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INTRODUCTION
Dietrich Bonhoeffer deserves attention for his beliefs and contributions to modern theology and for the life he lived consistent with that theology.  A brilliant conceptual thinker, yet unwaveringly practical, he had a great impact in his relatively short life.  His theology, though influenced by dialectal theology, resists easy classification. He is claimed by liberals and evangelicals alike.  Bonheoffer’s writings reveal a theology centered not on traditions of conservatism but on the centrality of Christ.  He constantly called church to focus on Christ, while upholding the church as crucial to Christianity and the Christian as the body of Christ on earth.  Nearly everything Bonhoeffer wrote can be traced back to what he believed so passionately about the church.  Bonhoeffer’s ideas and writings command attention because of their contributions to 20th century Christianity, and are of even greater value because of the life of the man who wrote them and because of their historical context.  His theology was not formed and expressed in a vacuum, but was forged out of the times in which he lived.  The life he lived was a direct result of the convictions he held about the church.  His ecclesiology was the basis for his whole systematic theology, and provided the theological backing for his radical practical teachings.    
BIOGRAPHY[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Biographical information is used from Dallas M. Roark   Dietrich Bonhoeffer (Waco: Word Books, 1972), and  Andrew Root,  Bonhoeffer as Youth Worker: A Theological Vision for Discipleship and Life Together  (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic Group, 2014).] 

Early life and theological education
Dietrich Bonhoeffer was born in Breslau, Germany on February 4, 1906 into a world of privilege.  His father was a doctor who became a professor of psychiatry at the University of Berlin. Bonhoeffer was surrounded by great minds at an early age, and his house was frequented by prominent German economists, social theoreticians, historians, and theologians, including Ernst Troeltsch, Max Weber, and Alfred Weber.   
Bonhoeffer chose to study theology at age 16. After beginning studies at Tubingen, he transferred to the University of Berlin in 1924.  The University of Berlin had many liberal members of the faculty of theology, including prominent historian of church dogma Adolf von Harnack.  Despite this, Bonhoeffer’s writings, early and late, are far from liberal.  He worked under Reinhold Seeberg toward his doctor of theology degree.  Seeberg placed a great emphasis on the social nature of the church, and this influenced Bonhoeffer’s ecclesiology, especially evident in his 1927 dissertation, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church.       
 After his university studies, Bonhoeffer left Germany for Barcelona where he was essentially an associate pastor for a German congregation and worked closely with people. He preached often, but his main role was providing pastoral care.  He had a special love for the congregation’s youth, and he set up a study group for boys about to finish high school.
Bonhoeffer returned to Berlin in 1929 and worked on another dissertation in order to become a faculty member at the university.  He was given a position teaching systematic theology in 1930 after completing his dissertation, Act and Being: Transcendental Philosophy and Ontology in Systematic Theology.  However, before he started teaching, he travelled to Union Theological Seminary in New York to study.  While in New York, he was surprised to observe that students in America were not all that interested in serious theology. He was not impressed or pleased at all with the lack of depth and grasp of dogmatics by many American theologians.  While in New York, he became more inclined toward the ecumenical movement.  This influence came not from the theologians in America, but from a long distance friend in France, Jean Lasserre. Bonhoeffer had held a traditional view of nationalism and was not a part of the ecumenical movement.  His interactions with Jean Lasserre made him more of a pacifist, less of a nationalist, and less critical of the ecumenical movement.  Also in New York, Bonhoeffer became aware of the plight of black Americans.  He actually attended a black Baptist church in Harlem during his time at Union and gained a love for old slave spirituals.  
Return to Germany
In 1931, Bonhoeffer returned to Berlin to teach at the university.  He was very independent minded, with a theology that favored Karl Barth in a sea of staunchly liberal colleagues. He actually met Karl Barth later that year and formed a relationship with him. Barth was a reformed theologian who rejected both the liberalism of his training and more conservative theologies in favor of a new school of thought known as dialectical theology.  He had a profound influence on Bonhoeffer.  The influence of dialectical theology is evident in Bonhoeffer’s ecclesiology and writings about discipleship throughout his life. In a formative year in 1931, Bonhoeffer became involved in the ecumenical movement and was elected International Youth Secretary for Germany and Central Europe for the World Alliance of Churches.  
Bonhoeffer was a teacher at the university, as well as a minister to students at the Technical College in Berlin. At this time he was also in charge of a confirmation class of fifty boys.  These boys were from a rough part of Berlin, but he earned their respect and their attention and decided to move in to their neighborhood for two months in order to live in close community with them.  Bonhoeffer certainly showed his love and desire for youth ministry, a part of the church where he would do nearly his entire official ministry. 
Early relationship to Nazism
The Nazi rise to power in 1932 proved significant for Bonhoeffer.  He immediately sided with the anti-Hitler Confessing Church in Germany.  His convictions led him toward trouble and ultimately death.  His opposition to Nazism was not just intellectual; it was actively demonstrated and had great influence on his ecclesiology and ethical system.  His theology was no doubt forged as a result of the subsequent years of struggle in the German church under Adolf Hitler.
In 1933, Bonhoeffer gave the series of lectures that would later be reconstructed in to his Christological work, Christ the Center, a follow up to his lectures given in the fall of the previous year that became Creation and Fall.  Later that year, Bonhoeffer moved to London to serve two German congregations there, a decision which was opposed by Bonhoeffer’s now friend, Karl Barth.  Barth felt that Bonhoeffer was needed to lead anti-Hitler Confessing Church.  While he was in London, his involvement with the ecumenical movement grew.  When he attended the World Alliance of Churches meeting in Denmark, he helped sway their stance from allowing the pro-Hitler “German Christians” to represent Germany, to condemning that movement in favor of supporting the Confessing Church. Bonhoeffer’s official resistance to Nazism was starting, and he was called upon by leaders of the Confessing Church to return home to start a secret, illegal seminary in Germany.  
Finkenwalde, community and Discipleship
We see classic Bonhoeffer emerge at the seminary in Finkenwalde.  There he instituted a novel kind of theological education.  While strenuously teaching doctrine and theology, Bonhoeffer also emphasized community and a pairing of the practical with the conceptual.  A tight community, the seminary attempting to put Bonhoeffer’s ecclesiology into practice, and consequently the structure and discipline was paired with student freedom.   The seminary provided lectures from Bonhoeffer, as well as participation in pastoral duties, worship, and confession of sin.  Outside of class consisted of working, leisure, and just living life together. Bonhoeffer wrote about the community of the seminary in his 1939 publication, Life Together.  He kept his job at the university until he was dismissed in 1936 because of his opposition to Hitler. The late 1930’s grew more difficult for the church and for Bonhoeffer individually.  1n 1937, the seminary was closed by the government, although it existed underground until 1940.  In 1937, Bonhoeffer published The Cost of Discipleship and condemned the prevalence of what he calls the “cheap grace” that had infected Christianity.  Instead he called for true, sacrificial discipleship to Christ.  
Resistance and imprisonment
Bonhoeffer fled to America to avoid military service at the urging of his friends there such as Christian realist and fellow subscriber to neo-orthodoxy Reinhold Niebuhr.  Bonhoeffer agreed to work at Union again but left about a month later to return to Germany.  He struggled with the decision but ultimately believed his place was with his German brothers, he felt it was unwise to abandon the persecuted German church for the comforts of America. He believed that if he was not in Germany in the time of struggle, then he had no business helping reconstruct it when the times had passed.   When he came back, restrictions had been placed on his travel and he was no longer allowed to speak publicly in the Reich.  
Bonhoeffer avoided military service again by becoming a courier for the intelligence service, or Abwehr, which allowed him to travel unrestrictedly.  Using this post, he travelled outside of Germany to be a liaison for the resistance movement to other countries.  He was fully committed to the resistance now, as many of the Abwehr’s leaders opposed Hitler and began to plan his assassination.  Earlier leanings toward pacifism gave way to actions he saw as necessary.  He planned to sever ties with the Confessing Church when it came time for the assassination, because he knew that they would not approve.  The Gestapo tried to shut down the Abwehr and began to arrest people involved in it on bribery charges. Bonhoeffer, however, was taken in most likely for avoiding the draft.  He was arrested on April 5, 1943 and taken to Tegel military prison where he spent 18 months. He was able to write letters to his friends, family, and his fiancé.  These letters were later published as Letters and Papers from Prison. 
Trail and execution
In July 1944, the assassination of Hitler was unsuccessful and the involved members of the Abwehr were incriminated by secret files that were discovered related to their orchestration of the plot.  Bonhoeffer planned to escape from prison and live underground until Hitler was out of power, but things changed when his brother Klaus was arrested.  Bonhoeffer feared that punishment for his escaping would fall on his family.  After the secret papers were found, Bonhoeffer was transferred to a Gestapo prison and tortured to get information on other members of the plot.  Bonhoeffer was transferred to Buchenwald on February 7, 1945.  
Bonhoeffer’s demeanor at Buchenwald is described as calm, at peace, gentle, and strong.  He spent his time in the camp serving his fellow prisoners, and ministering to many of the prisoners of all nationalities. For Bonhoeffer, the “sanctorum communio” was not restricted to the freedom and comfort of the outside world.  Community and discipleship were vital to Bonhoeffer even in prison and persecution.  
As the allies crept closer, and the German military began to break down, Bonhoeffer and a small group of other prisoners were taken to the Flossenburg concentration camp.  Turned away because the prison was at capacity, they stayed at Schonberg until Bonhoeffer was called out of his cell by the guards.  He gave some letters and sentimental items to some friends and told them what to do with them before he was taken away.  It is reported that some of his final words to the prisoners were “This is the end, for me the beginning of life.”
He was tried and sentenced to death on April 8th.  His sentence was carried out the morning of the next day.  On his way to be executed, Bonhoeffer was reportedly prayerful and brave.  He died quickly by hanging.  Bonhoeffer left behind a legacy of decisive action, discipleship, obedience, independence and the centrality of Christ.  His theology not formulated and displayed solely in academia or from the comfort of a pulpit, led him to action and ultimately death.                                  
BONHOEFFER’S CONCEPT OF THE CHURCH
Sociology and the nature of church     
	Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s early ecclesiology is incredibly sophisticated.  This is even more impressive considering that Bonhoeffer’s family was not church-going, and Dietrich did not attend church regularly until deciding to be a theologian.[footnoteRef:2] He began developing a concept of the church in 1924 when he witnessed Palm Sunday in Rome.  He wrote that he was “beginning to understand the concept of ‘church”.[footnoteRef:3]  Bonhoeffer showed immediate primary concern with the church that is evident from the beginning of his academic career to the end of his life.  In his first dissertation, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church, he delves deep into the social nature of the church and the idea of personhood.  He establishes the church as the basis of his theology, and as “Christ existing as church community”.[footnoteRef:4] Bonhoeffer, in this work, discusses sociology in detail and looks at the church with a complementary blend of theology and sociology. It is very theoretical in nature, in contrast to his more popular works. The Bonhoeffer most are familiar with is the practical “civil courage” version of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, but the Bonhoeffer we read in Sanctorum Communio is not that.  To best understand Bonhoeffer’s theology, his first work is the place to start.   [2:  Andrew Root,  Bonhoeffer as Youth Worker: A Theological Vision for Discipleship and Life Together (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic Group, 2014), 28]  [3:  Brendan Leahy,  “Christ existing as community: Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s notion of church”.  Irish Theological Quarterly 73 (1-2) (2008), 36]  [4:  Used throughout the dissertation, e.g. page 12. See Bonhoeffer, Dietrich, Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church. Translated by Reinhard Krauss and Nancy Lukens (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2009)] 

	The sociological aspect of the dissertation takes up a large part of the work, and was undoubtedly influenced by the professor that Bonhoeffer studied under, Reinhold Seeberg, who also had an interest in church sociology.  Bonhoeffer says of sociology:
Sociology is the study of the structures of empirical communities.  Its real subject matter is the constitutive structural principals of empirical social formations, not the laws by which they come into being.  Hence sociology is not a historical discipline, but a systematic one.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Sanctorum Communio, 30] 

However, Bonhoeffer believed that to study this “empirical community” rightly, it had to be studied from the inside, by someone who took its claims seriously.  To truly understand the church it cannot be viewed as merely a general concept of religion, because this does not take into account Christian community.[footnoteRef:6] The church is the starting point of all theology for Bonhoeffer and was the presupposition to all other systematic reflections.   [6:  Ernst Feil, The theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,1985), 8] 

One might try to view Bonhoeffer as another sociologist, a man who might study people more than he engages with them, or a man who knows more about the church than he participates in it.  But for him the church was not merely something to be studied as a social phenomenon, but embraced and understood as a way to know God.  In fact, Bonhoeffer seems to argue that the very task of systematic theology is to understand the church.  For him, the concept of the church derives from his concept of revelation, and only moving forward with that can one understand the concept of God. So it “would be commendable to begin dogmatics with the doctrine of the church and not with that of God.”[footnoteRef:7]  He did not see the church as only a social entity, a secular community with religious intentions but, rather, as Christ-centric.  He rejected the church as solely a religious community and wrote about the “communion of saints”, as Christ’s presence on earth with a unique sociality. This distinction is made in Christ. “God established the reality of the church, of humanity pardoned in Jesus Christ--not religion, but revelation, not religious community, but church.  This is what the reality of Jesus Christ means.”[footnoteRef:8]  [7:  The Theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 8]  [8:  Sanctorum Communio, 153] 

 While we can understand God through the church, the church does not establish Christ, rather “In and through Christ the church is established in reality.  It is not as if Christ could be abstracted from the church; rather, it is none other than Christ who ‘is’ the church”.[footnoteRef:9]  The church was not established and then Christ began a relationship to it, no, he realized it for eternity.  Jesus Christ is not Jesus Christ because the church says so, rather, the church is the starting point of theology because Christ died and intercedes for it. Without Christ, the church is merely a social entity, but because of Christ, the church is everything.  It is everything, because Christ is everything.     [9:  Ibid.,153] 

Because of this, Bonhoeffer says that the only way to know God and to “be in” Christ, is to be in the church.  Church community is not just community with others, but community with others and God, as well as community with God through others. “Community with God exists only through Christ, but Christ is present only in his church community, and therefore community with God exists only in the church”.[footnoteRef:10]  This completely eliminates any individualistic idea of Christianity.  Because of Bonhoeffer’s view of the church as revelation rather than just religion, he is in opposition to natural theology and aligned with the dialectical theologians.  The ecclesiology expressed in Sanctorum Communio is the basis for other doctrinal formulations expressed in later writings.  [10:  Ibid., 158] 


Church and the concept of Christian personhood
An important part of Sanctorum Communio is where Bonhoeffer, even before discussing the social nature of the church, and before he writes of “Christ existing as church community”, talks about the Christian concept of person and what that means for the church and the individual’s relationship to it.  His best blending of sociology and theology occurs here.  The reason for doing this is simple.  The church is made up of people, so you cannot discuss the social dynamics of the church without establishing the Christian definition a person.  Bonhoeffer believes that what someone understands about person and community shows what they believe about God.  He says:
The concepts of person, community, and God are inseparably and essentially interrelated.  A concept of God is always conceived in relation to a concept of a community of persons….  In principle, in order to arrive at the essence of the Christian concept of community, we could just as well begin with the concept of God as with that of person.  And in choosing to begin with the latter, we must make constant reference to the concept of God in order to come to a well-grounded view of both God and the concept of community.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Ibid., 34] 

	Along with the Christian notion of personhood, Bonhoeffer presents the related subject of social (or ontic) basic relations.  He addresses four types of personhood: Aristotelian, where personhood is achieved by participating in reason; Stoic, where a human becomes a person by submitting to a higher ethical imperative, Epicurean, where social formations are just for the individuals pleasure; and lastly, the Kantian, where the knowing person is the beginning (starting point) of all philosophy.[footnoteRef:12]   [12:  Ibid., 36-40] 

	The Christian concept of person that Bonhoeffer chooses to use refers to the post-fall human, of a humanity that has ruined its “primal state” with sin, has knowledge of good and evil, and does not live in unbroken community with God.[footnoteRef:13]  Bonhoeffer primarily speaks against idealism, and consistent with his assertion of the church as revelation and the importance of revelation, he states that it is impossible to form a purely cognitive concept of person, just as there is no solely cognitive way to know God.   [13:  Ibid., 44] 

While he can grasp the idea of himself as a person, it would only remain an object of thought, and could never become the subject.  A subject, if made the object of knowledge is no longer in the social sphere but enters an epistemological one, or a sphere concentrating on knowledge, but not relation.  One can try to stay in an intellectual sphere, treating any concrete opposition to self like an object to be understood, but that mindset can never enter the social sphere.  Sociality cannot be derived from a purely intellectual stance. A sociology based on intellectual knowledge is one without any social relations, and is really no sociology at all. Someone who thinks like this only enters the social sphere when confronted by “some fundamental barrier”.[footnoteRef:14]   [14:  Ibid., 45] 

What is this barrier? Bonhoeffer states that a person does not exist timelessly, but that they are dynamic, changing along the course of life.  The person’s existence is always and only realized in ethical responsibility. A “real person grows out of a concrete situation”.  The person “originates only in the absolute duality of god and humanity; only in experiencing this barrier does the awareness of oneself as ethical person arise.”[footnoteRef:15] And according to Bonhoeffer, when one becomes aware of his ethical responsibility, they enter true personhood.  The deeper the recognition of the distinction between man and God, the deeper is one’s self-understanding.[footnoteRef:16]  The barrier is one of reality, one of social basic relations.  The barrier is not just in man meeting God, but with other people in community.  Bonhoeffer refers to oneself as “I” and the other as “thou”.  This is a concept taken from the 1923 essay, Ich und Du (I and Thou), by philosopher and contemporary Martin Buber.[footnoteRef:17]  In community, the “I” is met with a “thou” (either God or man).  However, it is impossible to know oneself as a “Thou”, just as it is impossible to know another as an “I”.  The problem is that another person cannot be experienced, only related to. I cannot think “as” someone, I can only think about someone.  Only through God does a person become a “Thou” to someone, which then makes them an “I”.[footnoteRef:18] Acknowledgement of this is the beginning of social basic-relation. The “Thou” is the barrier.   [15:  Ibid., 49]  [16:  Dallas M. Roark,  Dietrich Bonhoeffer. (Waco: Word Books, 1972), 31]  [17:  Martin Buber. I and Thou. (Mansfield Centre, CT: Martino Publishing, 2010)]  [18:  Roark, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 31] 

Christian personhood is found in social relation.  According to Bonhoeffer, a Christian person enters their “essential nature” and, thusly, the church “only when God does not encounter the person as you, but enters into the person as ‘I’.”[footnoteRef:19]  The important result of this being that: [19:  Sanctorum Communio, 56] 

In some way the individual belongs essentially and absolutely with the other, according to God’s will, even though, or precisely because, the one is completely separate from the other[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Ibid., 56] 

	The realization of this relationship is the beginning of Christ existing as community. A Christian personhood is based on the social relation where the “I” confronts the separate “Thou”, but both the “I” and “Thou” belong to one another in Christ. This relationship between the “I” and “thou” is where the true church begins, so the ecclesiology of Bonhoeffer begins there. 
The collective church and practical relations
	If Christian personhood is the start of Bonhoeffer’s ecclesiology, and personhood depends on social relations, then the collective church and the relationships between Christians in the church is where “Christ existing as community” is truly played out.  Bonhoeffer’s practicality does not allow him to discuss social theory of the church without laying out what the church should look like for the believer.  He discusses how the church should live together as Christ existing as community.  When describing a book he would like to write in a letter to his friend, Bonhoeffer states that “The church is only the church when it exists for others”, this is consistent with earlier in the letter where he asserts that Christ was always there (meaning his purpose on earth) for others.  Bonhoeffer’s belief that the church is Christ’s presence on earth demands that just like Christ existed for others, so must the true church.[footnoteRef:21] To do this, the church must “share in the secular problems of ordinary human life, not dominating, but helping and serving.  It must tell men of every calling what it means to live in Christ to exist for others.”[footnoteRef:22]  The church, though made up of people, should exist to serve people through the humility and sacrifice of its members.    [21:  Dietrich Bonhoeffer,  Letters and Papers from Prison. (New York: Macmillan, 1972), 381-382]  [22:  Ibid., 383] 

	Christians must support one another, and according to Bonhoeffer they do so by listening, praying for one another, bearing burdens, and ultimately by continually pointing one another to the word of God and to Christ.  Members of the church must belong to one another in Christ and the way they start is by listening and sharing in the experiences of their fellow Christian. He says:
The first service that one owes to others in the fellowship consists in listening to them. Just as love to God begins with listening to His Word, so the beginning of love for the brethren is learning to listen to them. It is God’s love for us that He not only gives us His Word but also lends us His ear.  So it is His work that we do for our brother when we learn to listen to him.[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together.  (New York: HarperCollins, 1954), 97] 

Praying for each other is also a vital function of the church. Intercession is to “bring our brother into the presence of God.” [footnoteRef:24]  Praying for a fellow believer makes it impossible to hate him, praying for another brings them and the one offering the prayer more into the fellowship of the church. A church can only thrive and serve its members when they are praying for each other, and neglecting to do so will cause the church to collapse.  Christians owe it to the church and to their fellow Christians to pray for them daily.[footnoteRef:25]  Intercession is not general and vague, but must be real and concrete, a matter of “definite persons and definite difficulties and therefore of definite petitions.”[footnoteRef:26]   [24:  Ibid., 86]  [25:  Ibid., 86]  [26:  Ibid., 87] 

According to Bonhoeffer, Christ existing as community is also played out by what he calls the “Ministry of bearing”.[footnoteRef:27] He quotes Galatians 6:2, “Bear ye one another’s burdens and so fulfill the law of Christ”.  He says that the law of Christ is a law of bearing, with believers bearing the burdens of other believers.  Without this enduring of the other as a burden, the other is simply an object to be manipulated and not a true brother. [footnoteRef:28] The Bible, Bonhoeffer says, characterizes the life of a believer as bearing the cross and that “it is the fellowship of the cross to experience the burden of the other.”[footnoteRef:29]  What is this burden that Christians must bear in the church? Bonhoeffer goes on to describe the burden of the “other”:  [27:  Ibid., 100]  [28:  Ibid., 100]  [29:  Ibid., 101] 

It is, first of all, the freedom of the other person, of which we spoke other, that is the burden of the Christian.  The other’s freedom collides with his own autonomy, yet he must recognize it….  The freedom of another person includes all that we mean by the persons nature, individuality and endowment.  It also includes his weaknesses and oddities, which are such a trial to our patience, everything that produces frictions, conflicts, and collisions among us.  To bear the burden of the other person means involvement with the created reality of the other, to accept and affirm it, and in bearing with it, to break through to the point where we take joy in it.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Ibid., 101] 

This is essentially the practical application of his sociological position on Christian personhood.  The “thou” and the freedoms that they have that prove inconvenient or bothersome or contradictory to another individual must be encountered and embraced.  A person is a person when this barrier is acknowledged and engaged, and the church is the church when that barrier is endured, affirmed, and broken through.  This bearing of burdens must occur based on the example of Christ because “the burden of men was so heavy for God himself that he had to endure the cross.  God verily bore the burden of men in the body of Jesus Christ.”[footnoteRef:31]  He did this, Bonhoeffer says, as shepherd does with a lost lamb.  Even though humanity and its sin was such a great burden, God maintained fellowship with men.  He did not abandon men, but allowed greater communion. “It is the law of Christ that was fulfilled in the Cross.  And Christians must share in this law.”[footnoteRef:32]  [31:  Ibid., 100]  [32:  Ibid., 100] 

Genuine Christian unity can only be achieved if it is achieved in Christ.  The church is to live together in unity, using their gifts to humbly serve one another and reach out to those who are not yet a part of Christian community.  The church must exist for others, united and belonging to each other through Christ.

DISCIPLESHIP
Bonhoeffer’s discipleship  
Bonhoeffer had a particular, specific view of what a person is.  Equally important is what he believes about what is required when that person is a disciple of Christ.  What Bonhoeffer believed about discipleship, as well as the church, certainly manifested in the way he lived his life.  Bonhoeffer’s practicality extended to all of his beliefs, including his belief that discipleship could be nothing but practical.
His arguably most famous work, The Cost of Discipleship, is all about the question, “What does it mean to follow Jesus Christ?”.[footnoteRef:33]  It is not as academic and cerebral as his ecclesiological manifesto, Sanctorum Communio, but it is obviously written by someone who has a great theological mind coupled with a deep conviction for what he is writing.  It is a book meant to inspire, educate, and convict the lay Christian.  It is a call to biblical, Christ-centered discipleship, to discipleship of the cross.  For Bonhoeffer, being a disciple of Christ is not rules and dogmas, liturgy and solely doctrine, but essentially calling, response to grace, and obedience.  “Only he who believes is obedient, and only he who is obedient believes.”[footnoteRef:34] [33:  Roark, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 75]  [34:  Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship, (London: SCM Press, 1959), 54  phrase appears multiple times in this book.] 

Discipleship is not something that someone can choose intellectually, again affirming the importance Bonhoeffer places on revelation.  There must be a call, just as the original disciples were called.  The focus is not on the disciple, the one answering the call, but the one who calls.  The focus must remain on Christ, the one with the authority to issue the calling, not the merits of the man who accepts it.[footnoteRef:35]  Bonhoeffer uses the biblical example of the calling of Matthew pointing out that the story defies reason.  Surely Matthew must have known Jesus before? Surely there was more to the exchange than just a command and response? Bonhoeffer recognizes that the Bible does not address that, but in not doing so, makes an important point.  The Bible does not talk about the mental processing that Matthew did to follow Jesus.  He simply heard and followed.  Bonhoeffer maintains that the reason why Matthew followed is not included because it is irrelevant.  The cause behind his response was nothing but Jesus Christ himself.[footnoteRef:36]  It is not the call so much as the one doing the calling, thus this passage, for Bonhoeffer, affirms the ultimate authority of Christ.  Matthew simply follows not because of his perception of discipleship as being worthwhile or beneficial, but because he was called by the Jesus Christ the God-man.  Bonhoeffer writes [35:  Ibid., 48]  [36:  Ibid., 48] 

There is no need for any preliminaries, and no other consequence but obedience to the call. Because Jesus is the Christ, he has the authority to call and to demand obedience to his word.  Jesus summons men to follow him not as a teacher or a pattern of the good life, but as the Christ, the Son of God.[footnoteRef:37]     [37:  Ibid., 48] 

	It is not the action of the disciple that is important.  The act of Matthew’s following is “unworthy of consideration.”  We should not contemplate the disciple, but “only him who calls”.[footnoteRef:38]  Bonhoeffer is incredibly Christ-centric in everything.  The authority and example of Christ is what must be considered upmost.  The disciple is called out of routine and security to “absolute insecurity”.  Leaving behind an old life, old self, and abandoning all for the sake of the call.  It is not law, but attachment and obedience to Christ.  “Beside Jesus nothing has any significance, he alone matters.”[footnoteRef:39] In the same way as Matthew, Bonhoeffer says Christians are to simply obey; there is no reasoning, no intellectual supposition that discipleship is a worthy cause.   [38:  Ibid., 48-49]  [39:  Ibid., 49] 

When Matthew was called, there was not even a profession of faith, just obedience.  No man can choose discipleship; it is not a conditional contract a man can enter into with God.  Bonhoeffer believes that no man can understand what it even means to share in suffering and follow Jesus, the “man of sorrows” (Isaiah 53:3), and so they cannot call themselves to that life.[footnoteRef:40]  The gap between man and God is too far of a gap for men to cross; only the call and grace of God can do that.  There is no decision to enter discipleship. There is only a call by the grace of God, and obedience.  To be a true disciple of Jesus, for Bonhoeffer, means one must be fully surrendered, called to be cut off from their previous life, entering into a new state of total submission.  There is no belief before obedience, as there is no obedience without belief.  Obedience is both the consequence and presupposition to faith, Bonhoeffer asserts.  The new existence of disciple, brought about by obedience, makes faith possible.[footnoteRef:41]  Bonhoeffer is not saying here that obedience brings faith, and thus promoting works-based righteousness.  He is taking great care to ensure the reader understands that the two are unified.  They are both the precondition for the other.  He is not saying that one creates the other, but rather that if a man has true saving faith, he will obey, and that he is only able to obey because of this faith. “For faith is only real when there is obedience, never without it, and faith only becomes faith in the act of obedience.”[footnoteRef:42]  Obedience involves submission to Christ and all the suffering it might involve.  To receive the grace of God it must cost something. [40:  Ibid., 51]  [41:  Ibid., 55]  [42:  Ibid., 54] 

Costly grace 
	Bonhoeffer provides a description and then scathing criticism of what he saw as a threat to the genuine church.  He called this threat “cheap grace” and described it thusly:
Cheap grace means grace sold on the market like cheapjack's wares. The sacraments, the forgiveness of sin, and the consolations of religion are thrown away at cut prices. Grace is represented as the Church's inexhaustible treasury, from which she showers blessings with generous hands, without asking questions or fixing limits. Grace without price; grace without cost! The essence of grace, we suppose, is that the account has been paid in advance; and, because it has been paid, everything can be had for nothing. Since the cost was infinite, the possibilities of using and spending it are infinite.[footnoteRef:43] [43:  Ibid., 35] 

God’s grace is what forgives a Christian and allows him to follow Jesus. Bonhoeffer was disturbed by the way grace was viewed and treated by many in the church.  For a man that always put Christ in the center of his theology, and treated the church and discipleship with such seriousness, this cheap grace was horrifying.  Bonhoeffer saw grace being treated like a worthless doctrine, just existing to make a Christian feel good so they could go about their lives just as the world does.  He believed that this grace is no real grace at all.  If discipleship is about who Jesus is, and calls the Christian to follow in obedience unconditionally, then a “cheap grace” that exists without cost to the follower, is the enemy of  the true church, real faith, and the basis for Bonhoeffer’s whole belief system.  He says that cheap grace is “the forgiveness of sins proclaimed as general truth” that removes any need for contrition, repentance, or any real desire to be delivered from sins.  Cheap Grace is a “denial of the living Word of God, in fact, a denial of the incarnation of the Word of God.”[footnoteRef:44] Cheap grace is the assumption that grace covers sin in general, so therefore it cannot inspire change, sacrifice, or any sort of action.  It is the idea that grace simply exists in general, not that it exists because of sacrifice by the one who gives it, or is received by sacrifice of the receiver.  It allows the Christian to go on with life as normal, living like the rest of the world, conforming to its behaviors and standards. It is the “justification of sin without justification of the sinner.”[footnoteRef:45]  Bonhoeffer calls cheap grace a heresy, and calls it “the grace we bestow upon ourselves” and “the preaching of forgiveness without requiring repentance, baptism without church discipline, Communion without confession...Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the cross, grace without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate.”[footnoteRef:46]  This is not the Grace or the discipleship that Bonhoeffer knows and promotes. [44:  Ibid., 35]  [45:  Ibid., 35]  [46:  Ibid., 36] 

Bonhoeffer declares discipleship to be possible and genuine through “costly grace”.  Just as Matthew left his life at the tax collector’s table to follow Jesus out of obedience, so must the Christian leave their previous life to follow Jesus to the unknown. 
Costly grace is the treasure hidden in the field; for the sake of it a man will go and sell all that he has. It is the pearl of great price to buy which the merchant will sell all his goods. It is the kingly rule of Christ, for whose sake a man will pluck out the eye which causes him to stumble; it is the call of Jesus Christ at which the disciple leaves his nets and follows him….  Costly grace is the gospel which must be sought again and again, the gift which must be asked for, the door at which a man must knock.[footnoteRef:47]   [47:  Ibid., 36-37] 

	This grace is not just a free pass and forgiveness from sin; It costs the receiver of grace their life, their will.  It requires obedience, change, discipline, and sacrifice.  The Grace received in following Jesus must be sought after, wanted, and prioritized above all else.  To Bonhoeffer, living under grace means to follow, not to go along living for oneself with a self-given assurance of salvation.  He says that “such grace is costly because it calls us to follow, and it is grace because it calls us to follow Jesus Christ.  It is costly because it costs a man his life, and it is grace because it gives a man the only true life.”[footnoteRef:48]  [48:  Ibid., 37] 

	But why is grace so costly?  The grace that it costs believers so dearly to receive is given by the only one that has authority to do so and to call people into a life of discipleship, cost, suffering, and communion with God.  As always, Bonhoeffer uses the example of Christ to show that grace is so costly to man because it was even more costly to God:
Above all, it is costly because it cost God the life of his Son: "ye were bought at a price," and what has cost God much cannot be cheap for us. Above all, it is grace because God did not reckon his Son too dear a price to pay for our life, but delivered him up for us. Costly grace is the Incarnation of God.[footnoteRef:49] [49:  Ibid., 37] 

	Grace costs man everything because it costs God descending and becoming like man, dying and suffering alone.  True grace is costly grace because of the cross.  The suffering of Christ was necessary to bring grace to man.  It did not come cheaply. It was necessary that Christ was rejected, cast out, and bore the cross, and it is no different for the disciples he calls.  “Discipleship means adherence to the person of Jesus, and therefore submission to the law of Christ which is the law of the cross.”[footnoteRef:50]  Bonhoeffer uses Matthew 16:24 to illustrate that discipleship is not something that can be forced on any man, it is not simply a self-evident part of life.  To follow Jesus, to be a disciple, one must take up his cross.  This cross is necessary suffering.  The cross is the “suffering with Christ” that is laid on every Christian.  Every Christian has a cross waiting for them, and all must endure rejection, shame, and deny themselves to encounter Jesus.[footnoteRef:51] The suffering starts with the death of the “old person”.  The pre-calling state of the disciple must cease to exist, must die in order to encounter Christ.[footnoteRef:52] The Christian must give up his old life, and by sharing in the suffering of Christ, they have unity with Christ.  They must abandon all attachments and be devoted to Christ fully. When the call is answered, when discipleship begins, “we surrender ourselves to Christ in union with his death – we give over our lives to death.”[footnoteRef:53]   [50:  Ibid., 77]  [51:  Ibid., 79]  [52:  Ibid., 79 idea derived from passages in the Bible, examples include Galatians 2, Mark 8, 2 Corinthians 5.]  [53:  Ibid., 79] 

For Bonhoeffer, the cross is not a religious event to be looked at as the moment when sins were forgiven, and free grace was given to people so they may act freely. Instead he says, “the cross is not a terrible end to an otherwise God-fearing and happy life, but it meets us at the beginning of our communion with Christ.  When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.”[footnoteRef:54]  This is a call to death of the old self, and eventually perhaps the literal, physical death for Christ that Christians must be willing to endure.  Bonhoeffer believed that every call of Christ is a call to death in one way or another, because only a man who is dead to his own will can truly follow Christ.  Because we do not want to die, Jesus and his call become both a disciple’s death and life.  Discipleship puts a disciple in the daily struggle against sin and evil, and likewise every day he must endure and suffer for the sake of Christ who did the same for him.[footnoteRef:55]  A Christian is able to do this only because Christ strengthens him to bear the burdens of others, sin, and suffering, just as Christ bore the burden of humanity, sin, and the cross. “To bear the cross proves to be the only way of triumphing over suffering.  This is true for all who follow Christ, because it was true for him.”[footnoteRef:56]  Suffering is separation from God, says Bonhoeffer, and Jesus took on the suffering of the world so that he might overcome suffering and become the way to communion with God.[footnoteRef:57]               [54:  Ibid., 79]  [55:  Ibid., 79]  [56:  Ibid., 81]  [57:  Ibid., 81] 

	Always asserting the importance of the church, Bonhoeffer believes participating in the suffering of Christ means participating in it together as the body of Christ.  Just as Christ bore flesh, sin, and suffering to make atonement for sins and forgive, the church must bear the sins of its members, forgiving and pointing them to the cross, so that they might bear it together.  People bear the burdens (sins) of others as a church by forgiving them in the power of the cross of Christ in which all believers share.   Suffering is the church’s lot as well; the church must follow Jesus beneath his yoke of the cross.[footnoteRef:58] [58:  Ibid., 82] 

ETHICS
	Bonhoeffer is often looked to by scholars, clergymen, and lay Christians alike as a great example of Christian ethics lived out.  He is seen as a man of principle, a man of great thought who practiced what he preached.  People have made him into a man who lived and died by principle in the face of oppression and death.  However he is much more radical than that.  The principles that people project onto Bonhoeffer would likely have held no value with him.  He would not have described himself as a man of principle, as principle can be man-made.  He would have said it was much more valuable to be a man of obedience.  He did not value ethical theory on its own, because thought alone stands in the way of decisive action.  Much like Bonhoeffer’s other ideas, ethics are only valuable when coupled with concrete action.       
Christian ethics     
	Bonhoeffer seems to reject or at least express discomfort with establishing a ‘Christian ethic’ in the most traditional sense.  He makes great effort to establish a gap between the goals of traditional ethics and a Christian ethic.  Christian ethics do not fit into the traditional modes of ethical thought.  Worldly ethics, Bonhoeffer says, seek to arrive at a place of knowledge of good and evil, right and wrong. Bonhoeffer rejects this goal outright.[footnoteRef:59]  When other ethical systems try to determine right from wrong, they put man in authority to decide what that is.  The knowledge of good and evil allows man to try and assume the role of God, who Bonhoeffer believes is the lone possessor of this knowledge.  As soon as humanity tries to distinguish right from wrong by itself, it separates itself from God. This is reflective of the fall of man into original sin.  When man was created, there was only knowledge of God and communion with him.  Sin and thus, separation from God entered the world when Adam and Eve gain knowledge of good and evil.  Bonhoeffer says that when a person knows good and evil and tries to discern the two by himself, he begins to see himself as the source of good and evil, the one who sets the standards.[footnoteRef:60]   [59:  Roark, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 93]  [60:  Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Ethics, (New York: Macmillan, 1955), 21-22] 

Christian Ethics’ job is to invalidate this way of thinking, to attack the underlying themes of traditional ethical thought.  Thus, the goal of Christian ethics is not to determine right from wrong and formulate ethical views of the world.  The point of Christian Ethics is the new man, a reconciled man in God.[footnoteRef:61]  Bonhoeffer believes that even when deciding what to do, right and wrong should not even be considered: [61:  Roark, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 93] 

Those who wish even to focus on the problem of a Christian ethic are faced with an outrageous demand-from the outset they must give up, as inappropriate to this topic, the very two questions that led them to deal with the ethical problem: 'How can I be good?' and 'How can I do something good?' Instead they must ask the wholly other, completely different question: 'What is the will of God?[footnoteRef:62] [62:  Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Ethics, 186] 

The very consideration of good and evil makes any ethic a secular one.  It is not the Christians job to discern which action will be the right one, or whether the action makes them “good”.  The Christians duty is to simply seek to do the will of God, which Bonhoeffer believes can be discerned through humble prayer.  This is yet another example of Bonhoeffer’s stalwart clinging to revelation as the source of theology and practical Christian living.  Man shall not determine what to do, or what is good with their own minds, as they are incapable of it.  The Christian must humbly pray, asking God to reveal his will.  It should never be considered whether an action will make a person good or whether the action is right or not; the only question that matters is ‘what is the will of God?’
	In Bonhoeffer’s ethic, there is no list of rules and principles, to have one, in his eyes, would be offensive to the gospel.  Ethics are not about theory or a higher, legalistic, Christian principle.  Not only is principle not necessary, it is counterintuitive.  Oftentimes, ethical thought seeks the attempts to abstractly apply a concrete standard of good and evil to life, which Bonhoeffer says simply does not exist.  There can never be a human action that is purely good.  Ethical action must be grounded in reality, each situation must be responded to accordingly.[footnoteRef:63] Any ethical thought must be in context of the given dilemma. There is no sweeping ethical imperative, impervious to time and circumstance.  Quite the opposite in fact: [63:  Ibid., 211-212] 

Ethical discourse cannot be conducted in a vacuum, in the abstract, but only in a concrete context.  Ethical discourse, therefore, is not a system of propositions which are correct in themselves, a system which is available for anyone to apply at any time and in any place, but it is inseparably linked with particular persons, times and places.  This limitation does not mean that the ethical loses any of its significance, but it is precisely from this that it derives its warrant, its weight; whereas whenever it is not restricted in this way, whenever it is available for general application, it is enfeebled to the point of impotence.[footnoteRef:64] [64:  Ibid., 267] 

	 A life of ethical action must be just that, action.  Ethical thought is worthless when it stays thought.  Bonhoeffer believes a person is only a person when faced with a barrier, an ethical dilemma involving others.  His ethics line right up with his church sociology.  Much like how thinking about people and the church is pointless unless also participated in, abstract ethical theories are useless, the only proper response is responsible action. 
Each situation must be responded to accordingly, and based in reality.  The Christian must look at every situation, perceive what is necessary, and do it.  A Christian is called to both the responsibility to do the necessary will of God and also called to do it in freedom. The responsibility to do the will of God is the same obedience that was discussed in The Cost of Discipleship.  To act responsibly is to obey God.  They are inseparable. “Obedience and responsibility are interlinked in such a way that one cannot say that responsibility begins only where obedience leaves off, but rather that obedience is rendered in responsibility.”[footnoteRef:65] A Christian does not obey to a certain point and then begin to make ethical decisions for themselves, no, they obey God by seeking to do his will in every situation.  In order to be acting in reality, one must be acting in obedience, in freedom. [65:  Ibid., 248] 

In order to have an ethic of responsibility, there must be both obedience and freedom.  Bonhoeffer writes:
In responsibility both obedience and freedom are realized. Responsibility implies tension between obedience and freedom. There would be no more responsibility if either were made independent of the other.  Responsible action is subject to obligation, and yet it is creative.—The man of responsibility stands between obligation and freedom; he must dare to act under obligation and in freedom; yet he finds his justification neither in his obligation nor his freedom but solely in Him who has put him in this (humanly impossible) situation and who requires this deed of him.  The responsible man delivers up himself and his deed to God.[footnoteRef:66]    [66:  Ibid., 249] 

	Freedom and obedience might seem contradictory, but they must work together.  This is demonstrated by Bonhoeffer, as always, in the example of Christ. Bonhoeffer shows Christ as the one who stood both totally obedient and free.  He did the will of the father in obedience because it was necessary, and at the same time drank the cup out of his own knowledge, with “open eyes and a joyous heart.”[footnoteRef:67]  “Obedience without freedom is slavery; freedom without obedience is arbitrary self-will.  Obedience restrains freedom; and freedom ennobles obedience.”[footnoteRef:68] Christians must know this and move forward in action. Freedom is what allows bold action, while allowing for the fact that no one knows or judges the right tor wrong of the action but God.  Obedience knows what God wills and does it.  For Bonhoeffer the example of Christ and the situation at hand alone dictate what is ethical.  Theory and abstract ethical systems must not stand in the way of obedience, responsibility, and action.   [67:  Ibid., 248]  [68:  Ibid., 248] 

Church and ethics
	Bonhoeffer’s ethics do not stop at the individual.  Much like his ecclesiology and sociological thoughts about the church, the individual is discussed only as a part of a greater community. The church must be addressed as well.  Bonhoeffer’s ecclesiology put forth in Life Together and Sanctorum Communio and his views on genuine discipleship are demonstrated in Ethics as well. Bonhoeffer calls the church a “section of humanity in which Christ has really taken form.”[footnoteRef:69] This, in consistence with all of his earlier work establishes Christ, rather than religiosity, as what should matter to the church.  Losing sight of this, Bonhoeffer says, is what sends the church into a Christianity centered on an ethical system, a set of principles with which we try to shape the world (the sinful, worldly world)  rather than a Christianity centered on community with Christ.   [69:  Ibid., 85] 

	In order to understand how to live as an ethical person of action and responsibility, one only needs to look to Christ.  The Church is meant to be Christ on earth.  “Christian life is participation in the encounter of Christ with the world.”[footnoteRef:70]  Just like the church and Christ are not just abstract concepts, neither is their encounter with the world.  The example of Christ provides the reason for a Christian ethic that demands action, and action according to the situation at hand.  The example of Christ calls Christians to an ethic centered around reality and real people, not a set of principles that must be upheld. [70:  Ibid., 132] 

And yet Christ is not a principle in accordance with which the whole world must be shaped.  Christ is not the proclaimer of a system that would be good today, here and at all times.  Christ teaches no abstract ethics such as must at all costs be put into practice.  Christ was not essentially a teacher and a legislator, but a man, a real man like ourselves.  And it is not therefore His will that we should in our time be the adherents, exponents and advocates of a definite doctrine, but that we should be men, real men before God.[footnoteRef:71] [71:  Ibid., 86] 

	Bonhoeffer’s idea that a Christian ethic is not a series of universally applied principles comes from his doctrine that Christ is not those things.  Because Christ is a real person, not an abstract principle, so should his church’s ethics be.  The church, as the body of Christ, should follow his example:
Christ did not, like a moralist, love a theory of good, but loved the real man.  He was not, like a philosopher, interested in the “universally valid,” but rather in that which is of help to the real and concrete human being.  What worried Him was not, like Kant, whether “the maxim of an action can become a principle for general legislation,” but whether my action is at this moment helping my neighbor to become a man before God. [footnoteRef:72]  [72:  Ibid., 86] 

	For a Christian to be one of responsibility, living with a Christ-centered, action oriented ethic, they must look at how Christ encountered people; not as a set of morally superior maxims, but as a man.  Then they must go and do likewise.  They must not separate from the world, holding themselves to be a different, more principled person, but must encounter the world in the world, recognizing that the world is “loved, condemned and reconciled by God”.[footnoteRef:73]  They must participate in relationships with people, and participate in ethical action as Christ did, as real people.  The way to determine what to do, for a Christian, is simply the example of Christ and the needs of a neighbor.       [73:  Ibid., 227] 

CONCLUSION 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Bonhoeffer’s life is what initially draws attention.  His church and Christ based theology are what keeps it.  His theological legacy is one of bold faith, a life of real community, and action.  As brilliant as his theological mind was, he acknowledges himself over and over again that theory, without practice is pointless.  Throughout his life and writings, we see the upmost importance of Jesus Christ and the church.  His writings on the church are the most revealing of the heart of Bonhoeffer. Whether it’s the intensely cerebral Sanctorum Communio or the unwaveringly practical Life Together and The Cost of Discipleship, he makes it abundantly clear what matters.  Bonhoeffer believes Christ is the example to be followed by the church because The Church is Christ on earth.  Because the Church is Christ existing as community, it must strive for costly grace, it must engage in action and exist for others as Jesus did.   
His words become more poignant in light of his life.  His theology was not formed in a vacuum.  His beliefs are the very thing that drove him to resistance and ultimately, death.  The injustice and severity of the Nazi regime forced many Christians, including Bonhoeffer, to decide what their duties to God and fellow man were.  Out of this crucible came a theology centered on the Church as a unified body, a faith that costs a disciple his life, and an ethic and sociology based on real interactions.  The point where intellectual positing falls flat in the face of a need for action is where Bonhoeffer lives.   
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