Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Religionless Christianity
Excerpts from Letters and Papers from Prison
The following excerpts are taken from Letters and Papers from Prison 1 , a collection of writings
by Dietrich Bonhoeffer. These writings were composed by Bonhoeffer between April 1943 and
February 1945, while he was imprisoned in Germany. Unless otherwise noted, all of the
following excerpts are taken from letters Bonhoeffer wrote to his friend and colleague Eberhard
Bethge, who later edited this volume of Bonhoeffer’s writings.
--------------From the Preface by Eberhard Bethge
Here is an account of the life lived by some conscientious Christians and others at a greater
remove from belief, when the dilemma of both an external and an internal destruction came upon
them. It was at precisely that point that Bonhoeffer’s visions of a future Christianity took shape.
(p. x)
--------------…my fear and distrust of ‘religiosity’ have become greater than ever here. The fact that the
Israelites never uttered the name of God always makes me think, and I can understand it better as
I go on. (p. 135)
--------------You would be surprised, and perhaps even worried, by my theological thoughts and the
conclusions that they lead to: and this is where I miss you most of all, because I don’t know
anyone else with whom I could so well discuss them to have my thinking clarified. What is
bothering me incessantly is the question what Christianity really is, or indeed who Christ really
is, for us today. The time when people could be told everything by means of words, whether
theological or pious, is over, and so is the time of inwardness and conscience – and that means
the time of religion in general. We are moving towards a completely religionless time; people as
they are now simply cannot be religious any more. Even those who honestly describe
themselves as ‘religious’ do not in the least act up to it, and so they presumably mean something
quite different by ‘religious.’
Our whole nineteen-hundred-year-old Christian preaching and theology rest on the
‘religious a priori’ of mankind. ‘Christianity’ has always been a form – perhaps the true form –
of ‘religion’. But if one day it becomes clear that this a priori does not exist at all, but was a
historically conditioned and transient form of human self-expression, and if therefore man
becomes radically religionless – and I think that that is already more or less the case (else how is
it, for example, that this war, in contrast to all previous ones, is not calling forth any ‘religious’
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reaction?) – what does that mean for ‘Christianity’? It means that the foundation is taken away
from the whole of what has up to now been our ‘Christianity’, and that there remain only a few
‘last survivors of the age of chivalry’, or a few intellectually dishonest people, on whom we can
descend as ‘religious’. Are they to be the chosen few? Is it on this dubious group of people that
we are to pounce in fervour, pique, or indignation, in order to sell them our goods? Are we to
fall upon a few unfortunate people in their hour of need and exercise a sort of religious
compulsion on them? If we don’t want to do all that, if our final judgment must be that the
western form of Christianity, too, was only a preliminary stage to a complete absence of religion,
what kind of situation emerges for us, for the church? How can Christ become the Lord of the
religionless as well? Are there religionless Christians? If religion is only a garment of
Christianity – and even this garment has looked very different at times – then what is a
religionless Christianity?
Barth, who is the only one to have started along this line of thought, did not carry it to
completion, but arrived at a positivism of revelation, which in the last analysis is essentially a
restoration. For the religionless working man (or any other man) nothing decisive is gained here.
The questions to be answered would surely be: What do a church, a community, a sermon, a
liturgy, a Christian life mean in a religionless world? How do we speak of God – without
religion, i.e. without the temporally conditioned presuppositions of metaphysics, inwardness, and
so on? How do we speak (or perhaps we cannot now even ‘speak’ as we used to) in a ‘secular’
way about ‘God’? In what way are we ‘religionless-secular’ Christians, in what way are we the
ecclesia, those who are called forth, not regarding ourselves from a religious point of view as
specially favoured, but rather as belonging wholly to the world? In that case Christ is no longer
an object of religion, but something quite different, really the Lord of the world. But what does
that mean? What is the place of worship and prayer in a religionless situation? Does the secret
discipline, or alternatively the difference (which I have suggested to you before) between
penultimate and ultimate, take on a new importance here? …
I find, after all, that I can write a little more. – The Pauline question whether circumcision
is a condition of justification seems to me in present-day terms to be whether religion is a
condition for salvation. Freedom from circumcision is also freedom from religion. I often ask
myself why a ‘Christian instinct’ often draws me more to the religionless people than to the
religious, by which I don’t in the least mean with any evangelizing intention, but, I might almost
say, ‘in brotherhood’. While I’m often reluctant to mention God by name to religious people –
because that name somehow seems to me here not to ring true, and I feel myself to be slightly
dishonest (it’s particularly bad when others start to talk in religious jargon; I then dry up almost
completely and feel awkward and uncomfortable) – to people with no religion I can on occasion
mention him by name quite calmly and as a matter of course. Religious people speak of God
when human knowledge (perhaps simply because they are too lazy to think) has come to an end,
or when human resources fail – in fact it is always the deus ex machina that they bring on to the
scene, either for the apparent solution of insoluble problems, or as strength in human failure –
always, that is to say, exploiting human weakness or human boundaries. Of necessity, that can
go on only till people can by their own strength push these boundaries somewhat further out, so
that God becomes superfluous as a deus ex machina. I’ve come to be doubtful of talking about
any human boundaries (is even death, which people now hardly fear, and is sin, which they now
hardly understand, still a genuine boundary today?). It always seems to me that we are trying
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anxiously in this way to reserve some space for God; I should like to speak of God not on the
boundaries but at the centre, not in weaknesses but in strength; and therefore not in death and
guilt but in man’s life and goodness. As to the boundaries, it seems to me better to be silent and
leave the insoluble unsolved. Belief in the resurrection is not the ‘solution’ of the problem of
death. God’s ‘beyond’ is not the beyond of our cognitive faculties. The transcendence of
epistemological theory has nothing to do with the transcendence of God. God is beyond in the
midst of our life. The church stands, not at the boundaries where human powers give out, but in
the middle of the village. That is how it is in the Old Testament, and in this sense we still read
the New Testament far too little in the light of the Old. How this religionless Christianity looks,
what form it takes, is something that I’m thinking about a great deal, and I shall be writing to you
again about it soon. It may be that on us in particular, midway between East and West, there will
fall a heavy responsibility. (p. 278-282)
--------------A few more words about ‘religionlessness’. I expect you remember Bultmann’s essay on
the ‘demythologizing’ of the New Testament? My view of it today would be, not that he went
‘too far’, as most people thought, but that he didn’t go far enough. It’s not only the
‘mythological’ concepts, such as miracle, ascension, and so on (which are not in principle
separable from the concepts of God, faith, etc.), but ‘religious’ concepts generally, which are
problematic. You can’t, as Bultmann supposes, separate God and miracle, but you must be able
to interpret and proclaim both in a ‘non-religious’ sense. Bultmann’s approach is fundamentally
still a liberal one (i.e. abridging the gospel), whereas I’m trying to think theologically.
What does it mean to ‘interpret in a religious sense’? I think it means to speak on the one
hand metaphysically, and on the other hand individualistically. Neither of these is relevant to the
biblical message or to the man of today. Hasn’t the individualistic question about personal
salvation almost completely left us all? Aren’t we really under the impression that there are
more important things than that question (perhaps not more important than the matter itself, but
more important than the question!)? I know it sounds pretty monstrous to say that. But,
fundamentally, isn’t this in fact biblical? Does the question about saving one’s soul appear in the
Old Testament at all? Aren’t righteousness and the Kingdom of God on earth the focus of
everything, and isn’t it true that Rom. 3.24ff. is not an individualistic doctrine of salvation, but
the culmination of the view that God alone is righteous? It is not with the beyond that we are
concerned, but with this world as created and preserved, subjected to laws, reconciled, and
restored. What is above this world is, in the gospel, intended to exist for this world; I mean that,
not in the anthropocentric sense of liberal, mystic pietistic, ethical theology, but in the biblical
sense of creation and of the incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.
Barth was the first theologian to begin the criticism of religion, and that remains his
really great merit; but he put in its place a positivist doctrine of revelation which says, in effect,
‘Like it or lump it’: virgin birth, Trinity, or anything else; each is an equally significant and
necessary part of the whole, which must simply be swallowed as a whole or not at all. That isn’t
biblical. There are degrees of knowledge and degrees of significance; that means that a secret
discipline must be restored whereby the mysteries of the Christian faith are protected against
profanation. The positivism of revelation makes it too easy for itself, by setting up, as it does in
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the last analysis, a law of faith, and so mutilates what is – by Christ’s incarnation! – a gift for us.
In the place of religion there now stands the church – that is in itself biblical – but the world is in
some degree made to depend on itself and left to its own devices, and that’s the mistake.
I’m thinking about how we can reinterpret in a ‘worldly’ sense – in the sense of the Old
Testament and of John 1.14 – the concepts of repentance, faith, justification, rebirth, and
sanctification. I shall be writing to you about it again. (p. 285-287)
--------------From “Thoughts on the Day of the Baptism of Dietrich Wilhelm Rudiger Bethge”
Our church, which has been fighting in these years only for its self-preservation, as
though that were an end in itself, is incapable of taking the word of reconciliation and
redemption to mankind and the world. Our earlier words are therefore bound to lose their force
and cease, and our being Christians today will be limited to two things; prayer and righteous
action among men. All Christian thinking, speaking, and organizing must be born anew out of
this prayer and action. By the time you have grown up, the church’s form will have changed
greatly. We are not yet out of the melting-pot, and any attempt to help the church prematurely to
a new expansion of its organization will merely delay its conversion and purification. It is not
for us to prophesy the day (although the day will come) when men will once more be called so to
utter the word of God that the world will be changed and renewed by it. It will be a new
language, perhaps quite non-religious, but liberating and redeeming – as was Jesus’ language; it
will shock people and yet overcome them by its power; it will be the language of a new
righteousness and truth, proclaiming God’s peace with men and the coming of his kingdom.
‘They shall fear and tremble because of all the good and all the prosperity I provide for it’ (Jer.
33.9). Till then the Christian cause will be a silent and hidden affair, but there will be those who
pray and do right and wait for God’s own time. May you be one of them, and may it be said of
you one day, ‘The path of the righteous is like the light of dawn, which shines brighter and
brighter till full day’ (Prov. 4.18). (p. 300)
--------------I’ve just written the date of this letter as my share in the baptism and the preparation for
it. At the same moment the siren went, and now I’m sitting in the sick-bay and hoping that today
at any rate you will have no air raid. What times these are! What a baptism! And what
memories for the year to come! What matters is that we should direct these memories, as it
were, into the right spiritual channels, and so make them harder, clearer, and more defiant, which
is a good thing. There is no place for sentimentality on a day like this. If in the middle of an air
raid God sends out the gospel call to his kingdom in baptism, it will be quite clear what that
kingdom is and what it means. It is a kingdom stronger than war and danger, a kingdom of
power and authority, signifying eternal terror and judgment to some, and eternal joy and
righteousness to others, not a kingdom of the heart, but one as wide as the earth, not transitory
but eternal, a kingdom that makes a way for itself and summons men to itself to prepare its way,
a kingdom for which it is worth while risking our lives. (p. 304)
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--------------Weizacker’s book The World-View of Physics is still keeping me very busy. It has again
brought home to me quite clearly how wrong it is to use God as a stop-gap for the
incompleteness of our knowledge. If in fact the frontiers of knowledge are being pushed further
and further back (and that is bound to be the case), then God is being pushed back with them,
and is therefore continually in retreat. We are to find God in what we know, not in what we
don’t know; God wants us to realize his presence, not in unsolved problems but in those that are
solved. That is true of the relationship between God and scientific knowledge, but it is also true
of the wider human problems of death, suffering, and guilt. It is now possible to find, even for
these questions, human answers that take no account whatever of God. In point of fact, people
deal with these questions without God (it has always been so), and it is simply not true to say that
only Christianity has the answers to them. As to the idea of ‘solving’ problems, it may be that
the Christian answers are just as unconvincing – or convincing – as any others. Here again, God
is no stop-gap; he must be recognized as the centre of life, not when we are at the end of our
resources; it is his will to be recognized in life, and not only when death comes; in health and
vigour, and not only in suffering; in our activities, and not only in sin. The ground for this lies in
the revelation of God in Jesus Christ. He is the centre of life, and he certainly didn’t ‘come’ to
answer our unsolved problems. From the centre of life certain questions, and their answers, are
seen to be wholly irrelevant (I’m thinking of the judgment pronounced on Job’s friends). In
Christ there are not ‘Christian problems’. – Enough of this; I’ve just been disturbed again. (p.
311-312)
--------------You now ask so many important questions on the subjects that have been occupying me
lately, that I should be happy if I could answer them myself. But it’s all very much in the early
stages; and, as usual, I’m being led on more by an instinctive feeling for questions that will arise
later than by any conclusions that I’ve already reached about them. I’ll try to define my
positions from the historical angle.
The movement that began about the thirteenth century (I’m not going to get involved in
any argument about the exact date) towards the autonomy of man (in which I should include the
discovery of the laws by which the world lives and deals with itself in science, social and
political matters, art, ethics, and religion) has in our time reached an undoubted completion.
Man has learnt to deal with himself in all questions of importance without recourse to the
‘working hypothesis’ called ‘God’. In questions of science, art, and ethics this has become an
understood thing at which one now hardly dares to tilt. But for the last hundred years or so it has
also become increasingly true of religious questions; it is becoming evident that everything gets
along without ‘God’ – and, in fact, just as well as before. As in the scientific field, so in human
affairs generally, ‘God’ is being pushed more and more out of life, losing more and more ground.
Roman Catholic and Protestant historians agree that it is in this development that the
great defection from God, from Christ, is to be seen; and the more they claim and play off God
and Christ against it, the more the development considers itself to be anti-Christian. The world
that has become conscious of itself and the laws that govern its own existence has grown self-
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confident in what seems to us to be an uncanny way. False developments and failures do not
make the world doubt the necessity of the course that it is taking, or of its development; they are
accepted with fortitude and detachment as part of the bargain, and even an event like the present
war is no exception. Christian apologetic has taken the most varied forms of opposition to this
self-assurance. Efforts are made to prove to a world thus come of age that it cannot live without
the tutelage of ‘God’. Even though there has been surrender on all secular problems, there still
remain the so-called ‘ultimate questions’ – death, guilt – to which only ‘God’ can give an
answer, and because of which we need God and the church and the pastor. So we live, in some
degree, on these so-called ultimate questions of humanity. But what if one day they no longer
exist as such, if they too can be answered ‘without God’? Of course, we now have the
secularized offshoots of Christian theology, namely existentialist philosophy and the
psychotherapists, who demonstrate to secure, contented, and happy mankind that it is really
unhappy and desperate and simply unwilling to admit that it is in a predicament about which it
knows nothing, and from which only they can rescue it. Wherever there is health, strength,
security, simplicity, they scent luscious fruit to gnaw at or to lay their pernicious eggs in. They
set themselves to drive people to inward despair, and then the game is in their hands. That is
secularized methodism. And whom does it touch? A small number of intellectuals, of
degenerates, of people who regard themselves as the most important thing in the world, and who
therefore like to busy themselves with themselves. The ordinary man, who spends his everyday
life at work and with his family, and of course with all kinds of diversions, is not affected. He
has neither the time nor the inclination to concern himself with his existential despair, or to
regard his perhaps modest share of happiness as a trial, a trouble, or a calamity.
The attack by Christian apologetic on the adulthood of the world I consider to be in the
first place pointless, in the second place ignoble, and in the third place unchristian. Pointless,
because it seems to me like an attempt to put a grown-up man back into adolescence, i.e. to make
him more dependent on things on which he is, in fact, no longer dependent, and thrusting him
into problems that are, in fact, no longer problems to him. Ignoble, because it amounts to an
attempt to exploit man’s weakness for purposes that are alien to him and to which he has not
freely assented. Unchristian, because it confused Christ with one particular stage in man’s
religiousness, i.e. with a human law. More about this later.
But first, a little more about the historical position. The question is: Christ and the world
that has come of age. The weakness of liberal theology was that it conceded to the world the
right to determine Christ’s place in the world; in the conflict between the church and the world it
accepted the comparatively easy terms of peace that the world dictated. Its strength was that it
did not try to put the clock back, and that it genuinely accepted the battle (Troeltsch), even
though this ended with its defeat.
Defeat was followed by surrender, and by an attempt to make a completely fresh start
based on the fundamentals of the Bible and the Reformation. Heim sought, along pietist and
methodist lines, to convince the individual man that he was faced with the alternative ‘despair or
Jesus’. He gained ‘hearts’. Althaus (carrying forward the modern and positive line with a strong
confessional emphasis) tried to wring from the world a place for Lutheran teaching (ministry)
and Lutheran worship, and otherwise left the world to its own devices. Tillich set out to interpret
the evolution of the world (against its will) in a religious sense – to give it its shape through
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religion. That was very brave of him, but the world unseated him and went on by itself; he, too,
sought to understand the world better than it understood itself; but it felt that it was completely
misunderstood, and rejected the imputation. (Of course, the world must be understood better
than it understands itself, but not ‘religiously’ as the religious socialists wanted.)
Barth was the first to realize the mistake that all these attempts (which were all, in fact,
still sailing, though unintentionally, in the channel of liberal theology) were making in leaving
clear a space for religion in the world or against the world. He brought in against religion the
God of Jesus Christ, ‘pneuma against sarx’. That remains his greatest service (his Epistle to the
Romans, second edition, in spite of all the neo-Kantian egg-shells). Through his later dogmatics,
he enabled the church to effect this distinction, in principle, all along the line. It was not in
ethics, as is often said, that he subsequently failed – his ethical observations, as far as they exist,
are just as important as his dogmatic ones –; it was that in the non-religious interpretation of
theological concepts he gave no concrete guidance, either in dogmatics or in ethics. There lies
his limitation, and because of it his theology of revelation has become positivist, a ‘positivism of
revelation’, as I put it.
The Confessing Church has now largely forgotten all about the Barthian approach, and
has lapsed from positivism into conservative restoration. The important thing about that church
is that it carries on the great concepts of Christian theology; but it seems as if doing this is
gradually just about exhausting it. It is true that there are in those concepts the elements of
genuine prophecy (among them two things that you mention: the claim to truth, and mercy) and
of genuine worship; and to that extent the Confessing Church gets only attention, hearing, and
rejection. But both of them remain undeveloped and remote, because there is no interpretation of
them. Those who, like e.g. Schutz or the Oxford Group or the Berneucheners, miss the
‘movement’ and the ‘life’, are dangerous reactionaries; they are reactionary because they go right
back behind the approach of the theology of revelation and seek for ‘religious’ renewal. They
simply haven’t understood the problem at all yet, and their talk is entirely beside the point.
There is no future for them (though the Oxford Group would have the best chance if they were
not so completely without biblical substance).
Bultmann seems to have somehow felt Barth’s limitations, but he misconstrues them in
the sense of liberal theology, and so goes off into the typical liberal process of reduction – the
‘mythological’ elements of Christianity are dropped, and Christianity is reduced to its ‘essence.’
– My view is that the full content, including the ‘mythological’ concepts, must be kept – the New
Testament is not a mythological clothing of a universal truth; this mythology (resurrection etc.)
is the thing itself – but the concepts much be interpreted in such a way as not to make religion a
precondition of faith (cf. Paul and circumcision). Only in that way, I think, will liberal theology
be overcome (and even Barth is still influenced by it, though negatively) and at the same time its
question be genuinely taken up and answered (as is not the case in the Confessing Church’s
positivism of revelation!). Thus the world’s coming of age is no longer an occasion for polemics
and apologetics, but is now really better understood than it understands itself, namely on the
basis of the gospel and in the light of Christ.
Now for your question whether there is any ‘ground’ left for the church, or whether that
ground has gone for good; and the other question, whether Jesus didn’t use men’s ‘distress’ as a
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point of contact with them, and whether therefore the ‘methodism’ that I criticized earlier isn’t
right. (p. 325-329)
--------------I’m at present reading the quite outstanding book by W. F. Otto, the classic man at
Konigsberg, The Gods of Greece. To quote from his closing words, it’s about ‘this world of
faith, which sprang from the wealth and depth of human existence, not from its cares and
longings’. Can you understand my finding something very attractive in this then and its
treatment, and also – horrible dictu – my finding these gods, when they are so treated, less
offensive than certain brands of Christianity? In fact, that I almost think I could claim these gods
for Christ? The book is most helpful for my present theological reflections. (p. 333)
--------------Now for some further thoughts about the Old Testament. Unlike the other oriental
religions, the faith of the Old Testament isn’t a religion of redemption. It’s true that Christianity
has always been regarded as a religion of redemption. But isn’t this a cardinal error, which
separates Christ from the Old Testament and interprets him on the lines of the myths about
redemption? To the objection that a crucial importance is given in the Old Testament to
redemption (from Egypt, and later from Babylon – cf. Deutero-Isaiah) it may be answered that
the redemptions referred to here are historical, i.e. on this side of death, whereas everywhere else
the myths about redemption are concerned to overcome the barrier of death. Israel is delivered
out of Egypt so that it may live before God as God’s people on earth. The redemption myths try
unhistorically to find an eternity after death. Sheol and Hades are no metaphysical constructions,
but images which imply that the ‘past’, while it still exists, has only a shadowy existence in the
present.
The decisive factor is said to be that in Christianity the hope of resurrection is
proclaimed, and that that means the emergence of a genuine religion of redemption, the main
emphasis now being on the far side of the boundary drawn by death. But it seems to me that this
is just where the mistake and the danger lie. Redemption now means redemption from cares,
distress, fears, and longings, from sin and death, in a better world beyond the grave. But is this
really the essential character of the proclamation of Christ in the gospels and by Paul? I should
say it is not. The difference between the Christian hope of resurrection and the mythological
hope is that the former sends a man back to his life on earth in a wholly new way which is even
more sharply defined than it is in the Old Testament. The Christian, unlike the devotees of the
redemption myths, has no last line of escape available from earthly tasks and difficulties into the
eternal, but, like Christ himself (‘My God, why hast thou forsaken me?’), he must drink the
earthly cup to the dregs, and only in his doing so is the crucified and risen Lord with him, and he
crucified and risen with Christ. This world must not be prematurely written off; in this the Old
and New Testaments are at one. Redemption myths arise from human boundary-experiences,
but Christ takes hold of a man at the centre of his life.
You see how my thoughts are constantly revolving around the same theme. Now I must
substantiate them in detail from the New Testament; that will follow later. (p. 336-337)
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--------------Now I will try to go on with the theological reflections that I broke off not long since. I
had been saying that God is being increasingly pushed out of a world that has come of age, out of
the spheres of our knowledge and life, and that since Kant he has been relegated to a realm
beyond the world of experience. Theology has on the one hand resisted this development with
apologetics, and has taken up arms – in vain – against Darwinism, etc. On the other hand, it has
accommodated itself to the development by restricting God to the so-called ultimate questions as
a deus ex machina; that means that he becomes the answer to life’s problems, and the solution of
its needs and conflicts. So if anyone has no such difficulties, or if he refuses to go into these
things, to allow others to pity him, then either he cannot be open to God; or else he must be
shown that he is, in fact, deeply involved in such problems, needs, and conflicts, without
admitting or knowing it. If that can be done – and existentialist philosophy and psychotherapy
have worked out some quite ingenious methods in that direction – then this man can now be
claimed for God, and methodism can celebrate its triumph. But if he cannot be brought to see
and admit that his happiness is really an evil, his health sickness, and his vigour despair, the
theologian is at his wits’ end. It’s a case of having to do either with a hardened sinner of a
particularly ugly type, or with a man of ‘bourgeois complacency’, and the one is as far from
salvation as the other.
You see, that is the attitude that I am contending against. When Jesus blessed sinners,
they were real sinners, but Jesus did not make everyone a sinner first. He called them away from
their sin, not into their sin. It is true that encounter with Jesus meant the reversal of all human
values. So it was in the conversion of Paul, though in his case the encounter with Jesus preceded
the realization of sin. It is true that Jesus cared about people on the fringe of human society,
such as harlots and tax-collectors, but never about them alone, for he sought to care about man as
such. Never did he question a man’s health, vigour, or happiness, regarded in themselves, or
regard them as evil fruits; else why should he heal the sick and restore strength to the weak?
Jesus claims for himself and the Kingdom of God the whole of human life in all its
manifestations.
Of course I have to be interrupted just now! Let me now summarize briefly what I’m
concerned about – the claim of a world that has come of age by Jesus Christ. (p. 341-342)
--------------Now for a few more thoughts on our theme. Marshalling the biblical evidence needs
more lucidity and concentration than I can command at present. Wait a few more days, till it
gets cooler! I haven’t forgotten, either, that I owe you something about the non-religious
interpretation of biblical concepts. But for today, here are a few preliminary remarks:
The displacement of God from the world, and from the public part of human life, led to
the attempt to keep his place secure at least in the sphere of the ‘personal’, the ‘inner’, and the
‘private’. And as every man still has a private sphere somewhere, that is where he was thought
to be the most vulnerable. The secrets known to a man’s valet – that is, to put it crudely, the
range of his intimate life, from prayer to his sexual life – have become the hunting-ground of
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modern pastoral workers. In that way they resemble (though with quite different intentions) the
dirtiest gutter journalists – do you remember the Wahrheit and the Glocke, which made public
the most intimate details about prominent people? In the one case it’s social, financial, or
political blackmail and in the other, religious blackmail. Forgive me, but I can’t put it more
mildly.
From the sociological point of view this is a revolution from below, a revolt of
inferiority. Just as the vulgar mind isn’t satisfied till it has seen some highly placed personage
‘in his bath’, or in other embarrassing situations, so it is here. There is a kind of evil satisfaction
in knowing that everyone has his failings and weak spots. In my contacts with the ‘outcasts’ of
society, its ‘pariahs’, I’ve noticed repeatedly that mistrust is the dominant motive in their
judgment of other people. Every action, even the most unselfish, of a person of high repute is
suspected from the outset. These ‘outcasts’ are to be found in all grades of society. In a flowergarden they grub around only for the dung on which the flowers grow. The more isolated a
man’s life, the more easily he falls a victim to this attitude.
There is also a parallel isolation among the clergy, in what one might call the ‘clerical’
sniffing-around-after-people’s-sins in order to catch them out. It’s as if you couldn’t know a fine
house till you had found a cobweb in the furthest cellar, or as if you couldn’t adequately
appreciate a good play till you had seen how the actors behave off-stage. It’s the same kind of
thing that you find in the novels of the last fifty years, which do not think they have depicted
their characters properly till they have described them in their marriage-bed, or in films where
undressing scenes are thought necessary. Anything clothed, veiled, pure, and chaste is presumed
to be deceitful, disguised, and impure; people here simply show their own impurity. A basic
anti-social attitude of mistrust and suspicion is the revolt of inferiority.
Regarded theologically, the error is twofold. First, it is thought that a man can be
addressed as a sinner only after his weaknesses and meannesses have been spied out. Secondly,
it is thought that a man’s essential nature consists of his inmost and most intimate background;
that is defined as his ‘inner life,’ and it is precisely in those secret human places that God is to
have his domain!
On the first point it is to be said that man is certainly a sinner, but is far from being mean
or common on that account. To put it rather tritely, were Goethe and Napoleon sinners because
they weren’t always faithful husbands? It’s not the sins of weakness, but the sins of strength,
which matter here. It’s not in the least necessary to spy out things; the Bible never does so.
(Sins of strength: in the genius, hubris; in the peasant, the breaking of the order of life – is the
Decalogue a peasant ethic? –; in the bourgeois, fear of free responsibility. Is this correct?)
On the second point: the Bible does not recognize our distinction between the outward
and the inward. Why should it? It is always concerned with anthropos teleios, the whole man,
even where, as in the Sermon on the Mount, the Decalogue is pressed home to refer to ‘inward
disposition’. That a good ‘disposition’ can take the place of total goodness is quite unbiblical.
The discovery of the so-called inner life dates form the Renaissance, probably from Petrarch.
The ‘heart’ in the biblical sense is not the inner life, but the whole man in relation to God. But as
a man lives just as much from ‘outwards’ to ‘inwards’ as from ‘inwards’ to ‘outwards’, the view
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that his essential nature can be understood only from his intimate spiritual background is wholly
erroneous.
I therefore want to start from the premise that God shouldn’t be smuggled into some last
secret place, but that we should frankly recognize that the world, and people, have come of age,
that we shouldn’t run man down in his worldliness, but confront him with God at this strongest
point, that we should give up all our clerical tricks, and not regard psychotherapy and
existentialist philosophy as God’s pioneers. The importunity of all these people is far too
unaristocratic for the Word of God to ally itself with them. The Word of God is far removed
from this revolt of mistrust, this revolt from below. On the contrary, it reigns. (p. 344-346)
--------------Now for a few more thoughts on our theme. I’m only gradually working my way to the
non-religious interpretation of biblical concepts; the job is too big for me to finish just yet.
On the historical side: There is one great development that leads to the world’s
autonomy. In theology one sees it first in Lord Herbert of Cherbury, who maintains that reason
is sufficient for religious knowledge. In ethics it appears in Montaigne and Bodin with their
substitution of rules of life for the commandments. In politics Machiavelli detaches politics from
morality in general and founds the doctrine of ‘reasons of state.’ Later, and very differently from
Machiavelli’s, but tending like him towards the autonomy of human society, comes Grotius,
setting up his natural law as international law, which is valid etsi deus non daretur, ‘even if there
were no God’. The philosophers provide the finishing touches: on the one hand we have the
deism of Descartes, who holds that the world is a mechanism, running by itself with no
interference from God; and on the other hand the pantheism of Spinoza, who says that God is
nature. In the last resort, Kant is a deist, and Fichte and Hegel are pantheists. Everywhere the
thinking is directed towards the autonomy of man and the world.
(It seems that in the natural sciences the process begins with Nicolas of Cusa and
Giordano Bruno and the ‘heretical’ doctrine of the infinity of the universe. The classical cosmos
was finite, like the created world of the Middle Ages. An infinite universe however it may be
conceived, is self-subsisting, etsi deus non daretur. It is true that modern physics is not as sure
as it was about the infinity of the universe, but it has not gone back to the earlier conceptions of
its finitude.)
God as a working hypothesis in morals, politics, or science, has been surmounted and
abolished; and the same thing has happened in philosophy and religion (Feuerbach!). For the
sake of intellectual honesty, that working hypothesis should be dropped, or as far as possible
eliminated. A scientist or physician who sets out to edify is a hybrid.
Anxious souls will ask what room there is left for God now; and as they know of no
answer to the question, they condemn the whole development that has brought them to such
straits. I wrote to you before about the various emergency exits that have been contrived; and we
ought to add to them the salto mortale [death-leap] back into the Middle Ages. But the principle
of the Middle Ages is heteronomy in the form of clericalism; a return to that can be a counsel of
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despair, and it would be at the cost of intellectual honesty. It’s a dream that reminds one of the
song O wusst’ ich doch den Wed zuruck, den weiten Weg ins Kinderland. There is no such way
– at any rate not if it means deliberately abandoning our mental integrity; the only way is that of
Matt. 18.3, i.e. through repentance, through ultimate honesty.
And we cannot be honest unless we recognize that we have to live in the world etsi deus
non daretur. And this is just what we do recognize – before God! God himself compels us to
recognize it. So our coming of age leads us to a true recognition of our situation before God.
God would have us know that we must live as men who manage our lives without him. The God
who is with us is the God who forsakes us (Mark 15.34). The God who lets us live in the world
without the working hypothesis of God is the God before whom we stand continually. Before
God and with God we live without God. God lets himself be pushed out of the world on to the
cross. He is weak and powerless in the world, and that is precisely the way, the only way, in
which he is with us and helps us. Matt. 8.17 makes it quite clear that Christ helps us, not by
virtue of omnipotence, but by virtue of his weakness and suffering.
Here is the decisive difference between Christianity and all religions. Man’s religiosity
makes him look in his distress to the power of God in the world: God is the deus ex machina.
The Bible directs man to God’s powerlessness and suffering; only the suffering God can help.
To that extent we may say that the development towards the world’s coming of age outlined
above, which has done away with a false conception of God, opens up a way of seeing the God
of the Bible, who wins power and space in the world by his weakness. This will probably be the
starting-point for our ‘secular interpretation’. (p. 359-361)
--------------I wonder whether any letters have been lost in the raids on Munich. Did you get the one
with the two poems? It was just sent off that evening, and it also contained a few introductory
remarks on our theological theme. The poem about Christians and pagans contains an idea that
you will recognize: ‘Christians stand by God in his hour of grieving’; that is what distinguished
Christians from pagans. Jesus asked in Gethsemane, ‘Could you not watch with me one hour?’
That is a reversal of what the religious man expects from God. Man is summoned to share in
God’s sufferings at the hands of a godless world.
He must therefore really live in the godless world, without attempting to gloss over or
explain its ungodliness in some religious way or other. He must live a ‘secular’ life, and thereby
share in God’s sufferings. He may live a ‘secular’ life (as one who has been freed from false
religious obligations and inhibitions). To be a Christian does not mean to be religious in a
particular way, to make something of oneself (a sinner, a penitent, or a saint) on the basis of
some method or other, but to be a man – not a type of man, but the man that Christ creates in us.
It is not the religious act that makes the Christian, but participation in the sufferings of God in
the secular life. That is metanoia: not in the first place thinking about one’s own needs,
problems, sins, and fears, but allowing oneself to be caught up into the way of Jesus Christ, into
the messianic event, thus fulfilling Isa. 53. Therefore ‘believe in the gospel’, or, in the words of
John the Baptist, ‘Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world’ (John 1.29).
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(By the way, Jeremias has recently asserted that the Aramaic word for ‘lamb’ may also be
translated ‘servant’; very appropriate in view of Isa. 53!)
This being caught up into the messianic sufferings of God in Jesus Christ takes a variety
of forms in the New Testament. It appears in the call to discipleship, in Jesus’ table-fellowship
with sinners, in ‘conversions’ in the narrower sense of the word (e.g. Zacchaeus), in the act of
the woman who was a sinner (Luke 7) – an act that she performed without any confession of sin,
in the healing of the sick (Matt. 8.17; see above), in Jesus’ acceptance of children. The
shepherds, like the wise men from the East, stand at the crib, not as ‘converted sinners’, but
simply because they are drawn to the crib by the star just as they are. The centurion of
Capernaum (who makes no confession of sin) is held up as a model of faith (cf. Jairus). Jesus
‘loved’ the rich young man. The eunuch (Acts 8) and Cornelius (Acts 10) are not standing at the
edge of an abyss. Nathaniel is ‘an Israelite indeed, in whom there is no guile’ (John 1:47).
Finally, Joseph of Arimathea and the women at the tomb. The only thing that is common to all
these is their sharing in the suffering of God in Christ. That is their ‘faith’. There is nothing of
religious method here. The ‘religious act’ is always something partial; ‘faith’ is something
whole, involving the whole of one’s life. Jesus calls men, not to a new religion, but to life.
But what does this life look like, this participation in the powerlessness of God in the
world? I will write about that next time, I hope. Just one more point for today. When we speak
of God in a ‘non-religious’ way, we must speak of him in such a way that the godlessness of the
world is not in some way concealed, but rather revealed, and thus exposed to an unexpected
light. The world that has come of age is more godless, and perhaps for that very reason nearer to
God, than the world before its coming of age. Forgive me for still putting it all so terribly
clumsily and badly, as I really feel I am. But perhaps you will help me again to make things
clearer and simpler, even if only by my being able to talk about them with you and to hear you,
so to speak, keep asking and answering. (p. 361-362)
--------------During the last year or so I’ve come to know and understand more and more the profound
this-worldliness of Christianity. The Christian is not a homo religiosus, but simply a man, as
Jesus was a man – in contrast, shall we say, to John the Baptist. I don’t mean the shallow and
banal this-worldliness of the enlightened, the busy, the comfortable, or the lascivious, but the
profound this-worldliness, characterized by discipline and the constant knowledge of death and
resurrection. I think Luther lived a this-worldly life in this sense. …
I discovered later, and I’m still discovering right up to this moment, that it is only by
living completely in this world that one learns to have faith. One must completely abandon any
attempt to make something of oneself, whether it be a saint, or a converted sinner, or a
churchman (a so-called priestly type!) a righteous man or an unrighteous one, a sick man or a
healthy one. By this-worldliness I mean living unreservedly in life’s duties, problems, successes
and failures, experiences and perplexities. In so doing we throw ourselves completely into the
arms of God, taking seriously, not our own sufferings, but those of God in the world – watching
with Christ in Gethsemane. That, I think, is faith; that is metanoia; and that is how one becomes
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a man and a Christian (cf. Jer. 45!). How can success make us arrogant, or failure lead us astray,
when we share in God’s sufferings through a life of this kind? (p. 369-370)
--------------The question how there can be a ‘natural piety’ is at the same time the question of ‘unconscious
Christianity’, with which I’m more and more concerned. (p. 373)
--------------I’m enclosing the outline of a book that I’ve planned. I don’t know whether you can get
anything from it, but I think you more or less understand what I’m driving at. I hope I shall be
given the peace and strength to finish it. The church must come out of its stagnation. We must
move out again into the open air of intellectual discussion with the world, and risk saying
controversial things, if we are to get down to the serious problems of life. I feel obliged to tackle
these questions as one who, although a ‘modern’ theologian, is still aware of the debt that he
owes liberal theology. There will not be many of the younger men in whom these two trends are
combined. (p. 378)
--------------Outline for a Book
I should like to write a book of not more than 100 pages, divided into three chapters:
1. A Stocktaking of Christianity.
2. The Real Meaning of Christian Faith.
3. Conclusions.
Chapter 1 to deal with:
(a) The coming of age of mankind (as already indicated). The safeguarding of life against
‘accidents’ and ‘blows of fate’; even if these cannot be eliminated, the danger can be
reduced. Insurance (which, although it lives on ‘accidents’, seeks to mitigate their
effects) as a western phenomenon. The aim: to be independent of nature. Nature was
formerly conquered by spiritual means, with us by technical organization of all kinds.
Our immediate environment is not nature, as formerly, but organization. But with this
protection from nature’s menace there arises a new one – through organization itself.
But the spiritual force is lacking. The question is: What protects us against the menace of
organization? Man is again thrown back on himself. He has managed to deal with
everything, only not with himself. He can insure against everything, only not against
man. In the last resort it all turns on man.
(b) The religionlessness of man who has come of age. ‘God’ as a working hypothesis, as a
stop-gap for our embarrassments, has become superfluous (as already indicated).
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(c) The Protestant church: Pietism as a last attempt to maintain evangelical Christianity as a
religion; Lutheran orthodoxy, the attempt to rescue the church as an institution for
salvation; the Confessing Church: the theology of revelation; a dos moi pou sto over
against the world, involving a ‘factual’ interest in Christianity; art and science searching
for their origin. Generally in the Confessing Church: standing up for the church’s
‘cause’, but little personal faith in Christ. ‘Jesus’ is disappearing from sight.
Sociologically: no effect on the masses – interest confined to the upper and lower middle
classes. A heavy incubus of difficult traditional ideas. The decisive factor: the church on
the defensive. No taking risks for others.
(d) Public morals – as shown by sexual behaviour.
Chapter 2.
(a) God and the secular.
(b) Who is God? Not in the first place an abstract belief in God, in his omnipotence etc.
That is not a genuine experience of God, but a partial extension of the world. Encounter
with Jesus Christ. The experience that a transformation of all human life is given in the
fact that ‘Jesus is there only for others’. His ‘being there for others’, maintained till
death, that is the ground of his omnipotence, omniscience, and omnipresence. Faith is
participation in this being of Jesus (incarnation, cross, and resurrection). Our relation to
God is not a ‘religious’ relationship to the highest most powerful, and best Being
imaginable – that is not authentic transcendence – but our relation to God is a new life in
‘existence for others’, through participation in the being of Jesus. The transcendental is
not infinite and unattainable tasks, but the neighbour who is within reach in any given
situation. God in human form – not, as in oriental religions, in animal form, monstrous,
chaotic, remote, and terrifying, nor in the conceptual forms of the absolute, metaphysical,
infinite, etc., nor yet in the Greek divine-human form of ‘man in himself’, but ‘the man
for others’, and therefore the Crucified, the man who lives out of the transcendent.
(c) Interpretation of biblical concepts on this basis. (Creation, fall, atonement, repentance,
faith, the new life, the last things.)
(d) Cultus. (Details to follow later, in particular on cultus and ‘religion’.)
(e) What do we really believe? I mean, believe in such a way that we stake our lives on it?
The problem of the Apostles’ Creed? ‘What must I believe?’ is the wrong question;
antiquated controversies, especially those between the different sects; the Lutheran versus
Reformed, and to some extent the Roman Catholic versus Protestant, are now unreal.
They may at any time be revived with passion, but they no longer carry conviction.
There is no proof of this, and we must simply take it that it is so. All that we can prove is
that the faith of the Bible and Christianity does not stand or fall by these issues. Karl
Barth and the Confessing Church have encouraged us to entrench ourselves persistently
behind the ‘faith of the church’, and evade the honest questions as to what we ourselves

15

really believe. That is why the air is not quite fresh, even in the Confessing Church. To
say that it is the church’s business, not mine, may be a clerical evasion, and outsiders
always regard it as such. It is much the same with the dialectical assertion that I do not
control my own faith, and that it is therefore not for me to say what my faith is. There
may be a place for all these considerations but they do not absolve us from the duty of
being honest with ourselves. We cannot, like the Roman Catholics, simply identify
ourselves with the church. (This, incidentally, explains the popular opinion about Roman
Catholics’ insincerity.) Well then, what do we really believe? Answer: see (b), (c), and
(d).
Chapter 3.
Conclusions: The church is the church only when it exists for others. To make a start, it
should give away all its property to those in need. The clergy must live solely on the
free-will offerings of their congregations, or possibly engage in some secular calling.
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. In particular, our own church will have to take the field against the
vices of hubris, power-worship, envy, and humbug, as the roots of all evil. It will have to
speak of moderation, purity, trust, loyalty, constancy, patience, discipline, humility,
contentment, and modesty. It must not under-estimate the importance of human example
(which has its origin in the humanity of Jesus and is so important in Paul’s teaching); it is
not abstract argument, but example, that gives its word emphasis and power. (I hope to
take up later this subject of ‘example’ and its place in the New Testament; it is something
that we have almost entirely forgotten.) Further: the question of revising the creeds (the
Apostles’ Creed); revision of Christian apologetics; reform of the training for the ministry
and the pattern of clerical life.
All this is very crude and condensed, but there are certain things that I’m anxious to say simply
and clearly – things that we so often like to shirk. Whether I shall succeed is another matter,
especially if I cannot discuss it with you. I hope it may be of some help for the church’s future.
(p. 380-383)
--------------In August of 1944, Bonhoeffer wrote to Bethge that he was “working on the three chapters that I
wrote about,” but these writings are lost (p. 384). On April 9 of the following year Bonhoeffer
was executed in the Flossenburg concentration camp (p. 411).
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