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Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s figure looms large in the world today. He stands as an example of a Christian whose devotion to Christ as his center was unflagging, yet whose life engaged the greatest crises of his day with determination and zeal. His theological reflection is simultaneously profound and provocative. Perhaps the greatest question cutting a line across both his biography and his writing is the question of his attitude toward violence. Discipleship and Life Together present a wholesale rejection of violence, yet phrases and concepts within both Ethics and Letters and Papers from Prison fail to exclude it so strongly. Bonhoeffer’s openness to violence increased in the last ten years of his life, yet he never repudiated his earlier dismissal of forceful resistance, and his theology holds no contradiction on the matter. 

Violence and Disciples


Before examining Bonhoeffer’s views on violence in Discipleship and Life Together, it is imperative that we understand the context and intention behind these books. Discipleship is the distillation of lectures and meditations that Bonhoeffer offered to theological students and pastoral candidates in Berlin and Finkenwalde. Life Together, on the other hand, is Bonhoeffer’s effort to encapsulate the experience of the Finkenwalde community and seminary after the Gestapo forced its dissolution. These two books then, arise from an explicitly theological context and are directed toward audiences interested in embodying the Christian story compellingly. Bonhoeffer directs his rhetoric to the theologically literate and the books compel those already in the faith to live out their convictions more coherently. The intended audience and motives of Ethics and Letters and Papers from Prison are somewhat different; this shift is relevant to the question of development within Bonhoeffer’s stance on violence. 


With that context in mind then, I hope to open up a summary and exposition of Bonhoeffer’s pacifism. In Discipleship, the most lucid example of Bonhoeffer’s endorsement of non-resistance lies in the context of his discussion of the Sermon on the Mount. In his extended commentary on Matthew 5, Bonhoeffer draws out the parallel structure of Jesus’ sayings about the various Old Testament laws to which he refers. By validating the law and claiming to be its fulfillment, Jesus claims to be the giver of the Law and subsequently elaborates and heightens its requirements. Therefore Bonhoeffer takes Jesus’ statement, “You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye and tooth for tooth’” as a validation of the lex talionis. God’s creatures on earth have a right to a just society where crime is punished appropriately, and this entails retaliatory violence.
 Nevertheless, the justice that Jesus imagines is the justice of the cross. Jesus’ followers are to forgo their God-given right to retribution and instead achieve justice by means of forgiveness and nonresistance. Nonviolence overcomes evil by refusing to perpetuate it, by refusing to acknowledge its reality in the Kingdom of God.
 “Suffering willingly endured is stronger than evil; it is the death of evil.”
 


Bonhoeffer understands Jesus’ command here as categorical, “There is no thinkable deed in which evil is so large and strong that it would require a different response from a Christian.”
 Bonhoeffer examines the difficulties inherent in such a stringent non-resistance, but makes no concessions and leaves very little room for alternate interpretations. He dismisses the traditional distinction between resistance as an individual and resistance in one’s official role as well as the objection that nonviolence amounts to irresponsibility toward evil’s victims.
 There can be no enmity within the Christian community because such a relation would side-step Christ’s reconciliation and claim a direct relationship with the neighbor rather than a relationship mediated by Christ.
 Likewise, a community without enmity is only possible through Christ’s mediation between all its members.
 The violence inherent in gossip, exclusion, and manipulation is forbidden in the Christian community because these things negate Christ’s teaching and example.
 Bonhoeffer’s instruction to hear Christ’s voice (rather than one’s own) as the imprecatory Psalms are read is also illustrative of his conviction that the Christian can have no conception of or need for revenge – such matters are entrusted to God. 


Not only is nonresistance the standard within the Christian community, but it is also the shape of that community’s relation to the world. Exegeting Romans 13, Bonhoeffer speaks with acerbic stringency; Christians are to submit to authority as those who understand themselves under the government rule placed over them.
  Christians serve one another and the rest of society as those who do good at a grassroots level, regardless of the attitude of the authorities toward them. Christians are to trust in God’s providence at work in through, and despite the powers of the present age. Bonhoeffer is emphatically clear that Romans 13 is not to be understood as a validation of governmental authority; Paul writes to Christians, not persons in positions of power (this distinction remains rigid).
 If some person in authority were to hear Paul’s message, “it would also become a call to repentance for that authority.” Bonhoeffer fails to delineate whether this repentance includes a repudiation of the position (and the “official” violence involved).
 


The question of the Christian in an official position that requires supervision or participation in coercion is an important one because it serves as a test case for the margins of non-violent convictions. Bonhoeffer reports favorably on the early Christian insistence that those in certain pagan professions should renounce their occupation in order to be baptized.
 He indirectly suggests that abandonment of this stance is problematic. His contemporary advice, however, is that Christians should avoid conforming to the world’s standards and patterns of behavior, even as they participate in the systems and organizations by which it runs.
 The Christian’s interaction with society’s structures is modeled on the incarnation. Just as God became human and participated in human life without compromising his divine mission, so Christians are to participate fully in the life of the world even as they refuse to accept inappropriate influence.


This advice provides for the existence of boundary markers without delineating their location. There will be times and places in which a Christian must offer his occupation, and perhaps his well-being as a sacrifice of faithfulness to Christ. Simultaneously, a refusal to participate in the world’s structures, though they are certainly corrupt, constitutes a denial of God’s redemptive love for the whole world and embodies a counter-narrative to the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ. Christian life exists in this tension. 

Responsibility and Resistance


It is fairly clear that Bonhoeffer’s Ethics represents his attempt to “participate in the reconstruction of Christian life in Germany after the war.”
 As such, his audience is perhaps broader than that at which Discipleship was aimed. Within the Ethics, Bonhoeffer discusses European history; the formation and theory behind political structures; the nature of church, state, culture and family; and other topics beyond the purvey of “dogmatics” narrowly defined. Somewhat similarly, Bonhoeffer’s comments in Letters and Papers from Prison (especially those concerning religionless Christianity and the world come-of-age) are more generally applicable beyond Christian circles than Discipleship. His thought here is neither refined nor fully developed, but in his letters to Eberhard Bethge, he does speak quite broadly on issues that concern humanity as a whole. The difference between the motive and audience for Ethics and Letters and Papers helps to contextualize the stringency of his nonviolence in the earlier books, as well as his openness to the possibility of violence in the later ones. 


Where the Christian gospel utterly repudiates violence as a mean to any end, the government embracing this attitude would be open to charges of criminal naivety, and would certainly invite the destruction of much that God himself values. Yet, Bonhoeffer is not merely representing the other side of his earlier arguments, as if the Church were subject to Christ’s command and the government unbound by it. Historically, Bonhoeffer has already made the decision to participate in a violent conspiracy. He remains averse to any attempt to justify questionable actions, but he does feel the need to explain the reasoning that lead to his participation and provide theological underpinning for his conviction that God has not abandoned the members of the conspiracy as a matter of principle. Bonhoeffer never forswears his advocacy of nonresistance, but his stance on violence gains layers of complexity in his later writing.


Bonhoeffer never explicitly advocates violence. Nonetheless, he leaves room for a discussion of violence under the category of responsible action. Bonhoeffer’s willingness to consider the use of violence finds three-fold motivation in the value that God places on the created order, in emulation of the narrative structure of the incarnation, and in the example of the cross. I will discuss responsible action and the use of violence under three headings: responsible action in defense of God’s world, responsible action in the crisis of decision, and responsible action as bearing guilt for others. 


Where Bonhoeffer comments on the Sermon on the Mount within Ethics, it still functions as a text of command for human life and conduct, yet it is not “the law of all action in the world.”
 Bonhoeffer wants to avoid an irresponsible application of the Sermon on the Mount in situations where such application entails widespread destruction.
 Therefore, rather than a categorical rejection of all violent resistance, the text becomes an exhortation to self-denial and “confronts a person with the necessity of responsible historical action.”
 There is palpable tension here, especially in light of Bonhoeffer’s own injunctions against ethical conflict and paradoxical interpretation as evasion of obedience.
 With the Sermon on the Mount in mind, Bonhoeffer attempts to correct the definition of “self affirmation as the only law of political action and self-denial as the only law of Christian action … mutually exclusive opposites.”
  This attempt entails “that the worldly form of Christian love is therefore able to take the form of a person fighting for self-assertion, power, success, and security.” At this point the chapter breaks off; several deletions indicate that he was beginning to consider the “Christian who is faced with political responsibility.”
 Rather than continue with this chapter in this form, Bonhoeffer rewrote it and did not return (except parenthetically) to a consideration of the Sermon on the Mount.
 


The errors that Bonhoeffer seeks to avoid with regard to the interpretation of the Sermon on the Mount (namely sectarianism and secularism), roughly correspond to the misunderstandings he eschews in his discussion of the connection between the ultimate and penultimate. Both the radicalism that disregards the value of the penultimate and places all focus “elsewhere” in the ultimate, and the compromise that illegitimately places ultimate value on penultimate events are mistaken abstractions from reality.
 The ultimate determines the meaning and direction of events in the penultimate, but the penultimate has value and dignity of its own. “Christian life neither sanctions nor destroys the penultimate.”
The penultimate cannot be disregarded because it is that which God redeems. For this reason, Christian faithfulness includes an opposition to any needless destruction of that which God has made and preserves. Bonhoeffer’s exposition of responsible action entails that in strained contexts this opposition might involve violent resistance.


What is this responsible action? Given God’s sacrificial love for creation and the necessity of action, how is the disciple to understand the way she should go? Modern ethical reflection offers a variety of methods and matrices in which to consider action in the world. Bonhoeffer suggests that all must be superseded by a genuinely Christian ethic because all modern ethical systems absolutize a single principle of distinction as a methodological calculus for evaluating ethical decisions. Bonhoeffer dismantles these in several different passages and from several different angles of argumentation.
 Borderline situations strain the bounds of any system by which one could theoretically justify one’s own actions or evaluate those of another. Violence always constitutes a borderline situation in human experience.




The distinction between stable and unstable times represents one of the component lines of thought that constitute Bonhoeffer’s explanation of responsible action. The difficulty here is that the distinction is a subjective one always subject to the danger that it could be applied arbitrarily. God’s command is universal, but the disciple may come to points along the path in which aspects of God’s command seems to point in opposite directions. The Christian cannot recognize the validity of a double morality – one ethic valid for the church and one valid for the world.
 Christ’s redemption is universal, likewise his claim. Bonhoeffer wants to recognize that life on earth confronts human beings with decisions that cannot be resolved in obedience to God’s revealed will. 


We can imagine Bonhoeffer’s ethical landscape with three concentric circles. The inner circle includes everyday human life in which ethical decisions are rare. The command of God is that life on earth should flourish in freedom and diversity apart from incessant self-reflection. The second circle comprises the “ethical.” Here, it becomes necessary to simplify situations in order to reason them out and come to decisions. Bonhoeffer recognizes the relative value of ethical “systems” in this arena; they can help clarify crisis problems. However, total reliance on any system not only negates the independence of the inner circle, but also ill-prepares a person to face situations that are only distorted by assimilating them in a calculable form. Bonhoeffer concludes that in the horrific complexity of life under the Third Reich, ethical coherence requires flexibility: 

Who stands fast? Only the man whose final standard is not his reason, his principles, his conscience, his freedom, or his virtue, but who is ready to sacrifice all this when he is called to obedient and responsible action in faith and in exclusive allegiance to God.
 

This represents the outer circle of Bonhoeffer’s ethical landscape. There are situations in which one must embrace the best decision at hand, entrusting the action, results, and corresponding guilt to God’s providence and mercy. For Bonhoeffer this entails that the use of violence (while always sinful) constitutes responsible action in some terribly strained contexts.  


The person in this situation faces a crisis of decision where none of the options avoid sin and guilt. In such a context, the person is forced to act in a “free venture” according to her own best understanding of the situation and God’s guidance in it. There will be no basis for self-justification.
 When questioned, the actor must admit her guilt on some level. This is the meaning of acting esti deus non daretur.
 The disciple is responsible to act in the world despite her liminal uncertainty. She is also subject to God’s judgment and responsible to exhaust all her resources – avoiding a premature claim that her action is “responsible” because it does not conform to ethical standards. 


Finally we must explicitly recognize what has already been expressed – that responsible action involves bearing guilt for others. It is critical to Bonhoeffer’s understanding of responsibility that one is acting for others, “vicarious representative action.”
 Responsible action that includes violence cannot be legitimately confused with self-advancement. Acting responsibly on behalf of others means acting in conformity with Christ’s own assumption of the guilt of humanity, relinquishing ethical perfection in order to act for the good of others.
 Bonhoeffer never explicitly advocates the use of violence, but he does construe responsibility as action that may provisionally transgress limits, boundaries, and commandments (thus assuming guilt) in order that those limits, boundaries, and commandments might be immediately recognized and reaffirmed. Indeed, a genuinely responsible act that included violence would transparently testify to the immorality and guilt associated with that violence, pointing toward the hope that violence itself might be overcome.
 Thus, Bonhoeffer takes the transgression involved in responsible action with utmost seriousness; he never negates his earlier statements that confronting evil with violence is a sin. Transgression may never be turned into a principle; tyrannicide is sinful even if it is the least sinful option remaining. He does however consider that in extremely rare situations, the best action available in a world actively destroying itself might involve sin. The Christian must not be too pious, or too weak to fully engage God’s world – even at its worst.

Conclusion


Throughout his life, Bonhoeffer’s thought retains remarkable unity. Even from prison, he stands by Discipleship in its entirety, and I submit that this endorsement does not elide over his rejection of violence.
 However, as the revelation of the atrocities of the Third Reich confronted Bonhoeffer ever more directly, he came to recognize that perhaps the act of greatest faithfulness left open to him involved knowingly entering sin. Thus Bonhoeffer teaches us that violence is always a sin, and one that should not be minimized. Nevertheless, Bonhoeffer recognized non-violent acquiescence to the events of his day as a greater sin against God’s creation, God’s people, and God himself than responsible involvement in an attempt on Hitler’s life.  
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