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Dietrich Bonhoeffer
(1906-1945)

Bonhoeffer was born into a family of seven children in Breslau, Germany. He grew up in
Berlin, where his father worked as a physician. His boyhood friends included the great
scholar Adolf von Harnack and the historian Hans Delbrck.

At sixteen Bonhoeffer began his study of theology at Tibingen and presented his
doctoral thesis at the age of twenty-one. He spent one year on the faculty of Union
Theological Seminary in New York, where he became acquainted with American Christianity.
His popularity as a teacher and writer grew when he returned to Germany, but in 1933 he
delivered a radio broadcast denouncing the German public for its blind obedience to a
"leader" (Hitler) whom he saw as dangerous. When Hitler came to power, Bonhoeffer left for
England and served as the pastor of two churches. While preparing for a trip to visit with
Mahatma Gandhi, he received a call to go back to Germany and serve as the head of a
seminary to train young pastors. It was there, at Finkenwalde, that Bonhoeffer refined his
understanding of Christian community. In April 1943 he was arrested and sent to prison and
later implicated in a plot to assassinate Adolf Hitler. On April 8, 1945, he was hanged in
Flossenblrg.

His writings live on today, inspiring men and women with his insights into the grace
of God and the cost of discipleship. The following selection deals with the subject of

Christian community, especially the role of Jesus Christ in the life of the Church.



LIFE TOGETHER

In and Through Jesus Christ

Christianity means community through Jesus Christ and in Jesus Christ. No Christian
community is more or less than this. Whether it be a brief, single encounter or the daily
fellowship of years, Christian community is only this. We belong to one another only through
and in Jesus Christ.

What does this mean? It means, first, that a Christian needs others because of Jesus
Christ. It means, second, that a Christian comes to others only through Jesus Christ. It
means, third, that in Jesus Christ we have been chosen from eternity, accepted in time, and
united for eternity.

First, the Christian is the man who no longer seeks his own salvation, his
deliverance, his justification in himself, but in Jesus Christ alone. He knows that God's Word
in Jesus Christ pronounces him guilty, even when he does not feel his guilt, and God's Word
pronounces him righteous, even when he does not feel that he is righteous at all. The
Christian no longer lives of himself by his own claims and of his own justification, but by
God's claims and God's justification. He lives wholly by God's Word pronounced upon him

whether that Word declares him guilty or innocent.

Alien Righteousness

The death and the life of the Christian is not determined by his own resources; rather he
finds both only in the Word that comes to him from the outside, in God's Word to him. The
Reformers expressed it this way: Our righteousness is an "alien righteousness," a
righteousness that comes from outside of us (extra nos). They were saying that the
Christian is dependent on the Word of God spoken to him. He is pointed outward, to the
Word that comes to him.

The Christian lives wholly by the truth of God's Word in Jesus Christ. If somebody
asks him, Where is your salvation, your righteousness? he can never point to himself. He
points to the Word of God in Jesus Christ which assures him salvation and righteousness. He
is as alert as possible to this Word. Because he daily hungers and thirsts for righteousness,
he daily desires the redeeming Word.

And it can come only from the outside. In himself he is destitute and dead. Help
must come from the outside, and it has come and comes daily and anew in the Word of

Jesus Christ, bringing redemption, righteousness, innocence, and blessedness.



Christ in the Word of Another

But God has put this Word into the mouth of others in order that it may be communicated to
us. When one person is struck by the Word, he speaks it to others. God has willed that we
should seek and find his living Word in the witness of a brother, in the mouth of a man.
Therefore, the Christian needs another Christian who speaks God's Word to him. He needs
him again and again when he becomes uncertain and discouraged, for by himself he cannot
help himself without belying the truth.

He needs his brother as a bearer and proclaimer of the divine word of salvation. He
needs his brother solely because of Jesus Christ. The Christ in his own heart is weaker than
the Christ in the word of his brother; his own heart is uncertain, his brother's is sure.

And that also clarifies the goal of all Christian community: they meet one another as
bringers of the message of salvation. As such, God permits them to meet together and gives
them community. Their fellowship is founded solely upon Jesus Chis and this "alien
righteousness" All we can say, therefore, is: the community of Christians springs solely from
the Biblical and Reformation message of the justification of man through grace alone; this

alone is the basis of the longing of Christians for one another.

Christ Opened the Way

Second, a Christian comes to others only through Jesus Christ. Among people there is strife.
"He is our peace," says Paul of Jesus Christ (Eph. 2:14). Without Christ there is discord
between God and man and between man and man. Christ became the Mediator and made
peace with God and among men.

Without Christ we should not know God, we could not call upon him, nor come to
him. But without Christ we also could not know our brother, nor could we come to him. The
way is blocked by our own ego. Christ opened the way to God and to our brother. Now
Christians can live with one another in peace; they can love and serve one another; they
can become one. But they can continue to do so only by way of Jesus Christ are we one,

only through him are we bound together. To eternity he remains the one Mediator.

We Are in Him

Third, when God's Son took on flesh, he truly and bodily took on, out of pure grace, our
being, our nature, ourselves. This was the eternal counsel of the triune God. Now we are in
him. Where he is, there we are too, in the incarnation, on the Cross, and in his resurrection.
We belong to him because we are in him. That is why the Scriptures call us the Body of
Christ.



But if, before we could know and wish it, we have been chosen and accepted with the
whole Church in Jesus Christ, then we also belong to him in eternity with one another. We
who live here in fellowship with him will one day be with him in eternal fellowship.

He who looks upon his brother should know that he will be eternally united with him
in Jesus Christ. Christian community means community in and through Jesus Christ. On this
presupposition rests everything that the Scriptures provide in the way of directions and

precepts for the communal life of Christians.

Made Ready to Forgive

“But as touching brotherly love ye need not that I write unto you: for ye yourselves are
taught of God to love one another... but we beseech you, brethren, that ye increase more
and more" (1 Thess. 4:9, 10, KJV). God himself has undertaken to teach brotherly love; all
that men can do to add to it is to remember this divine instruction and the admonition to
excel in it more and more. When God was merciful, when he revealed Jesus Christ to us as
our Brother, when he won our hearts by his love, this was the beginning of our instruction in
divine love.

When God was merciful to us, we learned to be merciful with our brethren. When we
received forgiveness instead of judgment, we, too, were made ready to forgive our
brethren. What God did to us, we then owed to others. The more we received, the more we
were able to give; and the more meager our brotherly love, the less were we living by God's
mercy and love. Thus God himself taught us to meet one another as God has met us in
Christ. "Wherefore receive ye one another, as Christ also received us to the glory of God"
(Rom. 15:7, KIV).

The Basis of Our Community
In this wise does one, whom God has placed in common life with other Christians, learn
what it means to have brothers. "Brethren in the Lord,” Paul calls his congregation (Phil.
1:14). One is a brother to another only through Jesus Christ. I am a brother to another
person through what Jesus Christ did for me and to me; the other person has become a
brother to me through what Jesus Christ did for him.

The fact that we are brethren only through Jesus Christ is of immeasurable
significance. Not only the other person who is earnest and devout, who comes to me
seeking brotherhood, must I deal with in fellowship. My brother is rather that other person

who has been redeemed by Christ, delivered from sin, and called to faith and eternal life.



Not what a man is in himself as a Christian, his spirituality and piety, constitutes the
basis of our community. What determines our brotherhood is what that man is by reason of
Christ. Our community with one another consists solely in what Christ has done to both of
us. This is true not merely at the beginning, and though in the course of time something
else were to be added to our community; it remains so for all the future and to all eternity.

I have community with others and I shall continue to have it only through Jesus
Christ. The more genuine and the deeper our community becomes, the more will everything
else between us recede, the more clearly and purely will Jesus Christ and his work become
the one and only thing that is vital between us. We have one another only through Christ,
but through Christ we do have one another, wholly, and for all eternity.

That dismisses once and for all every clamorous desire for something more. One who
wants more than what Christ has established does not want Christian brotherhood. He is
looking for some extraordinary social experience which he has not found elsewhere; he is
bringing muddled and impure desires into Christian brotherhood. Christian brotherhood is
not an ideal which we must realize; it is rather a reality created by God in Christ in which we
may participate.



BIBLE SELECTION
Ephesians 2:11-22 (NRSV)

So then, remember that at one time you Gentiles by birth, called “the uncircumcision” by
those who are called “the circumcision” - a physical circumcision made in the flesh by
human hands - remember that you were at that time without Christ, being aliens from the
commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and
without God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been
brought near by the blood of Christ. For he is our peace; in his flesh he has made both
groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us. He
has abolished the law with its commandments and ordinances, that he might create in
himself one new humanity in place of the two, thus making peace, and might reconcile both
groups to God in one body through the cross, thus putting to death that hostility through it.
So he came and proclaimed peace to you who were far off and peace to those who were
near; for through him both of us have access in one Spirit to the Father. So then you are no
longer strangers and aliens, but you are citizens with the saints and also members of the
household of God, built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus
himself as the cornerstone. In him the whole structure is joined together and grows into a
holy temple in the Lord; in whom you also are built together spiritually into a dwelling place
for God.

BREATH PRAYER

(Inhale) “Jesus, you are our peace ..

(Exhale) “... Make us one in you.”



JOURNAL QUESTIONS

1. Why is the presence of other Christians absolutely essential, as Dietrich Bonhoeffer
suggests? Additionally, how must we evaluate other Christians?

2. According to Bonhoeffer, God has chosen to use people as a means of communicating
the Word to us. Can you share a personal experience when God spoke to you
through someone else?

3. Optional Stretch Exercise: As you attend church this week, let go of the constant
pursuit of an "extraordinary social experience" and, instead, regard others as
bringers of salvation. Direct your attention to Christ, not just the abilities of those

leading worship.



REFLECTIONS FROM RICHARD J. FOSTER

In Life Together Bonhoeffer makes crystal clear the fundamental difference between radical
Christian fellowship and the community of natural desire. With sadness I have had to
recognize that the very way we arrange our lives in middle America effectively excludes us
from life together. To take Bonhoeffer seriously would mean such a total rethinking of the
life of faith that the entire socioeconomic structures of our lives would be revolutionized.

Life Together is a salty book to dig into if you are tired of "sweetness and light for
God's little flock" and are prepared for "costly grace.”

Excerpts taken from Devotional Classics: Selected Readings for Individuals and Groups (Richard J. Foster & James
Bryan Smith, Editors. HarperCollins, 1993.)
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