Bonhoeffer Sunday School Resources
Texts from this past Sunday (4/19/2020)

Excerpts from “After Ten Years” (Christmas 1942)
Sympathy

Certainly, we are not Christ, nor are we called to redeem the world through our own 

deed and our own suffering…We are not Christ, but if we want to be Christians it 

means that we are to take part in Christ’s greatness of heart, in the responsible

action that in freedom lays hold of the hour and faces the danger, and in the true 

sympathy that springs forth not from fear but from Christ’s freeing and redeeming 

love for all who suffer. Inactive waiting and daily looking on are not Christian 

responses. Christians are called to action and sympathy not through their own first

hand experiences but by the immediate experience of their brothers, for whose sake

 Christ suffered.
Are We Still of Any Use?

We have been silent witnesses of evil deeds. We have become cunning and learned

 the arts of obfuscation and equivocal speech. Experience has rendered us suspicious

 of human beings, and often we have failed to speak to them a true and open

word. Unbearable conflicts have worn us down or even made us cynical. Are we

still of any use? We will not need geniuses, cynics, people who have contempt for

others, or cunning tacticians, but simple, uncomplicated, and honest human

beings. Will our inner strength to resist what has been forced on us have remained

strong enough, and our honesty with ourselves blunt enough, so find our way back

to simplicity and honesty?
Who Am I? (July 1944)

Who am I? They often tell me

I step out from my cell

Calm and cheerful and poised, 

Like a squire from his manor.
Who am I? they often tell me

I speak with my guards

Freely, friendly and clear,

As though I were the one in charge.
Who am I? they also tell me 

I bear days of calamity

Serenely, smiling and proud,

Like one accustomed to victory.
Am I really what others say of me?

Or am I only what I know of myself?

Restless, yearning, sick, like a caged bird,

Struggling for life breath, as if I were being strangled,

Starving for colors, for flowers, for birdsong,

Thirsting for kind words, human closeness.
Shaking with rage at power lust and pettiest insult,

Tossed about, waiting for great things to happen, 

helplessly fearing for friends so far away,

Too tired and empty to pray, to think, to work,

Weary and ready to take my leave of it all?
Who am I? This one or the other?

Am I this one today and tomorrow another?

Am I both at once? Before others a hypocrite

And in my own eyes a pitiful, whimpering weakling?

Or is what remains in me like a defeated army,

Fleeing in disarray from victory already won?
Who am I? They mock me, these lonely questions of mine.

Whoever I am, thou knowest me; O God, I am thine.

Texts for next Sunday (4/26/2020)
Excerpt from “After Ten Years” (Christmas 1942)
Peril and Death

In recent years we have become increasingly familiar with the thought of death. We ourselves are surprised by the composure with which we accept the news of the death of our contemporaries. We can no longer hate Death so much; we have discovered something of kindness in his features and are almost reconciled to him. Deep down we seem to feel that we are his already and that each new day is a miracle.…But we do not make of Death a hero either; life is too great and too dear for us to do so. Still more do we refuse to look for the meaning of life in danger; we are not desperate enough to do so and know too much of the treasures of life. We also know too well the fear for life and all the other destructive effects of unrelenting imperilment of life. We still love life, but I believe that Death can no longer surprise us.
Letter to Eberhard Bethge, December 18, 1943

I believe that we are so to love God in our life and in the good things God gives us and to lay hold of such trust in God that, when the time comes and is here—but truly only then!—we also go to God with love, trust, and joy. But—to say it clearly—that a person in the arms of his wife should long for the hereafter is, to put it mildly, tasteless and in any case is not God’s will. One should find and love God in what God directly gives us; if it pleases God to allow to enjoy an overwhelming earthly happiness, then one shouldn’t be more pious than God and allow this happiness to be gnawed away through arrogant thoughts and challenges and wild religious fantasy that is never satisfied with what God gives.  God will not fail the person who finds his earthly happiness in God and is grateful, in those hours when he is reminded that all earthly things are temporary and that it is good to accustom his heart to eternity….It is arrogance to want to have everything at once, the happiness of marriage and the cross and the heavenly Jerusalem in which there is no husband and wife. “He has made everything beautiful for its time” (Eccl. 3:11).

Letter to Eberhard Bethge, May 29, 1944

I hope that despite the air raids you are enjoying to the full the peace and beauty of these warm, summery days of Pentecost. Inwardly, one learns gradually to put life-threatening things in proportion. Actually, “put in proportion” sounds too negative, too formal or artificial or stoic. One should more correctly say that we just take in these daily threats as part of the totality of our lives. There are few people who can harbor many different things at the same time. When bombers come, they are nothing but fear itself; where there’s something good to eat, nothing but greed itself; when they fail to get what they want, they become desperate; if something succeeds, that’s all they see. They are missing out on the fullness of life and on the wholeness of their own existence. Christianity puts us into many different dimensions of life at the same time; in a way we accommodate God and the whole world within us. We weep with those who weep at the same time as we rejoice with those who rejoice. We fear—(I’ve just been interrupted again by the siren, so I’m sitting outdoors enjoying the sun)—for our lives, but at the same time we must think thoughts that are much more important to us than our lives. …Life isn’t pushed back into a single dimension, but is kept multidimensional, polyphonic. What a liberation it is to be able to think and to hold on to these many dimensions of life.
Letter to Eberhard Bethge, June 30, 1944
God is being increasingly pushed out of a world come of age, from the realm of our knowledge and life….Theology has resigned itself to the way things have gone and allowed God to function only as deus ex machina in the so-called ultimate questions, that is, God becomes the answer to life’s questions, a solution to life’s needs and conflicts. So if anyone gives no evidence of such problems or refuses to lose self-control or be pitied over these things, then this persons is really closed to talking about God; or else the man without such questions and so forth must have it proven to him that in truth he is up to his neck in such questions, needs, or conflicts, without admitting it or knowing it. But if people cannot successfully be made to regard their happiness as disastrous, their health as sickness, and their vitality as an object of despair, then the theologians are at their wits’ end….Never did Jesus question anyone’s health and strength or good fortune as such or regard it as rotten fruit. Jesus claims all of human life, in all its manifestations, for himself and for the kingdom of God.
Reading Suggestions:

Biographies:

Renate Wind, A Spoke in the Wheel: The Life of Dietrich Bonhoeffer (SCM Press)
Charles Marsh, Strange Glory: A Life of Dietrich Bonhoeffer (New York: Knopf)

Martin Doblmeier, Bonhoeffer: Pastor, Pacifist, Nazi Resister (2003 film)
Bonhoeffer’s Writings: 
Life Together

Cost of Discipleship

Letters and Papers from Prison

Note: the best English translation of Bonhoeffer’s writings is the multivolume Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works (Fortress Press). That’s what I’m using for our class. But other translations are easily available, many online.

