men, by displaying a 
real sympathy which springs -not from 
fear, but from the liberating and redeem
ing love of Christ for all who suffer. To 
look on without lifting a helping'hand IS 
most un-Christian. The Christian does not 
have to wait until he suffers himself; the 
sufferings of his brethren for whom 
Christ died are enough to awaken his 
active sympathy. "13 In the biography by 
Bethge, the last sentence reads: "The 
Christian is called to sympathy and 
action ... "14 

"Putting a spoke in the wheel 
Called to action" / Indeed, in such a 
situation it is not enough to see others 
take action and approve of it, but one 
has to join in and share the responsibil
ity. Bethge somewhere tells us that 
shortly after the collapse of France in 
1940 he asked Bonhoeffer, whether he 
would, if given the opportunity, assas
sinate Hitler. Bonhoeffer thought for a 
moment and then said, "Yes, I would." 

For those who regard Bonhoeffer's 
pacifism as "absolute", this statement is 
incredible and amounts to an abandon
ment of principle for the sake of expedi
ency. But as we have seen before, Bon
hoeffer never advocated such an absolute 

form of pacifism. Already in 1933, in 
connection with the introduction of the 
so-called Aryan Clauses by Hitler's 
government, he wrote that there are 
three possible ways of action open for 
the church. (1) To ask the state whether 
its actions are legitimate. (2) To aid the 
victims of state action. (3) Not just to 
bandage the victims under the wheel, 
but to put a spoke in the wheel itself/IS 
Here we have the principle of active 
resistance! Already in 1933! That is, in 
the same period in which he still actively 
propagated non-violence. Even then he 
allowed for the possibility that active 
resistance would become necessary. Of 
course, it would be necessary only in an 
extreme situation. In 1933 he added to the 
words about "the spoke in the wheel": 
"Such action would be direct political 
action, and is only possible and desirable 
when the church sees the state fail in Its 
function of creating law and order, i. e., 
when it sees the state unrestrainedly 
bring about too much or too litte law 
and order." In the following years, 
especially after 1939, it became 
increasingly clear to hiin that such an 
action was indeed necessary in Germany, -
and so he assisted in "putting a spoke 
in the wheel." Unfortunately, the attempt 
failed, but the fact remains that he 
joined the attempt. 

Existential decisions. In thus coldly 
analysing the various statements of Bon
hoeffer we are obviously rationalizing 
decisiOns which for Bonhoeffer himself 
were ~eeply personal and thoroughly 
existential. For him these decisions were 
not merely theological conclusions from 
certain biblical premises (although they 
were definitely theological in nature 
too!), but they were all related to and 
resulting from his deep commitment to 
Christ, whose commandment is final in 
all circumstances. But the circumstances 
may change and therefore the obedience 
to the commandment may take different 

forms. Yet in all circumstances it must 
be obedience to his call. 

At the same time his call is always a 
call into the world. William Kuhns, a 
Roman Catholic interpreter of Bon
hoeffer, has pointed out that "Bon
hoeffer's work with the resistance in 
Germany may well be his clearest 
suggestion as to what 'religionless 
Christianity,' when taken to its comple
tion, will finally mean: men of respon
sibility and action, making their own 
moral decisions and making them with 
a deep understanding of the world . . . 
Bonhoeffer wanted above all to interpret 
Christ to the present world-not be a 
chief agent in exorcising it of an anti
christ. But he was forced by historical 
conditions to purge rather than to 
build-and in purging revealed how far, 
finally, Christ's demands could lead a 
Christian in a secular world."16 

Bonhoeffer's message for us today. 
Does Bonhoeffer's attitude have any

thing to say to us in our situation, that 
is, in a world that is twenty-six long and 
difficult years older and that is facing 
situations whic{l in many ways are dif
ferent from that in which Bonhoeffer 
found himself? We believe that the an
swer is Yes, and we would submit the 
following suggestions. 

1. Today too a Christian should be 
deeply involved in what is going on in 
the world, in particular also in 
social and political actions. To be 
a Christian is to live and work for 
Christ in this world for which he died. 
Or perhaps we sh,ould put it more it la 
Bonhoeffer: To be a Christian is to suffer 
with Christ in this world, by being fully 
involved in its struggles, its sufferings, its 
gropings for justice and righteousness 
and peace, etc, and all this for the sake 
of helping one's fellow-men. In one of his 
last preserved letters (August 10, 1944,) 
Bonhoeffer wrote: "People are more 
important in life than anything else. "17 
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2. Such an involvement is Christian 
involvement only when it results from 
tadical commitment to God in Christ. For 
Bonhoeffer God was utterly real. Major 
Payne Best, who shared the last weeks 
of Bonhoeffer's life, gives the following 
testimony: "Bonhoeffer was one of the 
very few men I have ever met to whom 
his God was real and ever close to 
him."lB The camp doctor who watched 
his last moments later on testified: 
"Through the half-open door in one room 
of the huts I saw Pastor Bonhoeffer, 
before taking off his prison garb, 
kneeling on the floor praying fervently 
to his God. I was most deeply moved by 
the way this lovable man prayed, so 
devout and so certain that God heard his 
prayer. At the place of execution he 
again said a short prayer and then 
climbed the steps to the gallows, brave 
and composed. His death ensued after 
a few seconds. In the almost fifty years 
that I worked as a doctor I have hardly 
ever seen a man die SO entirely submis
sive to the will of God."19 In his letter of 
July 21, 1944, he himself wrote: "One 
must abandon every attempt to make 
something of oneself, whether it be a 
saint, a converted sinner, a churchman 

, (the priestly type, so-called!), a righteous 
man or an unrighteous one, a sick man 
or a healthy one. This is what I mean by 
wordliness~taking life in one's stride, 
with all its duties and problems, its 
successes and failures, its experiences 
and helplessness. It is in such a life that 
we throw ourselves utterly into the arms 
?f God and participate in his sufferings 
III the world and watch with Christ in 
Gethsemane. That is faith, that is 
metanoia (repentance), and that is what 
makes a man and a Christian (cf. 
Jeremiah 45)."20 . 

3. Such a commitment is always a 
commitment hic and nunc, here and 
now, in the very situation in which we 
find ourselves. Bonhoeffer did not deve-
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lop a complete Christian program of 
action, which he absolutized as the will 
of God for everyone and for always. 
Take his attitude toward pacifism. At 
some stage he was a pacifist, because 
he believed that this was the best way 
to serve God in the circumstances. But 
when the circumstances changed, he 
followed God on a different road. The 
absolutizing of a program, even a Chris
tian program, means that we change it 
into an ideology, which after a while 
begins to live its own life and carries us 
along on its own paths. Bonhoeffer never 
developed such a program. This does 
not mean that he did not believe in fixed 
norms which have been laid down by 
God Himself in his Word. His Ethics 
clearly shows us the opposite. Bonhoeffer 
was definitely not a "situationist." But 
at the same time he was well aware of 
the facts that we always have to obey 
God in the concrete situation. In certain 
circumstances it may mean active resist
ance, even participation in a' plot to 
assassinate Hitler. In other words, 
commitment to Christ, on the one hand, 
absolutizes our attitude in the "here and 
now." Yet, on the other hand, it at the 
same time brings an element of relativity 
into our absolutism. We do not know 
what action we may be called to take 
at some other juncture. 

I believe that in particular this aspect 
·of Bonhoeffer's attitude is. of great 
significance for us ·today. There is in 
the heart of many people a 'strong cry 
for an attitude of Christian radicalism, 
not only in personal affairs, but also in 
social and political matters. One can 
only be grateful for this desire for radi
calism and for those who are willing 
thus to suffer with Christ in the world. 
But too often there also seems to be 
present an absolutism which tends to 
change the action of radical commitment 
into an ideology. Personally I find this 

in much of present-day Christian paci
fism. It appears in particular from the 
fact that its advocates not only take their 
position as a decision of personal 
commitment, but at the same time put a 
new "law" on their fellow Christians, 
judging and condemning them if they 
do not take a similar decision. In 
addition, they seem to lose sight of the 
fact that their own decision is one in the 
"here and now" of their present situation. 
I respect their decision; in fact, I deeply 
respect it. But I also refuse to accept 
their decision as a new ideology that 
binds all their fellow· Christians. In these 
matters each Christian has to take his 
own decision coram Deo, before God. 

Bonhoeffer, who took his decision and 
was asked to carry it out to the bitter 
end, also wrote: "The Christian is neither 
obliged nor able to examine the right
fulness of the demand of the government 
in each particular case. His duty of 
obedience is binding on him until the 
government directly compels him to 
offend against the divine command
ment ... In caSes of doubt obedience is 
required; for the Christian does not 
bear the responsibility of governmi:mt."21 

4. For these very reasons Bonhoeffer 
never. could and never. did develop a 
"theology of revolution." In his Ethics 
he even wrote: "According to Holy 
Scripture, there is no rightto revolution." 
This too is in the section, in which he is 
dealing with the task of the State and our 
personal responsibility within the "polis." 
But e,;,en apart from this particular 
statement, Bonhoeffer could not develop 
a "theology" of revolution, because it 
would have meant another ideology, 
which begins to live its own, independent 
life. Our personal responsibility in the 
concrete situation is ossified into another 
"program," now a program of constant 
resistance. against and reversal of the 
structures of society. The Christian as a 
Christian has only one absolute commit-

ment, namely, that to Christ, and living 
in this commitment he has to go his 
way through the world, serving his 
Master in final obedience to his call, 
whatever this call may be. 
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