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Mentor: Barry Harvey, Ph.D. 

This dissertation offers a theological anthropology in light of the doctrine of 

imago Dei and the importance of place for our understanding of human identity. Through 

reading the early writings of Dietrich Bonhoeffer in historical context, this dissertation 

shows how he provides resources we need to think through an anthropology that properly 

attends to the vital role relations between the self, the neighbor, and creation play in our 

being made in the image of God. Specifically, what Bonhoeffer offers us is an account of 

bodily life wherein our unique and distinct identity as embodied creature made in the 

image of God is given to us by God through our neighbor in the body of Christ.   

When we understand our identity as something we receive through our neighbors 

and through the body of Christ, the importance of place as the historical landscape in 

which we encounter our neighbor comes into clearer focus.  Therefore, how we inhabit 

place is constitutive for making sense of our bodies: what they are and what they are for. 

Bonhoeffer shows us that to be imago Dei is a form of being that draws us through—and 

not around or away from—earthly life, and all that earthly life entails: suffering, fear, joy, 



sin, and love. This passage through earthly life is marked by the act of confession. 

Confession returns us to our neighbor, and to the love located at the cross of Christ. 

Through this cruciform love, we come to have a profound love for the earth: not only by 

virtue of an eschatological vision of the world as it should be, but also a love for the 

world even as it is now. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction 
 

I have seen the earth, and here, [it is] wildness and waste 
And [I look] to the heavens- and their light is gone. 

I have seen the mountains, and here, they are wavering, 
And the hills palpitate. 

I have seen, and here, there is no human being, 
And all the birds of the heavens have fled. 

I have seen, and here, the garden-land is now the wasteland, 
And all its cities are pulled down, 

Because of YHWH, because of his hot anger. 
—Jeremiah 4:23-261 

 

Losing our Ground and Finding it Again 

The Brancacci chapel in Florence is home to an extraordinary series of frescoes 

depicting the life and martyrdom of St. Peter. The frescoes, begun in 1423 by Masolino 

da Panicale and his gifted apprentice Masaccio and completed by Filippino Lippi in 1482, 

were considered to be a collaborative lifetime achievement, and with its realistic human 

portrayal of Peter, marked the beginning of the Renaissance era of art in Florence. 

Because of the sharp angles of the chapel, to take in the full view of Peter’s story, one 

must literally step into the altar space of the chapel. To step into the altar space is to be 

surrounded on all sides by frescoes, as if by viewing them in this way, the spectator is 

herself in the center of Peter’s story. Once in the altar space, if the spectator turns to her 

                                                
1 Translated by Ellen Davis in her book Scripture, Culture and Agriculture: An Agrarian Reading 

of the Bible (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 10. 
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left, she will see a scene that upon first glance appears out of place: a portrayal of the 

agony of Adam and Eve’s exit from the garden of Eden. 

Naked and vulnerable, vision blurred by weeping, Masaccio’s Adam and Eve 

walk toward the viewer, with the gates of Eden barred shut behind them. Adam, who 

once enjoyed God face to face, now overcome by loss, hides his face in his hands, with 

his head bowed to the ground. Eve, who in contrast, lifts her face in grief, bears a 

greenish, deathly pallor, her hands grasping her body in shame. The loss depicted in this 

scene is absolute. Even the very light of the garden no longer casts its shadow on Adam 

and Eve, but instead reinforces the gate’s barricade, transformed from radiance into 

silvery arrows, shooting forth from behind the bars of the garden gates. Fear and anxiety, 

loss and isolation, separation from life with God and with the ground from which Adam 

and Eve came: Masaccio marks the beginning of Adam and Eve’s rootless existence. The 

new landscape of fear, anguish, and loss is the landscape in which the story of the life of 

Peter begins. 

The Brancacci frescoes are a fitting image to frame the central question of this 

dissertation: How are we to live in light of the ground that we have lost? 

Our primary interlocutor as we explore this question will be Dietrich Bonhoeffer. 

The loss of Eden’s hallowed ground, the subsequent establishment of new boundaries, 

and the implications of these boundaries for the relationships that constitute human life— 

These were the primary issues over which he lingered in the winter and spring of 1932-

33. As a young lecturer at the University of Berlin, Bonhoeffer delivered a semester’s 

long reflection of humankind’s loss of the garden and its implications for theological 

anthropology to a packed classroom of over three hundred students. Specifically in those 
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lectures, Bonhoeffer contemplated with his students the question of what it means to say 

that humankind is imago dei, made in the image of God. 

What Bonhoeffer offers in those reflections is an account of bodily life according 

to which God gives humankind a unique and distinct identity as embodied creatures made 

in the image of God; an identity given to us through our neighbor in the body of Christ. 

When we understand that our identity is something we receive through our neighbors 

through the body of Christ, the significance of place as a “living organizer” of relations 

by which we encounter the neighbor becomes apparent.2 The ways we inhabit our bits of 

earth together are constitutive for making sense of our bodies: what they are and what 

they are for. Framing this account of human identity within the narrative of Genesis’s 

Garden of Eden, Bonhoeffer offers a diagnosis of sin with bodily implications that are 

relational, temporal, and geographical. 

 Integral to his exploration of these Genesis motifs, Bonhoeffer examined 

questions regarding the grounding of human existence. What is the nature of our limits? 

Where are our boundaries? How do we transgress limits, and what are the repercussions 

of such transgressions? The task that Bonhoeffer laid out before his students—both their 

theological task and their ecclesial task—was not only to reflect with care upon the 

Biblical narrative of creation and humankind’s fall, but inextricably related to that 

narrative, to tend to the question of humankind’s habits of inquiry, the very posture we 

assume when we seek to make theological claims about the world and our place in it. 

Through his work we come to see while that theological doctrine is a central and 

                                                
2 I borrow the phrase “living organizer of relations” from Willie Jennings, The Christian 

Imagination: Theology and the Origins of Race (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), 29; 39. 
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necessary aspect of theological reflection, adhering to doctrine requires a particular form 

of life. 

The form of life Bonhoeffer proposes will lead those who follow it to the cross. 

The cross of Christ is planted firmly in the soil of this earth. Therefore, the road of the 

cross is not a heavenly bypass that helps us avoid the worry and sin of this world, but 

rather the cross is the means through which it is possible to love our neighbors, the earth, 

and all the creatures that inhabit the earth. To love God any other way but through the 

material realities of the very ground we live upon is to inhabit “a beautiful world, but not 

God’s world.”3 

Historical Background of our Examination 

The semester of Bonhoeffer’s Genesis lectures was also the same season in which 

Hitler came to power in Berlin, and with him a political overhaul of Germany that 

unfolded at a staggering pace. This would prove to be a definitive moment for the church 

in Germany. My dissertation will stay here, in this critical historical moment in which 

Germany not simply succumbed to, but thoroughly embraced Nazi rule. In 1933, the 

Holocaust will loom ever near as a possibility, but not as inevitability. We will stay with 

Bonhoeffer as he thinks through questions of human identity, boundaries, and life 

together, with the backdrop of a new political and spiritual infrastructure coming into 

place in Germany. In a time of anxiety and fear, the need for stable infrastructure and 

secure boundaries was at the forefront of political and ecclesial discourse. Reading his 

                                                
3 DBWE 12:288. “Whoever evades the Earth finds not God but only another world, his own better, 

lovelier, more peaceful world. He finds a world beyond, to be sure, but never God’s world, which is 
dawning in this world.” 
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lectures and writings from 1932-33 in this context, we come to see that Bonhoeffer was 

acutely aware of the temptation toward false forms of consolation, false boundaries, and 

thus deathly stability. We will come to find in him, in the midst of such upheaval, a word 

regarding the true nature of our identity as human beings and the location and boundaries 

of our hope, as those cast out of the Garden. 

Bonhoeffer as Prophet 

As one who offers hope in such a setting, I will suggest that Bonhoeffer functions, 

in his 1932-33 lectures and writings, as a prophet. I use the term “prophet” in the 

particular sense that as a prophet, Bonhoeffer’s aim was to disrupt the tragic social 

imagination of his people. The tragic imagination is one of apathy and fear. 

Abraham Heschel, after the Holocaust, took on his monumental study of the 

Prophets precisely for this reason. He hoped, he wrote, to “rediscover the intellectual 

relevance of the prophets… because of the tragic failure of the modern mind, incapable 

of preventing its own destruction.”4 According to Heschel, the prophets bore witness to a 

different way of seeing the world. Conventional seeing operates with given patterns and 

coherences, a way of seeing the present within the given constructs of the past. Our sight 

is suffused with knowing, to the point that at times our sight is impaired by our habits of 

seeing. Instead of feeling painfully the lack of knowing what we see, we see what we 

already know. 

In contrast, the prophetic vision entails seeing phenomenon anew. The prophet is 

aware of his confrontation with a reality that is not derived from his own mind. Such 

                                                
4 Abraham Joshua Heschel, The Prophets (New York: Harper &Row, 1962), xvii-xix. 
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seeing disrupts conventional presuppositions or premises of reality. Heschel writes that 

“the situation of a person immersed in the prophet’s words is one of being exposed to a 

ceaseless shattering of indifference, and one needs a skull of stone to remain callous to 

such blows.”5 This prophetic function, as Ellen Davis tells us, is paradoxically, essential 

to the health and ultimately the survival of any community precisely because it is the 

faculty whereby we reckon with devastating loss.6 

We can hope, then, that restoring the prophetic imagination is itself a hopeful act. 

To employ the prophetic imagination is different from conventional seeing, because, to 

borrow again from Heschel, it is a kind of seeing that is always accompanied by 

surprise.7 This surprise shakes us from our apathy, risking pain, so that we might better 

comprehend the realities of the world we inhabit and receive our life from. If we can see 

with surprise, then perhaps we can exist in such a way as to not presuppose the future is 

inevitable. The hope Bonhoeffer offers is not an escape from the sinful patterns that form 

human existence. He will not allow us to hope in a way that allows us “to dream our lives 

away.”8 The hope that Bonhoeffer reveals to us is both local and ecclesial. It is, we could 

say, a locally ecclesial hope. 

My aim is to trace Bonhoeffer’s thoughts to their ecclesial fruition. Bonhoeffer 

has much to say about ecclesial life during this time period— a famous slogan that he 

                                                
5 Heschel, The Prophets, xvi. 

6 Ellen Davis. Scripture, Culture and Agriculture, 16. 

7 Heschel, The Prophets, xvi. 

8 DBWE 15:522. 
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penned in resistance to Hitler was “Let the Church be the Church!”9 Echoes of this have 

been heard in contemporary theological discourse, notably among theological figures like 

John Howard Yoder and Stanley Hauerwas. The contemporary critique of the cry for “Let 

the Church be the Church” is that inevitably, such a distinction between the church and 

everything else leads to false forms of consolation; that by calling for the church to be the 

church (over and against the world), the church can somehow escape the world. The 

potential implication would be that the church functions as an abstraction that permits 

Christians to evade the realities of the world we are called to attend to. Such false 

boundaries of stability only serve to perpetuate the forms of violence that Christ came to 

do away with.10 

Bonhoeffer is an interlocutor who can sharpen our perception of those 

frameworks of ecclesial life that tend toward false forms of stability. He will guide us 

away from fear and apathy and toward the cross of Christ. Thus, we will pick up this 

conversation with Bonhoeffer. We will read Bonhoeffer in the historical context of his 

place and time, tending to the conversations he himself was having, locating his 

emphases in his teaching by comparing what he said in different contexts. The hope is 

that by reading Bonhoeffer’s work in biographical context, we will better hear what 

Bonhoeffer has to say to us today. 

                                                
9 DBWE 12:481 fn 10. See also Klaus Scholder, Churches and the Third Reich, vol 1 

(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988), illustration no. 59. 

10 See for example, Nicholas Healy, Hauerwas: A (Very) Critical Introduction (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 2014). 
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Biography as Theology: Whose Biography? Which Theology?11 

In his book Biography as Theology, James McClendon writes that: “there is no 

foundational truth available apart from actual life, no set of timeless premises acceptable 

to believers and unbelievers alike, upon which Christian theology can once and for all 

found its doctrines.”12 If we follow McClendon’s assertion, then not only must we 

consider theology within its larger historical framework, but more emphatically, history 

is essential for performing a theology that confesses Christ, the Son of God that lived, 

breathed and walked in space and time. 

Of course, this rendering of biography is a particular kind of history. “The truth of 

faith” he writes, “is made good in the living of it or not at all.”13 He follows this assertion 

by concluding that this is why in Christianity there have been ‘the saints,’ not merely in 

the original, biblical sense of all members of the Spirit-filled community (I Cor. 1:2), but 

in the historic sense of striking and exemplary members of that same community. 

According to McClendon, these saints embody the convictions of the community, 

but in a new way. They share the vision of the community, but with new scope or power. 

The example of these lives may serve to disclose and perhaps to correct or enlarge the 

community’s moral vision.14 At the same time, exemplars may serve also to stir up other 

convictions of the community—its understanding of God, its doctrine of human nature, 

                                                
11 Brief portions of this section have been taken from my paper “Reading History with the Saints: 

An Examination of McClendon’s Biography as Theology,” presented at the Young Scholars in the Baptist 
Academy Conference in Prague, Czech Republic, July 24, 2011. 

12 James McClendon. Biography as Theology: How Life Stories Can Remake Today’s Theology 
(Philadelphia, PA: Trinity Press International, 1990), viii. 

13 McClendon, Biography as Theology, viii. 

14 McClendon, Biography as Theology, 23. 
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its appreciation of the earth and all that is in it. To engage in such reflection is the proper 

task of Christian theology. 

But how do we avoid doing violence to the saints with our appropriation of their 

witness within our contemporary setting? How do we allow the saints to address our 

present questions and concerns without overpowering their own questions and concerns? 

This is an important question to tend to, and the dangers lurking in biography as theology 

may be no more obvious than in an examination of the theological appropriations of 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s life. 

It may be safe to say that there is no theological figure of the 20th century that is 

read in more diverse ways, to more disparate ends. Wayne Whitson Floyd observes that 

Bonhoeffer remains a man of “many faces”: he is the proponent of Death of God 

theology, the conservative guardian of order, the liberation theologian, and the critic of 

the over-privileged church.15 Such vastly different accounts of biography leave one 

Bonhoeffer unrecognizable to the other. The reading of Bonhoeffer’s life has, to borrow 

from Stephen Haynes, become nothing short of a phenomenon.16 

The Bonhoeffer “cult” as Haynes describes certain segments of readership, 

domesticate his legacy by placing it in the service of contemporary questions, needs, and 

                                                
15 Wayne Whitson Floyd. “Bonhoeffer’s Many Faces.” Christian Century 112 (April 26, 1995): 

444-45. For Bonhoeffer as a representative of the Death of God movement, see Thomas J.J. Altizer and 
William Hamilton, Radical Theology and the Death of God (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1966). For an 
example of Bonhoeffer as Liberation Theologian, see Robert M. Brown, Theology in a New Key: 
Responding to Liberation Themes (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1978); For Bonhoeffer as Evangelical 
Guardian of Conservatism, Eric Metaxas, Bonhoeffer: Pastor, Martyr, Prophet, Spy (Nashville: Thomas 
Nelson, 2010). 

16 Stephen Haynes. The Bonhoeffer Phenomenon: Portraits of a Protestant Saint (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2004).  
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concerns whose connection with his own time and place are sometimes tenuous. The 

temptation is to sanctify Bonhoeffer’s memory by making criticism of his life and 

thought appear disrespectful or even sacrilegious.17 

Why is this the case? Certainly, the fact that Bonhoeffer’s narrative intersects 

with the drama of the Third Reich, a voice of good in the face of profound evil makes 

him an attractive figure to claim as a partner or guide on the pathway of Christian 

faithfulness. Haynes continues by stating that the more we demonize the perpetrators of 

the Holocaust, the more we require saintly resisters to restore our faith in human nature.18 

Following Haynes’s claim, what becomes apparent is that through biographical 

interpretations, these “resisters who restore our faith in humankind” often emerge on 

“our” (whomever the “our” happens to be) side of things, and thereby function as ones 

who cast hope on the pathway of (previously held) theological commitments. The power 

of biography then empowers the theological claims of the biographer. Clifford Green has 

called this kind of theological appropriation of biography nothing short of a “hijacking” 

of biography.19 Two brief depictions of Bonhoeffer may demonstrate the conundrum this 

kind of theological appropriation of biography presents. 

In the American Evangelical context, Bonhoeffer’s life and witness has proven 

translatable as the paradigm of Christian cultural engagement. James Dobson, founder 

                                                
17 Haynes, The Bonhoeffer Phenomenon, xiv. 

18 Haynes. The Bonhoeffer Phenomenon, 5-6.  

19 Clifford Green, “Hijacking Bonhoeffer,” Christian Century 127 (October 19, 2010): 34-35; 37-
39. Specifically, Green is referring to Eric Metaxas’s book Bonhoeffer: Pastor, Martyr, Prophet, Spy. He 
writes: “Polarization is a structural motif of the whole narrative, because his [Metaxas’s] goal is to reclaim 
the true Bonhoeffer from ‘liberals’ who have ‘hijacked’ the theologian… Metaxas writes as an omniscient 
narrator, a mind reader who knows Bonhoeffer’s every thought and feeling. (Is this just a literary device, or 
does it reveal how much the author projects his own views into the mind and actions of his subject?)” 
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and president of Focus on the Family, brought Bonhoeffer into the Evangelical 

mainstream in the late 1990s. In this circle, Bonhoeffer offers a case study in Christian 

activism aimed specifically against the American Democratic Party. In a Focus on the 

Family Newsletter, Dobson referred to Bonhoeffer when he reflected on the tragedy of 

the number of abortions performed in the United States. Dobson compelled his readers to 

consider: would they have the courage to stand up to a political entity who murdered 

innocent children and women? Or would they remain fearful, like the German Lutheran 

Church under Hitler?20 

Dobson would continue, by describing Bonhoeffer’s death, and confession on 

behalf of the church, and then expanding Bonhoeffer’s confession in the following way: 

“Thirty-nine million babies have been killed by abortionists since 1973, to which many of 

our church leaders remained passive.” To name the Church’s complicity in this sin, 

Dobson quoted Bonhoeffer’s own confession regarding the German church’s complicity 

in the Nazi party: “By her own silence, she has rendered herself guilty because of her 

unwillingness to suffer for what she knows is right.”21 

On the other side of the American political spectrum, Bonhoeffer is the champion 

who critiques American political conservatism, especially in regards to policies related to 

warcraft and care for the poor. Geffrey B. Kelly used Bonhoeffer’s insights regarding the 

                                                
20 “Relating our present situation to the past, we have to ask whether Christian people have the 

courage to stand firm when the odds against us seem overwhelming. Or will we be like Lord Halifax and 
Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, groveling and accommodating those who are plotting evil? These 
fearful men were not the only men who compromised under pressure, of course. The German Lutheran 
Church was also dancing to Hitler’s time in 1940. Jews were disappearing and their synagogues burned. 
The murder of innocent women and children was commonplace. Yet the church offered little resistance.” 
Dobson, quoted in Haynes, The Bonhoeffer Phenomenon, 73-4. 

21 Haynes, The Bonhoeffer Phenomenon, 74. 



12 
 

cost of discipleship to expose “the idolatries” behind America’s “Republican revolution 

of 1994.”22 In Kelly’s view, what we come to see in the American Republican party is the 

worship of material prosperity, consumerism at the cost of the less fortunate, and an 

obsession with national security that is grounded in violence toward others. Kelly writes 

that Bonhoeffer offers a “prophetic critique” of these forms of idolatry in an America that 

is much like Hitler’s Germany. As Kelly observes, one of the reasons that Hitler was 

permitted to succeed in Germany in the 1930s was because he was able to navigate 

Germany out of economic depression. “Hitler had promised the German people a ‘new 

world order’; the Republican Congress has made a similar promise through its ‘Contract 

with America.’”23 Kelly turns to Bonhoeffer, who reminds us in The Cost of Discipleship 

that Christians have “an irresistible love for the downtrodden, the sick, the wretched, the 

wronged, the outcast and all who are tortured with anxiety.” In contrast to this call, the 

American religious right support policies that “single out the poorest, weakest citizens to 

bear the brunt of the suffering inevitable in any budget-slashing legislation.”24 

Even in this brief overview of the Bonhoeffer phenomenon, we come to see that 

Bonhoeffer’s witness has been used simultaneously to both condemn and defend both the 

Republican and Democratic political agendas in the United States. We come to see that 

                                                
22 Geffrey B. Kelly, “The Idolatrous Enchainment of Church and State: Bonhoeffer’s Critique of 

Freedom in the United States,” in John W. de Gruchy, ed.; Bonhoeffer for a New Day: Theology in a Time 
of Transition (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1997), 309. Quoted in Haynes, 39. 

23 Kelly, “The Idolatrous Enchainment of Church and State,” 309. Cited in Haynes, Bonhoeffer 
Phenomenon, 39. 

24 Kelly, “The Idolatrous Enchainment of Church and State,” 311. Cited in Haynes, Bonhoeffer 
Phenomenon, 39-40. 
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different persons imagine different Bonhoeffers. If anything, the Bonhoeffer phenomenon 

demonstrates a vast capacity to make others into our own image. 

There has, in turn, been reaction against this biographical phenomenon. Michael 

DeJonge, for example, encourages us to not get lost in the drama of Bonhoeffer’s life and 

death, but instead, invites us to appreciate the rich theological insight he has to offer us as 

a student and teacher of theology.25 Certainly, there are many weighty volumes of 

scholarship that recognize the veracity of DeJonge’s claim. As we shall see in this 

dissertation, Bonhoeffer was a serious theologian whose careful writings invite deep 

intellectual study and engagement. His work does not need a powerful biography to 

substantiate their importance.26 Moreover, there are enough other historical figures that 

form the horizon of twentieth century theological scholarship that testify to the truth that 

sometimes theological writings are best not read in light of the lives of those who penned 

them.27 

                                                
25 Michael DeJonge, Bonhoeffer’s Theological Formation: Berlin, Barth, and Protestant Theology 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), vii. See also John A. Phillips. Christ for Us in the Theology of 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer (New York: Harper, 1967), 23. In the Cambridge Companion to Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 
Wayne Whitson Floyd Jr. argues that the translation of all of Bonhoeffer’s works into English makes it 
possible to “resist all temptations to reduce Bonhoeffer’s enduring significance to his remarkable biography 
alone.” See “Bonhoeffer’s Literary Legacy,” in de Gruchy, The Cambridge Companion to Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer: Cambridge Companion to Religion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999) 71. 

26 There are scholars who have failed to take Bonhoeffer seriously as a theologian precisely 
because of the extraordinary nature and popularity of his biography. For example, in 1973, Henry P. Van 
Dusen wrote that “Bonhoeffer was not a great theologian, but he was a great Christian man…” See Henry 
P. Van Dusen, “Bonhoeffer: Representative Christian,” Christian Century 82 (April 7, 1965): 420. Cited in 
Haynes, 8. Jaroslav Pelikan lamented that “college students who insist that they are not very religious stay 
away from Chapel and read Bonhoeffer; [while] theological students who are bored by traditional 
dogmatics have formed little Bonhoeffer coteries at various seminaries.” The citation is from a 1967 article 
published in Saturday Review. Cited in Haynes, The Bonhoeffer Phenomenon, 8. To complicate Pelikan’s 
dismissal of Bonhoeffer’s witness, this dissertation will demonstrate that Bonhoeffer was remarkably 
committed to the study of Christian Dogmatics.  

27 For an examination of the relationship between biography and theology and the question of 
Donatism, see David Cramer, Jenny Howell, Paul Martens, and Jonathan Tran, “Theology and Misconduct: 
The Case of John Howard Yoder,” Christian Century, 131 (August 20, 2014): 20-23. 
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If anything, we can recognize that to tread into the murky waters of interpreting 

Bonhoeffer’s life as a contribution to theological discourse is a risky venture. And yet, in 

this dissertation, I will claim that Bonhoeffer does indeed offer us the kind of hope 

Christians long for in a culture of apathy and fear. Moreover, I will argue that we can 

better locate this hope by reading Bonhoeffer’s works within his biographical context. 

Reading his life and his works together is to read them in time and place. By so doing, we 

become familiar with the common perceptions of his time, we discover with whom he 

was speaking, and importantly, we come to recognize that there were certain theological 

commitments he repeatedly emphasized in various contexts within a short period of time. 

Reading Bonhoeffer in historical context, we come to find the accents of his speech. 

Recognizing the accent of his speech, we are better equipped to hear what he has to say to 

us today. 

The question then is not whether we read Bonhoeffer’s life, but rather, how are 

we to proceed in our reading? 

Bonhoeffer himself offers us clues, by arguing in his Christology lectures (1933) 

that there are limits to the kinds of claims we can make about others. Importantly, these 

limits on certain forms of knowledge are not points of failure or loss. Rather, these limits 

turn us in a different direction. Bonhoeffer himself urges his students, in the pursuit of 

theological truth, toward the direction of what he describes as encounter. In the act of 

encounter, the question raised is not “what” or “how,” but rather “who?” As Bonhoeffer 

notes, “to ask the question ‘who [are you]?’ expresses the otherness of the other.”28 To 

ask another the question of ‘who?’ is, in turn, to encounter the boundaries of one’s own 
                                                

28 DBWE 12:303. 
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existence. Bonhoeffer observes that this turn to the recognition of our own limits is the 

kind of recognition humankind constantly tries to avoid. He continues: “In our everyday 

speech, the question ‘Who are you?’ does exist. But it can always be dissolved into the 

‘how question.’ Tell me how you exist, tell me how you think, and I’ll tell you who you 

are.”29 Bonhoeffer warns us that to pursue knowledge of an other through the questions 

of ‘what’ or ‘how’ becomes, in a sense, a form of evasion, a way to secure knowledge 

that is grounded in the self, rather than in the other who comes to us in the encounter. In 

encounter, we meet an other, who is not fully knowable, and therefore not fully available 

for our use. The benefit of this recognition is that by acknowledging our own limits, the 

other who comes to us in encounter may have something to offer us we cannot fully 

anticipate. 

If we follow my suggestion that Bonhoeffer comes to us as a kind of prophet, it is 

best to be prepared that Bonhoeffer may not be on “our side.” We should prepare to be 

unsettled by what he has to say to us. Bonhoeffer comes to us, in the American context, 

as, to borrow his own words, “a brother in the other.”30 He is an outsider to American 

life, whose gaze (a gaze J. Kameron Carter once described as calculated and evaluative 

much like an anthropologist’s observing eye might be) was, in many respects, 

condemning.31 There is hope in this kind of encounter. As “a brother in the other,” his 

                                                
29 DBWE 12:303. Italics original. 

30 DBWE 15:222. 

31 A comment made at the Bonhoeffer Society Meeting at the American Academy of Religion 
Conference on November 21, 2015, in response to Reggie Williams’s book, Bonhoeffer’s Black Jesus: 
Harlem Renaissance, Theology, and an Ethic of Resistance (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2014). 
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insight can, in a sense, come to us from outside of ourselves for the benefit of seeing 

ourselves anew. 

If we are prepared to encounter words of judgment, we may be open to the 

possibility of conversion. Biography as theology, in the best sense, brings us first to 

encounter and then to the possibility of confession. Reading Bonhoeffer’s life against our 

own lives, we can come to see the fullness of his role as prophet—offering us the 

possibility of a surprisingly new vision of the world. Indeed, in an encounter of 

biographical witness that is also theology, the surprise may be mutual. In an encounter 

with a saint, we may read the saint’s work and life in a way that may “bring forth 

meanings and ideas that the subject of the biography could never have anticipated.”32 

Here we come to see a way to envision the communion of saints, a communion that exists 

in time and space, holding a conversation through time and space, a dialogue made 

possible through the material reality of the Person of Jesus Christ. This claim, offered by 

Bonhoeffer, is itself explored throughout this dissertation.33 

To this end, Bonhoeffer offers a voice to an ongoing conversation unfolding in 

our contemporary context regarding the nature of boundaries, the spatial implications of 

doctrinal commitments, and the violent consequences of self-enclosure. Voices from this 

contemporary conversation will emerge in this dissertation to help clarify, and in some 

cases extend or improve upon the claims that Bonhoeffer is making. Rowan Williams and 

Charles Taylor will help us understand the dynamics of the social imaginary, and how 

                                                
32 Harvey, Taking Hold of the Real: Dietrich Bonhoeffer and the Profound Worldliness of 

Christianity, (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2015), 8. 

33 A claim offered by Bonhoeffer that will be further explored in Chapter Three of this 
dissertation. 
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that comes to shape our relations with another.34 Aaron Riches, Sarah Coakley, and Hans 

Urs von Balthasar help to highlight the emphases of early Christian doctrine, specifically 

the theological anthropology of Maximus the Confessor, that form a constitutive part of 

Bonhoeffer’s theological anthropology.35 J. Kameron Carter will help us see the violent 

implications of rejecting those doctrinal claims of anthropology and the subsequent self-

enclosure that fuels an unfettered desire for violent stability.36 Finally, Willie Jennings 

will help us identify the implications of these deformities for our life on the ground.37 

Jennings’ genealogy of the theological distortion of displacement, developed in his book 

The Christian Imagination, will be traced in this dissertation, and extended into 

twentieth-century Germany. Jennings’s diagnosis of displacement will help us locate the 

particular forms of heresy that contributed to the distortion of ecclesial life in Germany. 

What Jennings makes clear in ways that relate to Bonhoeffer, is that doctrine is space 

textured. As McClendon contends, “Truth is in the living or not at all.” 

 
 The Structure and Scope of our Task 

To get to the heart of the question of how we live and have hope in light of the 

ground we have lost, we will need to first familiarize ourselves with Bonhoeffer’s 

                                                
34 Rowan Williams, The Edge of Words: God and the Habits of Language (London: Bloomsbury, 

2014); Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
2007). 

35 Aaron Riches, Ecce Homo: On the Divine Unity of Christ (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2016); 
Sarah Coakley, “Does Kenosis Rest on a Mistake? Three Kenotic Models in Patristic Exegesis” in C. 
Stephen Evans, ed., Exploring Kenotic Christology (Vancouver, B.C.: Regent College Publishing, 2010); 
Hans Urs von Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy: The Universe According to Maximus the Confessor. Brian E. 
Daley, trans. (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2003). 

36 J. Kameron Carter, Race: A Theological Account (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). 

37 Jennings, Christian Imagination. 
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philosophical and theological framework, grammar, and logic. Once we have considered 

these features of Bonhoeffer’s thought, in their historical context, we will be better 

equipped to hear the narrative of the ground, both lost and found, that Bonhoeffer offers. 

This narrative begins with Adam and Eve in Creation and Fall, and culminates in the last 

sermon Bonhoeffer gives in Berlin; a sermon that reflects upon the life and witness of 

Peter. Through Bonhoeffer’s narrative, we will come to see, like the spectator of 

Masaccio’s frescoes, that we, as the church, are located in the center of this story. 

Chapter Two will help set the landscape of our query. In this chapter, we will turn 

to both Sanctorum Communio and Act and Being, Bonhoeffer’s earliest published 

writings, to see how he works through the question of the relationship between 

philosophical investigation and human identity. Bonhoeffer recognizes that there are 

dangerously stabilizing features of philosophy that attempt to overcome the contingency 

of life lived in time and space. 

Working out the relationship between philosophy and theology and reason and 

faith are part of the work necessary to articulate a holistic account of the human 

existence. With this end in mind, Bonhoeffer begins in Sanctorum Communio to 

construct an understanding of personhood in which the self is articulated within the social 

context of the Church. Of central importance to his argument is the assertion that the 

integrity of the self can only be realized within a social dynamic. However, as he 

recognizes, we are constantly prone towards self-enclosure as a means to secure and 

stabilize our identity over and against others. The method Bonhoeffer constructs in this, 

his earliest work, will continue to guide the framework of his later works. 
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What he will make clear in Act and Being is that theology itself, as doctrine, is, 

like philosophy, a form of actus reflexus— a form of reflective thinking that is also prone 

to self-enclosure. Therefore, Bonhoeffer argues that reason must be brought into 

obedience. Only certain postures of being will make possible any positive knowledge 

about God. Through a joint reading of Sanctorum Communio and Act and Being, we will 

come to see how Bonhoeffer’s incarnational Christology frames his philosophical 

queries. 

Chapter Three moves from this methodological framework into a deeper 

examination of Bonhoeffer’s articulation of Christology. Here we will turn to his lectures 

on Christology, offered in the Spring of 1933 at the University of Berlin. Bonhoeffer 

takes great pains to establish the proper grammar of Christology within the framework of 

the relationship between fides quae and fides qua. He is concerned both with the “what” 

of Christology—that is, the technical or descriptive articulation of the Person of Christ, 

and with the epistemological grammar through which we approach the Person of Christ. 

It is in his Christology Lectures that Bonhoeffer most fully develops his account of what 

is at sake in a true encounter. It is through encounter that we come to know Christ. This 

encounter is not one of subject meeting object, but rather of person encountering person. 

Therefore, the appropriate question to pose in any examination of the Person of Christ 

will be the question of ‘who?’ The ‘who’ question will entail both the content of 

Christology and the logic employed to understand Christology. Bonhoeffer’s attention to 

the interconnection between epistemology and anthropology in questions of Christology 

will set the trajectory for his assessment of theological anthropology in Creation and 

Fall. 
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Chapters Four and Five are the heart of the dissertation, where we turn to 

Creation and Fall. Here the anthropological implications of his incarnational Christology 

will become more explicit. Chapter Four will develop Bonhoeffer’s account of 

humankind as imago dei by first tending to his account of freedom as a relation. Through 

his account of freedom, Bonhoeffer considers the human creature’s posture before God 

and one’s neighbor, drawing an important distinction between imago dei and sicut deus.38 

In Bonhoeffer’s appropriation of the two terms, he describes sicut deus over and against 

imago dei. Sicut deus indicates a competitive and idolatrous stance wherein Adam seeks 

to be like God. These broken relations with God inextricably create broken relations 

between the self and others and with the earth and vice versa. 

By employing the language of posture, Bonhoeffer implicitly gestures toward an 

account of humanity that grounds the human within the context both of other humans and 

of the earth itself. As he established in both Sanctorum Communio and Act and Being, 

Bonhoeffer rejects the notion that there can be any understanding of “being” as such. 

Rather, Bonhoeffer employs the language of posture to indicate two possible modes of 

being: either “being-free-for-another,” concretely seen in the church as “Christ-existing-

as-community,”39 or “being-free-from-another,”40 an inward turn that isolates the 

individual and deforms the relational structures of earthly life. Chapter Five will turn to 

examine the implications of these two forms of freedom, noting that these two different 

38 DBWE 3:60-73; 141-143; DBWE 2:136-144. 

39 DBWE 1:190; DBWE 2:150. 

40 DBWE 3:85; DBWE 1:183.  
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postures necessarily entail and order (or disorder) our relations to our neighbors and to 

the earth. 

In the final chapter of the dissertation, we will come to see that the narrative of 

human identity that Bonhoeffer offers us beginning with Adam and Eve in Creation and 

Fall will culminate in the life of Peter, the “rock” upon which we stand. In a sermon 

Bonhoeffer gives in Berlin in June, 1933, he frames how we are to examine the question 

of stability and ecclesial life. Peter shows us that the path forward is one that takes us 

through—and not around or away from— earthly life, and all that earthly life entails: 

suffering, fear, joy, sin, and love. This going through life will lead us back to the love 

located at the cross of Christ. Through this cruciform love, we come to have a profound 

love for the earth: not only by virtue of an eschatological vision of the world as it should 

be, but also a love for the world even as it is now. 

Significance of Dissertation 

I offer this study of Bonhoeffer’s 1933 account of boundaries and creaturely life 

as a guide for thinking about ecclesial love for creation. Along the way, my project also 

offers one significant clarification and one correction for Bonhoeffer scholarship. 

First, regarding the clarification, by putting the Christology lectures and Creation 

and Fall in conversation together with his earlier writings, and against the backdrop of 

the context of Bonhoeffer’s contemporary theological and political discourse, we come to 

see a fuller picture of the kinds of claims Bonhoeffer was trying to make regarding the 

nature of our embodied life. Specifically, within his historical framework, we come to see 

with greater clarity the importance of Christian doctrine for Bonhoeffer: not only 

Lutheran doctrine, but also certain threads of early church doctrine. 
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While there has been a great deal of attention on Bonhoeffer’s indebtedness to 

Barth,41 Luther42 and Heidegger,43 there is much work to be done in exploring 

Bonhoeffer’s creative, penetrating engagement with the early theological tradition. Only 

recently in Bonhoeffer scholarship has there been any call to attend to Bonhoeffer’s 

resonance with some of the early church doctrine.44 As we will see, such an examination, 

from an historical perspective, is not only fruitful in and of itself, but will also shed light 

on Bonhoeffer’s indebtedness to strands of the patristic tradition that helped inform his 

disagreements with theological figures such as Luther and Barth. Such insight can only 

enrich our understanding of his indebtedness to Barth and Luther. Moreover, examining 

Bonhoeffer’s appropriation of early Christian doctrine reveals a faithful, and yet creative 

rendering of Christian doctrine in an historical moment. We come to see in this project 

that Bonhoeffer himself fulfills and models that theological task of bringing forth ideas 

and meanings of theology that the original writer may never have envisioned. “Christ is 

the beginning, the new and the end of earthly life,” he would repeatedly affirm. Through 

his return to Scripture and theological doctrine, Bonhoeffer is calling for a return to the 

body of Christ. 

41 Michael P. DeJonge, Bonhoeffer’s Theological Formation: Berlin, Barth, and Protestant 
Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012); Charles Marsh, Reclaiming Dietrich Bonhoeffer: The 
Promise of His Theology (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994). 

42 DeJonge, Bonhoeffer’s Theological Formation. 

43 Brian Gregor and Jens Zimmerman, Bonhoeffer and Continental Thought: Cruciform 
Philosophy (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2009). 

44 Jens Zimmerman, “Being Human, Becoming Human: Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Christological 
Humanism,” in Jens Zimmerman and Brian Gregor, eds., Being Human, Becoming Human: Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer and Social Thought (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2010), 25-48. 
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Second, my project will add one more voice to an ongoing conversation within 

Bonhoeffer scholarship regarding the relationship between Bonhoeffer’s early works and 

his later, more mature works. There is, in varying degrees, a thread of narrative within 

Bonhoeffer scholarship that assumes that between Bonhoeffer’s “early work” (Sanctorum 

Communio and Act and Being) and his “later work” (in particular, Ethics), there is a shift 

in Bonhoeffer’s theology. 

Specifically, there is an assumption that Bonhoeffer’s account of the “real” shifts, 

and thus there exists some kind of break between Bonhoeffer’s early theology and 

Bonhoeffer’s later theology. Such an interpretation often locates the break in 

Bonhoeffer’s theology in his time spent in the United States. Bonhoeffer spent over a 

year at Union theological seminary, studying most notably with the theologian Reinhold 

Niebuhr. There is an entire strand of Bonhoeffer scholarship that reads in his work a 

tremendous reliance upon and indebtedness to Niebuhr, and particularly in his account of 

the “real.” This dissertation will argue that Bonhoeffer’s time in the United States was 

indeed a pivotal moment in his life, but not primarily because of the theology he learned 

from Niebuhr (In America, “there is no theology” he would famously say). Rather, his 

time in America proves pivotal because of what he learns from some of his fellow 

European classmates and from his time spent at Abyssinian Baptist Church in Harlem. To 

read Bonhoeffer as a recipient of Niebuhrian theology is to miss what Bonhoeffer is 

saying. 

This dissertation will trace the trajectory of Bonhoeffer’s theology before his time 

in America and immediately after, and what we will come to see is a continuation of his 

earlier thought, now refined through deeper ecclesial and doctrinal commitments. 
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Bonhoeffer’s book Creation and Fall, in many cases overlooked in this narrative of 

Nieburhrian influence, as I will demonstrate, entails many of these “later” developments, 

already in 1933, but here they are developed from the trajectory established in his early 

writings. By tending to questions of “the real” in Creation and Fall, what will become 

apparent is that there is no great shift in Bonhoeffer’s thought. While certainly there is 

refinement in language and scope of Bonhoeffer’s work, the philosophical and 

theological framework regarding earthly life that Bonhoeffer works out in his early days 

remains consistent. 

Finally, and most importantly, this dissertation brings us to the importance of 

Bonhoeffer’s prophetic words as one who carries with him the tragic imagination. 

Bonhoeffer still has something to say today for the church. Bonhoeffer’s prophetic voice 

can help us see anew the Body of Christ and her place in the world she is called to love, 

and to “be-for-others.” Untethered from false forms of freedom that take us away from 

the ground—from “dirt, landscapes, other creatures and from the possibilities of 

imagining a joining to other peoples exactly in and through joining their lives on the 

ground—”45 Bonhoeffer will help us to avoid false forms of consolation. By giving us 

our task, and reminding us of our place, we might properly locate our hope as those made 

in the image of God.

45 Jennings, Christian Imagination, 290. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Conceiving Personhood 
 

Introduction 

In July of 1927, a young Dietrich Bonhoeffer finished his first dissertation, 

Sanctorum Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology of the Church, as a student 

at the Friedrich-Wilhelm University of Berlin. He had turned twenty-one years old in 

February, and while academic degrees at the time were awarded much earlier by 

comparison to today’s standards, a doctorate at the age of twenty-one was, even then, 

extraordinary.1 The aim of the dissertation was to understand the revelation of Jesus 

Christ in what Bonhoeffer called his “constitutive reality.” Through this project, 

Bonhoeffer sought to articulate Christology, ecclesiology, and anthropology in a way that 

challenged modes of epistemology that ground knowledge about God, community, and 

the self in a subject-object relation. To that end, Bonhoeffer proposed that knowledge 

about God and human identity could only be derived within a Christian concept of 

sociality—within the structure of Christ’s church.2 That Bonhoeffer attempted such an 

undertaking under his director, Reinhold Seeburg, and under the tutelage of iconic figures 

of Protestant liberalism such as Adolf von Harnack and Karl Holl was itself an ambitious 

                                                
1 Charles Marsh, Strange Glory, 60. 

2 DBWE 1:33. 
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task. Indeed, given his academic context, Karl Barth called Bonhoeffer’s dissertation 

nothing short of “a theological miracle.”3 

The very subject of Bonhoeffer’s inquiry demanded a particular mode of inquiry. 

Therefore, his project would entail an examination of the relationship between 

philosophy and theology. This would prove to be both “the basic task” and the 

“difficulty” of his dissertation.4 He wanted to think philosophically about epistemological 

questions—questions of how we know what we know, how we can speak about human 

identity, or the nature of thinking and its limits. At the same time he wanted to assume 

the presuppositions of human identity that come from Christian theology. To hold 

philosophy and theology together, Bonhoeffer proposed that philosophical inquiry would 

necessarily be framed by theology, because the internal demands of theology require the 

relationship between the two to work in this fashion. Specifically, Bonhoeffer wanted to 

work through Christianity theology’s claim that the fullness of human identity is realized 

within Christ’s body, the church. Because of its unique reality as the location of God’s 

revelation, to understand the church, one cannot study it from an external, comparative 

3 Karl Barth, “In the Holy Spirit and the Upbuilding of the Christian Community,” Church 
Dogmatics IV/2 (1960), 641. Barth goes on to write: “If there is any possible vindication of Reinhold 
Seeberg, it is to be sought in the fact that his school could give rise to this man and this dissertation, which 
not only awakens respect for the breadth and depth of its insight as we look back to the existing situation, 
but makes far more instructive and stimulating and genuinely edifying reading today than many of the more 
famous works which have since been written on the problem of the church…. I openly confess that I have 
misgivings whether I can even maintain the high level reached by Bonhoeffer, saying no less in my own 
words and context, and saying it no less forcefully, than did this young man so many years ago.”  

By the time Bonhoeffer wrote Sanctorum Communio, he had already encountered Barth’s work. 
As a student in Berlin, Bonhoeffer read both Barth’s second edition of his Commentary on Romans and 
Word of God and the Word of Man. Bonhoeffer was also able to follow Barth’s theological developments 
through his cousin Hans-Christoph von Hase, who was attending Barth’s lectures at Göttingen (DB-ER: 
73). The dissertation displays a fundamental commitment to the method of a theology of revelation along 
the lines of Barth. If not a miracle, by all means, Bonhoeffer’s dissertation was an ambitious project to 
undertake under the guidance and teaching of Barth’s theological nemesis. 

4 DBWE 1:22. 
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perspective. Instead, Bonhoeffer will argue, revelation can only be known by existing 

within the church.5 Therefore, knowledge of God and of human identity can come only 

within the boundaries of ecclesial life. 

Given this fundamental claim of Bonhoeffer’s dissertation, what is perhaps 

equally surprising is that Bonhoeffer himself, to this point, had yet to be fully immersed 

in ecclesial life. While he was the grandson of a prominent Prussian minister and the 

great-grandson of a world-renowned church historian, Bonhoeffer’s father Karl, a 

neurologist and psychiatrist who was a member of the elite academic world of Berlin, 

held a dismissive view of the Christian faith. Bonhoeffer’s mother Paula continued to 

practice the Christian faith, but prevented her children from attending the local church for 

fear that they would be improperly educated. She preferred to teach them stories from the 

Bible herself.6 

To become a theologian who would write about the church and the role it plays 

for human identity was not an obvious choice for someone raised in Bonhoeffer’s world. 

According to Bonhoeffer himself, it was a summer spent in Italy that first piqued his 

interest in ecclesial life. It was there, at St. Peter’s Basilica, that he was deeply moved by 

watching the Catholic mass. During the summer of 1924, Bonhoeffer attended countless 

services, both morning and night, at Catholic churches all across Rome. After one 

particular Sunday Mass, he reflected in his journal upon what he was learning: 

                                                
5 DBWE 1:33. “[T]he nature of the church can only be understood from within, cum ira et studio, 

never by nonparticipants. Only those who take the claim of the church seriously—not relativizing it in 
relation to other similar claims or their own rationality, but viewing from the standpoint of the gospel—can 
possibly glimpse something of its true nature.” 

6 Ferdinand Schlingensiepen, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 9-10. 
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The universality of the church was illustrated in a marvelously effective manner. 
White, black, yellow members of religious orders—everyone was in clerical robes 
united under the church. It truly seems ideal…. The day had been magnificent. It 
was the first day on which something of the reality of Catholicism began to dawn 
on me—nothing romantic, etc.—but I think I’m beginning to understand the 
concept of ‘church.’”7 

On another day, visiting the Basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore, Bonhoeffer sat as 

a spectator as people stood in line to make confession at the confessional booths. 

Bonhoeffer watched with interest, and again recorded in his journal the significance of 

what he had observed: 

It is very touching to see that for many of these people confession has not become 
an obligation, but a necessity. Confession does not necessarily lead to scrupulous 
narrowness, although this can and may often happen especially with very serious 
people. It is also not merely pedagogy, but is the only way for primitive people to 
speak to God. For those people who are religiously astute, it is the concretization 
of the idea of the church that is fulfilled in confession and absolution.8 

Following his journal, and turning to his early works, we come to see that these two 

features of Catholic ecclesial life in particular inspired Bonhoeffer to begin thinking 

through ecclesial structures and their constitutive role in forming human identity. Both of 

these features of ecclesial life, diversity within ecclesial life and the act of confession, 

will frame his investigation regarding a central question of human identity in his early 

dissertations, and in his book Creation and Fall, which will be examined in Chapters 

7 DBWE 9:88-89. This is not to say that Bonhoeffer was beginning to embrace Catholic theology. 
Rather he was drawn to the unique social aspect of ecclesial life he observed during his stay in Rome. Over 
the summer weeks, he befriended a Catholic priest, and the two had frequent discussions on theology. 
Reflecting on one of these conversations, Bonhoeffer wrote in his journal: “He would really like to convert 
me and is quite honestly convinced of his method. In this way, through dialectical artifice, which he, 
however, doesn’t use as such, he accomplishes the least! Following these discussions, I find I am once 
again much less sympathetic to Catholicism. Catholic dogma veils every ideal thing in Catholicism, 
without knowing that this is what it is doing. There is a huge difference between confession and dogmatic 
teachings about confession—unfortunately also between ‘church’ and the ‘church’ in dogmatics.” DBWE 
9:93. 

8 DBWE 9:89. 
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Four and Five: Where are the boundaries located within which humankind exists? How 

are we to live in light of the fact that we perpetually attempt to transgress these 

boundaries? 

In this chapter, we will examine Bonhoeffer’s complex interweaving of 

Christology, ecclesiology, and anthropology in what he calls “Christian Personhood” that 

provides the groundwork for his understanding of the constitutive reality of the church. 

This will provide the first step toward understanding the nature of humankind’s 

boundaries as those made in the image of God, which is a central feature of the 

overarching account of human identity in this dissertation. To this end, I first examine 

Bonhoeffer’s account of personhood as he develops it in Sanctorum Communio. 

Bonhoeffer’s work here will prove important because, as we shall see, his relational 

concept of personhood will underpin the vision of theological anthropology in Creation 

and Fall. Of central importance to Bonhoeffer’s Sanctorum Communio is his assertion 

that the integrity of the self can only be realized within a social dynamic. While modern 

epistemology assumes a subject-object relation (the relation of the knower and known), 

Bonhoeffer focuses on “sociality” because the social requires an account of the other as 

an other that is not an object, but rather is an independent, willing (and therefore 

contingent) self who is genuinely over and against the subject (self, I). The realization 

that the self is both contingent and finite points to a posture of being that undercuts what 

Bonhoeffer will define as the Idealist conception of “being-as-such.”9 He wants to show 

how Idealism’s epistemological constructs lead to disordered relations with others: 

relations of manipulation and coercion. 

                                                
9 DBWE 2:136. 
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Attending to these questions in Sanctorum Communio will prepare us for the 

development of the epistemological claims he makes in his second dissertation, Act and 

Being. In Act and Being, Bonhoeffer further develops his framework of personhood by 

relating it to the distinction he makes between the actus directus (direct consciousness) 

and the actus reflexus (the consciousness of reflection) of faith. Through this distinction, 

Bonhoeffer examines our modes of inquiry as they relate to the revelation of Christ, and 

the implications both have on individual life. In Act and Being, Bonhoeffer develops his 

account of Christian personhood by affirming both the historicity (its continuity and 

contingency) of bodily life and the mysterious/unknowable reality of God’s 

transcendence. 

Read together, Bonhoeffer’s two early works provide us with a substantial picture 

of his earliest understanding of the role the church plays in forming human identity. Even 

at this early point in his thinking, Bonhoeffer is attentive to how frameworks of thought 

have material implications for how we perceive the world, and thus how we live in the 

world.10 Reading these two works together, we come to see how incarnational 

Christology frames Bonhoeffer’s philosophical inquiries and underpins his discourse on 

boundaries in Creation and Fall. 

10 We could say that Bonhoeffer is attending to the relationship between philosophy and the social 
imagination. Here I use the term “social imagination” in the sense that Charles Taylor defines it: “How 
people imagine their social existence, how they fit together with others, how things go on between them 
and their fellows, the expectations which are normally met, and the deeper normative notions and images 
which underlie these expectations” Taylor, A Secular Age, 171. 
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Sanctorum Communio 

Bonhoeffer sets the stage of his inquiry in Sanctorum Communio with the 

statement that every concept of community is essentially related to a concept of person.11 

To understand how a community is constituted, one must also understand what 

constitutes a person. Given that the aim of Bonhoeffer’s dissertation is to examine one 

community in particular—the sanctorum communio12—the first task of Bonhoeffer’s 

dissertation must be to analyze the person such a community presupposes. However, 

before articulating his proposed socially constructed account of personhood, Bonhoeffer 

takes some time to set his account of theological anthropology in conversation with 

different philosophical models of basic social relations. He surveys various philosophical 

positions, from Aristotle to Descartes to Kant, mapping out how their differing forms of 

epistemology lead to different account of human community. 

The Varied Landscape of Conceptions of Personhood 

Bonhoeffer begins with Aristotle’s understanding of human social relations. 

Aristotle assumes that social relations are constituted by the shared act of the human 

species’ reasoning. As Bonhoeffer interprets Aristotle, human beings only become 

persons when they participate in the act of reasoning. Therefore, the collective of the 

human species is prior to the individual person. The human, understood as a political 

animal, realizes its identity by participating in the collectivity: the state. Given that the 

                                                
11 DBWE 1:34. 

12 To avoid confusion, in this chapter I follow the editors of Bonhoeffer’s DBWE 1, and italicize 
the term “sanctorum communio” only when referring to Bonhoeffer’s book 
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state is prior in existence to any individual, essential being lies beyond individual-

personal being.13 

Building upon these Aristotelean assumptions, the Stoic school is the first to 

introduce the concept of the ethical person, according to Bonhoeffer. Within this schema, 

the human being becomes a person through the act of subordinating oneself to a higher 

imperative.14 This higher imperative is a universal imperative, in that through obedience 

to the imperative persons are united together in an order of reason. Through submission, 

the soul of each human being becomes of like nature with eternal reason, and in so doing, 

becomes of like nature with the souls of other human beings who also submit to the 

universal imperative.15 

In Epicureanism— best expressed, for Bonhoeffer, in the social theory of Thomas 

Hobbes— the human social formation serves only to heighten the pleasure of each 

individual.16 Social formations are thus established upon utility and based on social 

contracts. The pleasure derived in social formation does not stem from interaction with 

another person, but rather is elicited from that which divides one person from another 

(i.e., something like ownership). Persons stand over against other persons as alien, each 

seeking the highest pleasure at the expense of others. Therefore, the natural state for 

humankind is the war of the self over and against every other self.17 

13 DBWE 1:37. 

14 DBWE 1:37. 

15 DBWE 1:37. 

16 DBWE 1:39. 

17 DBWE 1:40. 
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While Bonhoeffer’s readings of Aristotle and those to follow are not beyond 

dispute, for the purposes of his inquiry, he has adequately painted with broad strokes a 

landscape of different anthropological categories. What Bonhoeffer concludes from his 

brief overview is that they all share in common an underlying assumption that the “I” of 

the self is constituted by an immanent concept of spirit wherein the self is the center of all 

relations to others. This will be one of the central assumptions regarding the nature of 

human identity that Bonhoeffer will refute. These assumptions regarding the concept of 

spirit, argues Bonhoeffer, inevitably lead to the anthropological conclusions drawn by 

Idealism. 

Bonhoeffer’s final foray into philosophical anthropology culminates in Idealism, 

beginning with Descartes, who shifts the question of selfhood and social relations from a 

metaphysical question to an epistemological one. This casts the person in a different 

light. Cogito ergo sum ensures that the starting point of all philosophy becomes the 

“knowing I.” What this means is that the “I” bears within itself the forms of the mind to 

grasp the other as an object of knowledge. For that reason, the other must remain an 

object and can never become a subject or “alien I.”18 This epistemological posture 

assumes that the I’s intellect is dominant and therefore claims universal validity. As long 

as all knowledge or contradictions of the object under the I’s gaze can arise when the I 

knows a subject as an object of knowledge, and as long as the I’s knowledge of that 

object is conceived as immanent knowledge, the I is not relating to the object in a social 

sphere. Where then, is community located? What constitutes community? 

                                                
18 DBWE 1:45. 
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With these questions lingering in the background, Bonhoeffer next turns to 

examine Kant’s conception of the “I” which he describes as the crowning achievement of 

Idealism. While he recognizes that to equate Kant with “Idealism” is an 

oversimplification,19 he believes that regarding the question of anthropology and 

epistemology, Kant’s transcendent-referring philosophy inevitably collapses into the 

same idealist-self reference to which the other philosophically conceived accounts of 

relations fall prey. In Kant, this epistemological shift creates a new account of the social 

basic-relation. Whereas previously, in the metaphysical schema, the individual person is 

problematically denied by the universal conception of personhood, in the epistemological 

schema, the I-you relation is not differentiated from the subject-object-relation. Instead, 

the I-You relation is subsumed into the subject-object relation. These opposing relations 

of I-You as subject-object are in turn subsumed, as the self and world come together, in 

Kant’s synthesis of transcendental apperception into the higher unity of Spirit.20 

As Bonhoeffer interprets Kant, the ‘boundary’ established between the self and 

transcendence is not a genuine, material boundary—a boundary that one would inhabit in 

sociality that is constituted by the contingency of time and space. Rather, the boundary 

Kant envisions is a boundary conceived of by the self. Here we get to the heart of 

Bonhoeffer’s critique. Following Kant’s synthesis of transcendental apperception, 

19 DBWE 1:42 fn 5. In Act and Being, Bonhoeffer will move way from the broad categorization of 
Idealism. There he will examine Kant both in terms of idealism and transcendentalism. However, the 
critique he offers of Kant’s mode of inquiry in Sanctorum Communio remains in Act and Being. 

20 DBWE 1:31. In a footnote, Bonhoeffer notes that he is drawing his critique of Kant from Max 
Scheler, Formalism in Ethics and Non-Formal Ethics of Values: A New Attempt Toward the Foundation of 
an Ethical Person. Trans. Manfred S. Frings and Roger L. Funk. (Evanston: Northwestern University 
Press, 1973). 
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individuals have at their disposal their own ethical value. “They have the dignity to be 

able to be ethical and, insofar as they are persons, they are obliged to be ethical.” 

However, “the boundary between ‘ought’ and ‘is’ does not coincide with the boundary of 

the person as a whole; rather, Idealism divides the human being down the middle.”21 The 

boundary collapses to reveal that Kant’s transcendent-referring structure is, in actuality, 

self-referring. The self is utterly responsible for its own identity and is in turn responsible 

for locating the concept of transcendence on its own terms. 

The Idealist conception of “I equals Spirit” is complicated by Kant’s claim that 

the spirit is also the highest formal principle that encompasses and overcomes everything 

that is material. Therefore, “spirit” and “universal” in the Idealist understanding of spirit 

are synonymous. In such a schema, the historical, material individual loses its value.22 

Instead, universal validity becomes the highest principle of action for a person guided by 

reason. When a person’s task is accomplished, the purpose of (universal) reason is 

fulfilled. Because this is a universal achievement, one I is like any other I. It is on this 

basis that relations between the self and others are constructed—a relation of sameness. 

As Bonhoeffer reads Kant, “It is the destiny of the human species to be absorbed into the 

realm of reason, to form a realm of completely similar and harmonious persons, defined 

by universal reason of one spirit and separated only by their different activities.”23 

Bonhoeffer thus states his key criticism of this Idealist (Kantian) system of person 

relations: “This union of like beings never leads to the concept of community, but only to 

                                                
21 DBWE 1:46. 

22 DBWE 1:42. 

23 DBWE 1:43. 
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the concept of sameness, of unity.”24 Human identity, in Kant’s schema is thus derived 

from a concept of sameness. 

It is worth pausing for a moment to step back and reflect upon the landscape that 

Bonhoeffer is preparing for his account of the sanctorum communio. Bonhoeffer has 

identified within the Idealist conception of personhood an account of boundaries between 

the self and others that is both ordered toward and subsumed within the self. Such a 

concept of human identity leads toward a conception of community that is unified in 

sameness. At this point, it might be helpful to actually attempt to envision what a 

communal body that is ordered in this fashion might look like. Bonhoeffer’s footnotes in 

Sanctorum Communio offer hints as to how he conceived of such a communal body. 

On several occasions within Sanctorum Communio, Bonhoeffer states that Kant’s 

vision of sameness is in agreement with Hobbe’s antagonistic account of the Leviathan. 

While Hobbes envisions human identity within metaphysical constructs, his 

epistemological assumptions of boundaries and immanence of spirit are consistent with 

Kant’s claims regarding the nature of human identity. In an essay entitled “The City: 

Beyond Secular Parodies,” William T. Cavanaugh offers a vision of a communal body 

ordered toward sameness in his account of Hobbes’s Leviathan.25 Cavanaugh proposes 

that such a body, would look centripetal in form. The Leviathan raises its enormous head 

(the sovereign nation-state) and multiple spindly legs. The legs, equidistant and identical, 

are carefully positioned to determine what belongs to the self and others. The multiple 

limbs are equal and undifferentiated, and therefore easily interchangeable with one 

24 DBWE 1:43. 

25 William T. Cavanaugh. “The City: Beyond Secular Parodies” in John Milbank, Catherine 
Pickstock, and Graham Ward, eds., Radical Orthodoxy (New York: Routledge, 1999), p. 182-200. 
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another. The limbs cannot work together, but rather relate only to the large head of the 

state and its mechanism of contract. 26 

Cavanaugh points out that Hobbes himself understood that such a body politic 

could not co-exist with the body politic of the Body of Christ (the Church), given the fact 

that the Body of Christ threatens the boundaries of nation-states and therefore threatens 

its contractually established shape. For Hobbes, the Leviathan must swallow the Church 

whole. The sovereign nation-state can then determine doctrine and the right reading of 

Scripture. In turn, there would no longer be the Church (universal) but rather as many 

churches as there are states.27 For the Church to cross borders from one Sovereign 

Leviathan to another would be to stir conflict and divide loyalties. Christianity, in the 

Hobbesian schema, is a bodily threat to the Leviathan, and therefore must cast off its 

bodily form and be subsumed into the national body. 

This is a danger that Bonhoeffer seems to be aware of. At the end of the published 

version of Sanctorum Communio, in a deleted passage from the dissertation still 

preserved by the editors of Sanctorum Communio, Bonhoeffer wrote that his 

contemporary context was “the generation of the Leviathan.”28 The Leviathan is the “real 

God” that exists in our midst.29 This vision of communal life is a far cry from “the 

universality of the church” that impressed Bonhoeffer in Rome. 

                                                
26 DBWE 1:39-40 fn 4; 85 fn 19; 197-8 fn 217. 

27 Cavanaugh, “The City,” 189. 

28 DBWE 1:197-98 fn 217. 

29 Ibid. 
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Bonhoeffer’s Conception of Boundaries: The Ground of our Life is the Limit of our 

Thought 

Bonhoeffer wants to shift the language of “boundaries” from that which exists 

between the individual and the “universal” and instead turn to the boundary that exists 

between an individual and an other (whether that “other” be God or another human 

being). The shift of the language of boundaries between subject and object, and the self 

and the universal, to boundaries between the self and others necessitates that the self not 

inhabit an epistemic sphere, but rather the social sphere. 

A significant epistemological repercussion of this shift in boundary is that within 

the social sphere, the other is not fully knowable as an object by the individual/self. There 

are material boundaries and limits the prevent us fully knowing an other. The other 

remains precisely “other” in our knowledge. 

Kant would have no qualms regarding the mysterious nature of the knowledge of 

God. His project attempted to locate the boundary of human knowledge of God, 

recognizing that there are things that we cannot know of God. However, as Bonhoeffer 

argues, though Kant acknowledged that there are limits to what humankind can know 

about God, he failed to locate those limits. As long as the thinking I is the means by 

which the limit is determined, rather than having the limit come from outside the thinking 

I, it is not a true limit. Rather, when the thinking I determines where the limit might be, 

knowledge of God is subsumed into the thinking I. Moreover, the failure to determine the 

limit between self and God is also a failure on Kant’s part to determine the nature of the 

limits between the self and others. “It is impossible,” Bonhoeffer argues, 

to reach the real existence of other subjects by way of the purely transcendental 
category of the universal…. There is no cognitive way to reach this point, just as 
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there is no purely cognitive way to know God…. As long as my intellect is 
dominant, as long as all contradictions that can arise when one knows a subject as 
an object of knowledge are conceived as immanent to my intellect, I am not in the 
social sphere.30 

He continues by writing that what Idealism ultimately fails to take seriously is the 

reality of our finitude. We are really creatures, with boundaries that we do not and cannot 

transcend. Bonhoeffer asks, What does it even mean to encounter a barrier? This is a 

question, he notes, that Idealism never fully acknowledges or takes seriously. Because of 

this, the understanding of “reality” within Idealism is problematic. Because Idealists 

never thoroughly thought through the reality of boundaries between the self and others, 

they never really considered reality at all. Likewise, Bonhoeffer notes that when Kant 

refuses to consider the reality of boundaries, he in turn is refusing to consider time. “Kant 

taught that continuously advancing time was a pure form of the mind’s intuition. The 

result in Kant and in all Idealism is essentially a timeless way of thinking.”31 Because we 

do not tend to the realities of boundaries, but instead, understand time as something like a 

continuous motion, our ways (or Idealism’s ways) of thinking are themselves timeless. 

Bonhoeffer is willing to say, along with Idealism, that the human being is 

“infinite within himself,” and that thought itself is boundless. But this boundlessness of 

thought is precisely the problem. When our thoughts are not limited by our meeting of 

another, the individual will fail in knowing the other, but rather, will subsume the other 

into the self. Indeed, for Bonhoeffer, this is the paradox that Idealism must address. To 

constitute the world in thought in order that the self may be constituted through thinking 

                                                
30 DBWE 1:45. 

31 DBWE 1:47. 
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(self-reflection) is both to enclose the self within the confines of thought and reduce that 

which is not the self to a moment within the movement of self-consciousness.32 In turn, 

because this understanding of others entails a vision of the world as that which is 

transparent to my thoughts, the presumption that follows is that the world is immediately 

accessible and knowable to me, as if it were something I could possess. The danger of 

this, as Bonhoeffer understands it, is that it provides an account of humanity with no 

limit. This is precisely the kind of unfettered individualism he is attempting to negate.33 

Bonhoeffer’s alternative account of personhood must address these concerns 

regarding the Idealist conception of community that collapses the individual into a 

community of sameness. He seeks to replace Idealism’s narrative of personhood with 

“one which preserves the individual, concrete character of the person as absolute and 

intended by God.”34 As Bonhoeffer argues, the person does not exist timelessly. “A 

person is not static, but dynamic. The person exists always and only in ethical 

responsibility; the person is re-created again and again in the perpetual flux of life.”35 

That this account of personhood entails communal life that is not communal life “as 

32 “The miscarriage of the endeavor to ascertain the boundaries of reason is due to the fact that 
there are for reason essentially no boundaries, for even the boundaries are thought away until they are no 
longer genuine boundaries. Reason can only be brought into obedience: the obedience of speculation, the 
obedience to Christ, or however else one may name it.” DBWE 2:45. 

33 As we will examine more fully in Chapter Five, Jennings argues in The Christian Imagination: 
Theology and the Origin of Race, that it is this kind of human capacity of thought—a limitless vision in 
which the world and all that is in it is immediately accessible and knowable to me as if it were 
possession—that shapes the deeply distorted theological architecture of the Western social imaginary. 
Throughout his book Jennings maps how the forms of intimacy that mark Christian history are painful 
ones—ones in which the joining of people often means oppression, violence, and death, “if not of bodies 
then most certainly of ways of life, forms of language, and visions of the world.” Willie Jennings, The 
Christian Imagination, 9. 

34 DBWE 1:45. 

35 DBWE 1:48. 
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such,” whereas the communal life of the church is, as we shall see in the next section, 

made explicit in Bonhoeffer’s account of the self and world as ordered to the mystery of 

Christ’s mediation of reality. Any other account of personhood “fragments the fullness of 

life of the concrete person.”36 

The Christian Concept of Person 

Sanctorum Communio’s alternative to Idealism’s social philosophy takes form in 

Bonhoeffer’s “Christian concept of person.” As mentioned above, for Bonhoeffer, every 

concept of community is related to a concept of person. We cannot speak of communities 

without also asking what constitutes a person. Moreover, what one understands about 

person and community also says something about one’s concept of God. Bonhoeffer’s 

Christian concept of person differs from the Idealist concept in its claim that the other is 

proposed not as an epistemological concept, but rather as an ethical concept: a definition 

based on the wholeness of social encounter. From this perspective, human beings do not 

exist “unmediated qua spirit in and of themselves, but only in responsibility vis-à-vis an 

‘other.’”37 While Idealism is readily persuaded that the I has the capacity to stand apart 

from the material world to the extent that it can represent itself (unabetted) to itself, 

Bonhoeffer argues that the self’s own self-understanding must finally somehow be 

mediated by a material encounter outside of the self. 

Bonhoeffer notes that the very language of “individual” assumes there is another 

from whom one is able to be distinct from. Individual does not mean solitary. On the 

                                                
36 DBWE 1:48. On the wholeness of life, see also DBWE 8:278, 324, and 456. 

37 DBWE 1:50. 
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contrary, for the individual to exist, “others” must necessarily already be there. The I is 

called, in one form or another, to respond to the claim of this “other.” Bonhoeffer calls 

this the “social-ontic-ethical-basic-relations of persons.”38 This is the basic Christian 

relation of I and You; the self and other. It is within the “social-ontic-ethical” encounter 

that Bonhoeffer refers to as “concrete time” that persons emerge as willing agents. 

Therefore, it is not “that I make some sort of universally valid decision by being in full 

possession of a rational mind. Rather, I enter the reality of time by relating my concrete 

person in time… by making myself ethically responsible.”39 The move to an encounter 

with the other in the ethical sphere allows Bonhoeffer to emphasize that such moments of 

encountering barriers come and go over the course of temporal existence. For 

Bonhoeffer, “the Christian person alone exists in ever-renewed coming-into-being.”40 

This dynamic depiction of encounter requires a conception of personhood in which 

humans are distinct entities who interact with one another. “The individual belongs 

essentially and absolutely with the other, according to God’s will, even though, or 

precisely because, the one is completely separate from the other.”41 The particular and 

unknowable nature of the other must be maintained, for “[t]he person who is united with 

me in common intention is structurally just as separate from me as the one who is not so 

united. Between us lies the boundary of being created as individual persons.”42 This 

claim allows Bonhoeffer to nuance the language of our encounter with the other: “In 

38 DBWE 1:50. 

39 DBWE 1:48. 

40 DBWE 1:57. 

41 DBWE 1:56. Italics added. 

42 DBWE 1:84. 
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other words, one person cannot know the other, but can only acknowledge and ‘believe’ 

in the other.”43 Such a distinction, between knowledge and acknowledgement brings us to 

the heart of his claim. 

Bonhoeffer emphasizes that there are limits to the kinds of knowledge we have of 

others. The other is not simply an object to my subject, and therefore cannot be fully 

encapsulated within my gaze. As stated earlier, for Bonhoeffer, these limitations are not 

as much an account of loss as they are a limit that turns us in a different direction. The 

shift from a posture of knowing to acknowledging attends to the particularities and 

contingencies of life with that other. Specifically, he claims, the ethical shift from 

knowing (epistemology) to acknowledgement (sociality) and belief highlights the social 

workings of the intellect, of language, and of the will. Only within this relation of 

encounter can people know that they understand, express themselves, and are 

understood.44 These three social experiences are involved in every intellectual act; 

therefore, all intellectual acts are potentially bound up with sociality.45 “Only in 

reciprocal interaction with other minds is self-conscious thinking and willing possible 

and meaningful.”46 And again, “Only in interaction with one another is the spirit of 

human beings ever revealed; this is the essence of spirit, to be oneself through being in 

                                                
43 DBWE 1:54. Italics added. Acknowledgment recognizes the vitality of interpretation, with each 

interpretation occurring at a point in time and space.  

44 In his discussion of the social workings of the intellect and the epistemological shift from 
knowing to acknowledgement, Bonhoeffer anticipates strands of ordinary language philosophy. See 
especially Stanley Cavell’s work on acknowledgement in The Claim of Reason: Wittgenstein, Skepticism, 
Morality and Tragedy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979), 327-496. 

45 DBWE 1:68. 

46 DBWE 1:69. 
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the other.”47 In “mutual penetration,”48 the I and You are joined together, intimately 

participating in one another, sharing experiences, “bearing together the general stream of 

interactions of spirit.”49 The joining of the I and You in this way indicates the potential 

for openness in personal being. 

Sociality and the danger of self-reflection.  Given this joining together, there is a 

temptation to consider the other as identical to myself, as another “I.” But, Bonhoeffer 

warns, such a move would collapse the concrete You into the I. The temptation to assume 

that the other is another “I” is the temptation to “know” another, as opposed to 

“acknowledge” or “believe in” the other. The I can only ever experience the other as a 

You, not as an I. “The You-form is fundamentally different from the I-form in the sphere 

of ethical reality.”50 To acknowledge the other as a “You” does not say anything about 

the You’s being, only about its demand upon the I.51 

The “openness of personhood” Bonhoeffer describes is not a static feature of what 

it means to be a person. Christian personhood has in turn a “closed” aspect as its 

correlative, and without this closed aspect of personhood, we could not speak of openness 

at all.52 We are not perpetually open to all others. Intimacy is a feature of life which by 

47 DBWE 1:73. Italics original. 

48 As we shall examine in fuller detail in Chapters Three, Four, and Five, this erotic language of 
“mutual penetration” hints at the idea of perichoresis. The perichoretic structure of the Incarnation as 
derived by the Council of Chalcedon will be Bonhoeffer’s starting point for his account of Christian 
anthropology. 

49 DBWE 1:73. 

50 DBWE 1:51. 

51 DBWE 1:54. 

52 DBWE 1:74. 
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nature of being intimacy discludes some from our openness. Likewise, contra Kant’s 

conception of sameness, others are not perpetually available to the individual self. We 

must, Bonhoeffer writes, “acknowledge that besides the acts that are only real through 

sociality [i.e. acts that entail engagement with others], there are also purely inwardly 

directed acts [i.e. acts that entail withdrawal from others].”53 Certainly these “inward 

acts” are also made possible because of our sociality, given that there is no other way to 

be a person but in a social context. 

While inward acts exist, they do not exist in the way that Idealism assumes.54 

There is not an inner core of internal self, hidden behind an outer layer of openness 

within the Christian construct of personhood. Idealism’s anthropological vision of an 

inner internal core assumes that the I and You can be conceived from the outset as 

separate from one another. Then the vision of sociality would be grounded in the question 

of how the separate individuals might join together in a point of unity. On the contrary, 

Bonhoeffer argues, sociality is the context in which personal identity is constructed (both 

inward and outward) from its inception.55 While the I cannot speak of the being of the 

You that the I encounters, the ethical demand of this You upon the I is absolute and at the 

center of the I. 

Thus the I-You relation marks the beginning account of Bonhoeffer’s description 

of the sanctorum communio. This community, because it is constituted by I-You 

relations, is a material and therefore empirical form of community based on the basic 

                                                
53 DBWE 1:75. 

54 In this case, Bonhoeffer had Fichte in mind. DBWE 1:75. 

55 DBWE 1:76. 
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relations that are given with the personhood of every human being. This “net” of sociality 

into which people are woven is prior to any will to community. The structure exists, even 

when the empirical community is consciously rejected by the person.56 God does not 

think of people as isolated individual beings, “but in a natural state of communication 

with other human beings.”57 Within this communal reality, the identity of the self is 

formed. “God does not desire a history of individual human beings, but the history of the 

human community. However God does not want a community that absorbs the individual 

into itself, but a community of human beings. In God’s eyes, community and individual 

exist in the same moment and rest in one another.”58 Both the individual and collective 

person have the same structure in God’s eyes. These basic inter-relations, the “natural 

state of communication,” are that which constitute the church. 

Given this distinctly communal conception of personhood that Bonhoeffer is 

developing, he now has two more issues he needs to address. First, he must provide an 

account of this I-You relation in terms of the question of historicity (that which he 

critiqued Idealism for not fully considering) and part and parcel of a Christian 

understanding of historicity, the constitutive reality of sin. Second, he must examine the 

particular shape the collective person, constituted by the I-You relation, takes—namely 

the collective nature of the Body of Christ (Christ-existing-as-community). 

56 DBWE 1:79. 

57 DBWE 1:79. 

58 DBWE 1:80. Italics original. 
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The Person and Sin: Being-in-Adam 

The fundamental difference between Bonhoeffer’s view and Idealism’s view of 

personhood becomes apparent when turning to the question of sin. According to 

Bonhoeffer, in the Christian concept of personhood, the weight of sin has a real and 

quantitative character when connected to history. If sin is committed, there are material 

effects that unfold in time and space. Thus, there is a contingency inherent to sin. The 

world, and indeed the person who commits sin, or has sin committed against her, did not 

have to exist in the way it and she now exist. In contrast, Idealism does not recognize the 

historical and material reality of sin. Its account of human “essence” synthesizes 

humankind’s origin and telos to exist in unbroken connection. Neither sin, on one hand, 

nor Christ, on the other, can break this eternal and necessary connection. Indeed, neither 

sin nor Christ hinders humankind’s essence. As we will come to see, this Kantian view of 

history as an unbroken, straight line eliminates everything that is Christian.59 

In the Christian view, the crucified and risen Christ is God’s incarnate love for 

us—“as God’s will to renew the covenant, to establish God’s rule, and thus to create 

community.”60 Two realities stand in opposition to Christ’s love: time and the will to do 

evil. The reality of time means that what has happened cannot be undone. This is the 

gravity of time that, because of sin, time has become a burden for humankind. In order 

for humankind to have community with God, this barrier of time must be overcome. Sin 

must be forgiven, and what has been irreparably done must be judged undone. Because 

sin is historical, sin cannot be viewed by God as if it did not exist; “it must truly be 

                                                
59 DBWE 1:62.  

60 DBWE 1:154. 
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‘undone’, that is, it must be wiped out.”61 This “wiping out” is not done through a 

reversal of time, or a “divine forgetfulness,” but rather, through divine punishment and 

re-creating the will to do good. God does not overlook human sin, for that would mean 

God does not take human beings seriously as personal beings in their very culpability. If 

sin was simply overlooked, there would be no re-creation of the person, and therefore no 

re-creation of community.62 

Sin’s altering significance affects not only the individual, but also the collective 

body. Because our identity is formed in open relation to others, every sinful deed (deeds 

that close one individual from another) is at once an individual act and one that 

“reawakens the total sin of humanity.”63 The collective structure of personhood means 

that each individual sin establishes the universality of sin.64 The reality of this sinfulness 

however is not part of our shared, collective nature. Rather, our sin, committed as 

individuals separates us from others. And yet, given the sociality of personhood, one 

cannot avoid the boundaries of the self established by the I-You relation. Here we see the 

horror of the I-you relation actualized in a sinful way. “Sin enters the will that in 

principle only values itself, and not the other, and that acknowledges the other only on its 

own terms…. Evil will turns a society into an institution for the exploitation of one by the 

other.”65 

61 DBWE 1:155. 

62 DBWE 1:155. 

63 DBWE 1:116. See also I Cor 12:12-27. 

64 DBWE 1:116. 

65 DBWE 1:118. 
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What Bonhoeffer wants to make clear is that due to our relational structure, when 

one individual sins, all suffer the sin. This is what it is to “be-in-Adam.” “The humanity 

of sin is one, though consisting of nothing but individuals. It is a collective person, yet 

infinitely fragmented. It is Adam, since all individuals are themselves an Adam. This 

duality is its essence (communio peccatorum), and it is superseded only through the unity 

of the new humanity in Christ.”66 

The reality of sin and the communio peccatorum remain even in God’s church-

community. Indeed, it is only in light of the church (sanctorum communio) that the 

meaning of the peccatorum communio becomes apparent. The wages of sin is death (Rom 

6:23). This is what first constitutes history. God does take human beings seriously in their 

culpability, and therefore only punishment and the overcoming of sin can repair the 

material damage wrought by sin. Both punishment and overcoming must occur in 

concrete time. 

Humanity in Christ: Sanctorum Communio 

After giving account of the deformed social body that is the communio 

peccatorum, Bonhoeffer turns finally to the community established in and through the 

Body of Christ. In Christ humanity is drawn into community with God, just as in Adam 

humanity fell. While the old humanity consists of innumerable isolated units—each one 

an Adam, there is only one Christ. “For Adam is ‘representative human being,’ but Christ 

is the Lord of his new humanity.”67 Here is an extraordinary feature of the sanctorum 

                                                
66 DBWE 1:121. The implications of being-in-Adam will be explored in greater detail in Chapters 

Four and Five.  

67 DBWE 1:146. The German translated as “representative human being” is “Der Mensch.” 
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communio. The new humanity is entirely concentrated in the one single historical point, 

Jesus Christ, and only in Christ is humanity perceived, not in a fragmented state, but truly 

as a whole.68 

Bonhoeffer is leading us to see the fundamental difference between Adam and 

Christ: “namely the function of the vicarious representative.”69 Adam’s action, though it 

distorts the whole body, is not vicariously representative. The nature of Adam’s sinful 

action is egocentric, a turning away from others, or an encapsulating of others into one’s 

own image. That the repercussions of such egocentric actions closely mimic a vicarious 

representative action should not obscure the reality that the turn towards self is an entirely 

different action with different premises.70 In the old humanity of Adam, the whole of 

humanity “falls anew” with every person who sins. In Christ, the opposite happens: 

humanity is brought once and for all into communion with God. 

In Jesus Christ, this occurs in concrete time in a way that is valid for all time. 

Humanity is brought once and for all to “real vicarious representative action.”71 While 

death completely separates humankind’s past and future in our eyes, this is not the case 

for the life that abides in the love of Christ. “This is why the principle of vicarious 

representative action can become fundamental for the church-community of God in and 

through Christ. Not ‘solidarity’, which is never possible between Christ and human 

68 DBWE 1:146. 

69 “Stelvertretung” DBWE 1:146. Italics original. 

70 DBWE 1:146. 

71 DBWE 1:146. 
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beings, but vicarious representative action is the life-principle of the new humanity.”72 

Christ’s action is simultaneously within concrete time and for all time.73 

 By encompassing the new life-principle of Christ’s church-community in himself, 

Christ simultaneously is established as the Lord of the church-community. This means 

his relation to the church community is “communal” and “governing.”74 Bonhoeffer 

writes: 

The entire new humanity is established in reality in Jesus Christ, he represents the 
whole history of humanity in his historical life. Christ’s history is marked by the 
fact that in it humanity-in-Adam is transformed into humanity-in-Christ. As the 
human body of Jesus Christ became the resurrection body, so the corpus Adae 
[body of Adam] became the corpus Christi [body of Christ]. The former as well as 
the latter leads through death and resurrection; the human body—the corpus 
Adae—has to be broken, in order for the body of the resurrection—the corpus 
Christi—to be created. The history of Jesus Christ, however, is closed to us 
without his word. Only if we take both together will it be possible to read the past 
and the future of humanity in Christ’s history.75 

Direct community with God is therefore documented in direct human community. Here is 

the crux of Bonhoeffer’s incarnational logic. Christ is not an exemplary member of a 

moral community. We are not in solidarity with Christ. Rather, Christ is our mediator. 

Bonhoeffer wants to highlight the discontinuity between our past and present that comes 

through sin. Only the present body of Christ, the body placed under the law; the body that 

takes its place within Israel’s community of God, is the body that can bear both the 

judgment of the law, and be the fulfillment of the law. “Whereas each individual in the 

                                                
72 DBWE 1:146. 

73 DBWE 1:155. 

74 DBWE 1:147. 

75 DBWE 1:147. Italics original. 
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community face the law in isolation, the person of Christ must now unite all individuals 

in himself, and act before God as their vicarious representative.”76 

Since every person is created with a unique individual character, tension between 

wills will not be avoided, even in the community of love. As Bonhoeffer notes, strife is 

not a result of the fall but emerges from a common love of God.77 This working out of 

love points to the reality that the Christian concept of person can only be thought of in the 

messiness of historical time. The relation of Christ to the church is twofold: “Christ is the 

foundation, the cornerstone, the pioneer, the master builder. But Christ is also at all times 

a real presence for the church, for it is Christ’s body, and the people are members of this 

body or members of Christ himself.”78 This means that the church is “already and not 

yet.” It is at once already completed and still in the process of growing. 

The Role of the Holy Spirit in the Sanctorum Communio 

While Bonhoeffer rejects an immanent account of Spirit, the role the Holy Spirit 

plays in the church is integral. According to Bonhoeffer, the Holy Spirit draws together 

distinct persons into a participation in a defined community—thus enabling the 

community that is the Church, Christ-existing-as-community. Within Christ’s body, the 

I’s relationship to the other, who is still a You, is oriented to the I’s relationship to God.79 

To be oriented to God within the Church is to be oriented to the revelation of God’s love 

made known only in the church. This revelation is historical, temporal, and thus social. 

76 DBWE 1:147. 

77 DBWE 1:60-61. 

78 DBWE 1:139. 

79 DBWE 1:56. 
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The revelation entails love that exists not only between the I of humankind and God’s 

You, but love that exists between neighbors ordered toward the divine love of God 

revealed in revelation. In this account of community, we discover an essential difference 

between Christ’s body and the body of the Leviathan. In Hobbes’s Leviathan, each 

member only ever relates to the head (in Hobbes’s case, the sovereign nation state), and 

in turn each member is the same, and thus interchangeable. The limbs of the Leviathan 

cannot work together. In contrast, Christ as the head of the sanctorum communio, makes 

possible interaction of all its parts, one with another. The members of Christ’s body are 

members that are unique, not interchangeable. In this dynamic, the dynamic of self, other 

and God, and only in this dynamic, are we capable of encountering the transcendent I. 

“Since I know God’s ‘I’ only in the revelation of God’s love, so too with the other 

person; here the concept of church comes into play. The Christian person achieves his or 

her essential nature only when God does not encounter the person as a You, but ‘enters 

into’ the person as I.”80 

Undoing the deformed and twisted nature of the communio peccatorum, the Holy 

Spirit reconstitutes the ontological structure of community. When God’s I enters my I in 

the community that is Christ-existing-as-community, I am made once again open, not 

only to God, but also to my neighbor. Given that this repair unfolds in historical, concrete 

time, we come to see that forgiveness is the material practice that repairs disordered 

relations between myself and my neighbor, the You. But how is this the case? 

 Recalling Bonhoeffer’s interest in Rome in the role confession plays for Catholic 

ecclesial life, we come here in Sanctorum Communio to see how confession functions 
                                                

80 DBWE I:56. Italics original. 
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both in Bonhoeffer’s Christian conception of human identity and in a related turn, in 

Christian epistemology. Bonhoeffer writes that nobody can forgive sins but the person 

who takes them upon himself, bears them, and wipes them out. Thus only Christ can 

forgive sins, which means that only his church as sanctorum communio can forgive the 

sins of the I located within the sanctorum communio. Here, Bonhoeffer writes, we find 

the deepest insight into the miracle of the church-community, “namely that one person 

can forgive another’s sins with priestly authority.”81 Forgiveness of sins does not come 

from the organized church and the office, but from the community of saints (John 

20:23).82 Because the Holy Spirit comes to and works in the sanctorum communio, God’s 

I can commune with the Human I, the Christian can bear the other’s sinful conscience, 

and in turn lay that conscience on Christ. The Christian community means unrestrictedly 

surrendering to the other in this way out of obedience to God’s will. This three-fold 

structure—self, neighbor, and God—is possible only through the work of the Holy Spirit. 

“When several persons are committed to surrendering to each other, the constitutive 

element of the idea of community, namely the mutual affirmation of community as an 

end in itself is already present.”83 The capacity of confession, to expose oneself to 

scrutiny, is a crucially fundamental component to an interdependent human community. 

Just as sin has material effect, forgiveness also has material effect. Forgiveness both 

acknowledges sin, and reconfigures relations previously held bondage to egotistical 

(inward turning) sin. 

81 DBWE 1:189. 

82 DBWE 1:176. “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of 
any, they are retained.” 

83 DBWE 1:176. 
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Through the act of several persons unrestrictedly surrendering to each other, the 

new person becomes real, and thus a “community of new persons.” The openness of this 

structure becomes apparent when Bonhoeffer emphasizes that love finds community 

without seeking it, “or precisely because it does not seek it. Those who want to lose their 

lives will save them.”84 This is the only way in which surrendering myself to what God 

wills for my neighbor really leads to the community of the sanctorum communio 

established by God.85 

The church-community is thus able to bear its sins that none of its members can 
bear alone; it is able to bear more than all its members combined. As such, it must 
be a spiritual reality that is more than the sum of all the individuals. Not all the 
individuals but the church-community as a whole is in Christ, is the ‘body of 
Christ,’ it is Christ existing as church-community.”86 

The church-community does not get around sin, but rather builds itself upon the word of 

the cross. At the cross of Jesus, the church community knows itself reconciled and 

justified. The church community has itself died and risen with Christ, and is now the 

“nova creatura” (new creation) in Christ.87 

Some Questions Regarding Bonhoeffer’s Account of Christian Personhood 

Thus far we have established that Bonhoeffer is attentive to the role and nature of 

humankind’s boundaries. As Bonhoeffer has argued in sanctorum communio, the nature 

of our boundaries have material implications, and define the particular shape of a 

community. Moreover, we have seen the role that contingency and history play in 
                                                

84 DBWE 1:176. “Those who try to make their life secure will lose it, but those who lose their life 
will keep it” (Luke 17:33). 

85 DBWE 1:176. 

86 DBWE 1:190. Italics original. 

87 An allusion to Luther (LW 42:160 [WA 6:130]). 
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Bonhoeffer’s conception of the community of the sanctorum communio. Sin alters 

communal life together. In turn, confession and forgiveness, through the Holy Spirit and 

within the body of Christ, repair deformed modes of existing together. 

Bonhoeffer still has some work to do. He needs to address in greater detail his 

account of the contingent and fragmentary nature of life. Given our propensity toward 

sin, how can we claim the continual shape of the sanctorum communio; Christ’s body in 

a way that avoids Idealism’s account of continuity in terms of a human “essence?” How 

can Bonhoeffer hold together contingency and the continuity of the sanctorum 

communio? It is to these questions that we now turn in Act and Being.88 

Act and Being 

As in Sanctorum Communio, the concept of personhood in Act and Being is the 

underpinning of Bonhoeffer’s argument. In both works, Bonhoeffer attempts to shift the 

account of person outside of the subject-object epistemological framework. The creation 

of the space for social concepts of personhood is a primary emphasis in Sanctorum 

Communio. Likewise, in Act and Being, the Christian concept of person is not reducible 

to either object or subject. And, in both works, the account of personhood Bonhoeffer 

offers pertains both to individual life and communal persons. All of these starting points 

are taken as a given in Act and Being. 

88 Some scholars have criticized Bonhoeffer’s conception of the individual in Sanctorum 
Communio for these reasons. Clifford Green notes that while Bonhoeffer, with his understanding of 
personhood, is able to critique Idealism’s timeless account of persons, he does so “at the expense of 
fragmenting human existence, rendering any real continuity an unity of human beings quite problematic.” 
See Green, Bonhoeffer, 33. Likewise, Charles Marsh writes that “if social relations are ‘ever falling apart,’ 
and if they are shaped by act-oriented claims of the other, it would seem to be the case that community, and 
also subjectivity itself, splinters into particularized acts of encounter.” Marsh, Reclaiming Bonhoeffer, 33. 
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However, within his second dissertation, Bonhoeffer does nuance the argument he 

makes in Sanctorum Communio, by posing a slightly different question: Given the claims 

regarding sociality and human existence established in Sanctorum Communio, how are 

we to think about the philosophical concepts of act and being within a theological 

framework? Bonhoeffer wants to maintain a unity of act and being; a unity of “willed 

encounter and historical continuity.”89 As Bonhoeffer will show, philosophical 

argumentation alone will not provide the adequate means of holding the two together. 

This task reveals a shift from his previous goal in Sanctorum Communio. In that 

text, following the work of Barth, Bonhoeffer proposed an act-concept of person90 over 

and against the Idealist conception of personhood. To this end, the theology of Barth was 

helpful in shaping his questions and critiques. In Act and Being, Bonhoeffer modifies his 

account of personhood, tending in particular to the question of how both historical 

continuity and historical contingency form human life.91 The question of the relationship 

between historical continuity and historical contingency in concepts of personhood must 

be explored, Bonhoeffer argues, so that humankind may better come to the “fullness of 

life” revealed in the Church.92 

                                                
89 DeJonge, Bonhoeffer’s Theological Formation, 73. I am indebted to DeJonge’s book for his 

careful analysis of the relationship between Bonhoeffer’s theology and Barth’s theology. DeJonge argues 
convincingly that the differences between the two were not overcome by Barth’s “later” theology, as has 
been argued by Charles Marsh and Christine Tietz, among others. One of the bases upon which Marsh 
makes such a claim is an interpretation of Barth’s theology by Hans Urs von Balthasar. Recently, Bruce 
McCormick argued that, contrary to von Balthasar’s interpretation, Barth never fully rejected dialectical 
theology. In Act and Being, Bonhoeffer sets himself apart from dialectic theology. DeJonge’s book helps 
set the landscape for what is at stake in such a rejection. See especially 56-77. 

90 An act-concept of person could be defined as an account wherein the person is constituted not 
by reason, but by the will, in “the moment of being addressed,” or in “decision.” 

91 For more on this shift, see Green, Bonhoeffer, 70-71. 

92 DBWE 2:66;72;123. 
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In Bonhoeffer’s understanding of personhood as developed in Act and Being, act 

grounds being and being grounds act in a way that a person “is never in being without 

act, and never in act without being.”93 Because personhood is the unity of act and being, 

it is, in turn, the proper concept of Christian revelation. Importantly, as we saw in 

Sanctorum Communio, a person can be construed as both a subject and an object. 

However, because Bonhoeffer defines person as the unity of act and being, a person must 

be something other than either a subject or an object, since an object is defined as that 

without act and a subject is defined as that without being.94 Therefore, Bonhoeffer 

proposes that personhood be construed as a different way of conceiving humankind, that 

is neither subject or object. As we saw in Sanctorum Communio, the fatal move of the 

Idealist conception of personhood lies in its inability to distinguish the difference 

between the I-You relation and the subject-object relation. Because of this inability, the 

You subject becomes “knowable:” there is no room left for mystery or surprise in the 

other who is an object. Moreover, the contingency of life, revealed in the ethical 

dimension of social life is obscured.95 While in Sanctorum Communio Bonhoeffer 

identifies how Kant and “Idealism” make this mistake, so too, he argues in Act and 

Being, does Barth, though on a more subtle level. 

“It is a fateful mistake on Barth’s part,” writes Bonhoeffer, “to have substituted 

for the concept of creator and lord that of the subject…. The ultimate reason for the 

inadequacy of this definition lies in the fact that it finally fails to understand God as 

93 DBWE 2:159. 

94 DBWE 2:96-103. 

95 DBWE 2:42 
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person.”96 As Michael DeJonge argues, the issue of whether to conceive of God as 

subject or person can be understood as the crucial difference between Barth’s and 

Bonhoeffer’s theology.97 This argument can be made only if it is recalled that Barth and 

Bonhoeffer differ on their understanding of the concept of person, and more specifically 

on their understanding of the Christological person. DeJonge’s careful assessment of the 

distinction between Barth and Bonhoeffer will be helpful as we explore Bonhoeffer’s 

modification of personhood. While Bonhoeffer’s understanding of Christology will be 

developed in more detail in the next chapter, what is pertinent to the discussion at hand is 

that, although Bonhoeffer and Barth share basic commitments about the general problem 

of transcendence and theology’s need for a contingent concept of revelation, how they 

approach these issues differs along the question of personhood. 

Barth understands the person of Christ as the incarnate Logos who is in Eternity. 

In this sense, DeJonge argues, Barth’s Christological person is analogous to Kant’s 

transcendental subject.98 Kant’s account of a human person consists of both 

transcendental and empirical subjectivity. The empirical subject is the subject of the 

phenomenal realm and participates in the world of space and time. This subject is 

affected by causation, and is knowable by observation. However, this account of the 

                                                
96 DBWE 2:125. 

97 DeJonge, Bonhoeffer’s Theological Formation,74. It is important to acknowledge that 
Bonhoeffer makes this claim in 1929, a relatively early date in Barth’s career. Barth has yet to publish his 
Church Dogmatics. 

98 DeJonge, Bonhoeffer’s Theological Formation, 75 fn. 59; Barth, Gottingen Dogmatics, 156. 
DeJonge notes that Bruce McCormack also recognizes the analogy between Barth’s incarnate Logos and 
Kant’s transcendental subject. As McCormack writes, “the Subject of this human life-- we may liken this to 
Kant’s conception of an unintuitable, noumenal self—was at every point the Second Person of the Trinity.” 
Bruce McCormack, Karl Barth’s Critically Realistic Dialectical Theology: Its Genesis and Development 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), 327.  
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empirical subject does not give full credence to “person-like” actions that express moral 

agency or freedom. Actions of that nature pertain to the transcendental subject. The 

transcendental subject exists in the noumenal realm and is free from the constrictions of 

space and time. Subsequently, the transcendental subject cannot be directly knowable. 

However, there are things we can say about the transcendental subject, because its free 

acts produce knowable effects in the empirical world. Bonhoeffer argues that as Kant’s 

transcendental subject relates to the empirical subject, so too does Barth’s divine person 

relate to the human nature in his account of Christology. Because, like Kant, Barth’s 

Christological person is a subject.99 

Bonhoeffer is concerned that Barth’s God is not one who really embodies 

historical being. Therefore, he proposes that the “person” is a mode of being that is an 

alternative to the discourse of the subject. Unlike a subject, which Bonhoeffer 

understands as an “a-historical, non-being that acts,” a person is “a historical person who 

acts.” Heidegger’s Dasein is instructive here, where act and being are both fully present 

in the “throwness” of the world. This provides the conceptual apparatus to articulate the 

unity of act and being within the Christian. Ultimately, Bonhoeffer must part ways with 

Heidegger because, following Heidegger’s own admission, his “system” is a system fully 

closed to any notion of transcendence, and therefore, in Bonhoeffer’s view, “atheistic.”100 

Thus, while still employing Heidegger’s unity of act and being, Bonhoeffer turns to Kant 

to borrow the notion of humanity “in reference to” transcendence. In short, Bonhoeffer 

99 De Jonge, Bonhoeffer’s Theological Formation, 75. DeJonge is quoting Barth, Göttingen 
Dogmatics, 156. 

100 DBWE 2:72. 
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draws from both the transcendental and ontological traditions to describe Christian 

existence as an act-being unity open to transcendence.101 

While philosophy is not capable of solving the problem of act and being, 

philosophy can provide resources for Bonhoeffer’s person-concept of revelation that will 

address his concerns regarding Barth’s theology. In particular, Kant and Heidegger both 

have something to offer in attempts to answer the question of the relationship between act 

and being. They both will prove helpful because of their view “that not only are human 

beings pure act ‘in reference to’ but also that thought is ontologically ‘suspended’ in 

being.”102 In his own account of Christian existence, Bonhoeffer will draw from these 

two concepts: “reference” and “suspension.” 

This, however, will push Bonhoeffer to consider the role revelation plays for his 

account of Christian existence. Christian existence, is, after all (and following Barth), 

dependent on revelation from God. So, Bonhoeffer will take Heidegger’s and Kant’s 

insights and recast them in light of Christian revelation. He does so by stating: “In the 

concept of revelation both [‘in reference to’ and ‘suspension’] are brought together, 

surmounted and transcended in an original fashion.”103 This original fashion will be what 

Bonhoeffer describes as an “ecclesial way of thinking.”104 

                                                
101 DeJonge, Bonhoeffer’s Theological Formation, 69. 

102 DBWE 2:79. 

103 DBWE 2:79. 

104 DBWE 2:90. 
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The Role of Revelation in the Church 

Bonhoeffer turns to the question of how God’s revelation is revealed to 

humankind. He begins by arguing that revelation should only be thought of in reference 

to the concept of church, “where the church is understood to be constituted by the present 

proclamation of Christ’s death and resurrection—within, on the part of, and for the 

community of faith.”105 Thinking about revelation in historical terms, we come to see that 

the proclamation of Christ’s death and resurrection must be a present proclamation 

because, first, revelation only occurs in the present and, second, the contingent character 

of revelation (that which has its being “from outside”) can only make itself known in the 

present. While the past provides context and the proclamation of revelation comes to us 

(in the future), contingency is only in the present. The present must be determined by 

either the past or the future, or both past and future, because the present is never the 

present “in itself.”106 In Christian revelation, the proclamation of the cross and 

resurrection, determined by eschatology, lifts the past into the present, and brings the past 

into the future. “It follows from this that the Christian revelation must not be interpreted 

as ‘having happened’, but that for those human beings living in the church, in each 

present, this once-and-for-all occurrence is qualified as future.”107 Here we begin to see 

how Bonhoeffer will address the question of historical continuity in his account of 

105 DBWE 2:110-11. 

106 DBWE 2:111.  

107 DBWE 2:111. 
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personhood. Given its present/future proclamation, revelation must be thought in the 

church, for the church is the present Christ, “Christ existing as community.”108 

Conceiving the Knowledge of Revelation 

 Recalling what he wrote in Sanctorum Communio regarding the relationship 

between the individual and humankind as a whole, within the church, the question of act 

and being can be considered in a new light. God gives the divine self in Christ to the 

community of faith as a united whole and as such to every individual member of the body 

of Christ. The acting subject in the community is Christ. Only in the “person-like” 

community of faith can the gospel be truly proclaimed and believed. “God’s freedom has 

woven itself into this person-like community of faith, and it is precisely this which 

manifests what God’s freedom is: that God binds God’s self to human beings.”109 In 

Bonhoeffer’s account of God’s freedom, God is not free from humanity, but rather God is 

free for humanity. Here again we find Bonhoeffer’s emphasis on confession and 

forgiveness as a constitutive of ecclesial life. Because Christ is the person (the unity of 

act and being) who acts, the Church really can speak the word of forgiveness. The 

Church can declare both in sermons and in the sacraments that “you are forgiven.” 

“Through such proclamation of the gospel, every member of the church may and should 

‘become a Christ’ to the others.”110 

 Continuing themes from Sanctorum Communio, Bonhoeffer writes that because 

revelation occurs in the community of faith, it is important to note that revelation must be 
                                                

108 DBWE 2:111. 

109 DBWE 2:112. 

110 DBWE 2:113. 
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thought in relation to community, not individualistically. Attempts to articulate revelation 

individualistically fail because “human beings are never individuals only, not even those 

‘addressed by the You.’”111 By nature of being human, humankind is always in 

community: either “in Adam” or “in Christ.” Further, the being of revelation is not 

simply in a one-time occurrence in the past, conceptualized as a thing that, at least in 

theory, is at humankind’s disposal, but has no connection with either humankind’s old 

(Adam) or new (Christ) existence. At the same time, revelation is not to be conceived as a 

nonobjective, ever-free act that impinges on individual existence in each instance.112 

“The being of revelation ‘is’, rather, the being of the community of persons that is 

constituted and formed by the person of Christ and in which individuals already find 

themselves in their new existence.”113 The implications of this are threefold: revelation 

can now be conceived of in historical continuity through the person of Christ; revelation 

really affects the existence of humans; and the concept of revelation cannot be 

conceptualized either as something objective that exists, or as nonexistent, or 

nonobjective. 

The continuity of revelation in Christ existing as community means that 

revelation is always present. The continuity is expressed through a community of 

persons. However, the real hearing of the proclamation of Christ really affects the human 

beings who hear, and this in turn affects the community in that all are drawn into the 

community and come to know that they are already placed in the truth of their old and 

111 DBWE 2:112. 

112 DBWE 2:113. 

113 DBWE 2:113. 
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new existence. This is contingent on the “personal character” of the community of faith, 

whose subject (not object) is Christ.114 

Through the person of Christ, humankind is brought into a new mode of 

existence. Each individual member of the community of Christ receives the character of 

the personhood of Christ for other human beings. In this sense, persons themselves 

become Christ for every other member, in the limits placed on each from outside of each 

other, and in turn, warrant the continuity of revelation. This continuity of revelation is 

dynamic. The encounters of the members with one another as Christ-existing-as-

community, in which humankind is Christ to and for one another, are a concrete reality. 

The community’s word is preaching and the sacraments, and its action is believing and 

loving.115 Only in this concrete reality, in which one’s being is derived in reference to 

other human beings in the Body of Christ, can the revelation of Christ be considered. 

God’s “being” is located in this community; God “is” in that God is in the relation of 

persons. This being of God is God’s being person.116 This account of being-in-revelation 

satisfies the claim that the encounter from “outside” of us is one of genuine objectivity—

“in the literal sense of something that concretely stands-over-against, that does not let 

itself be drawn into the power of the I, because it itself puts limits on existence.”117 

                                                
114 DBWE 2:114. 

115 DBWE 2:115. 

116 DBWE 2:115. 

117 DBWE 2:115. 
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Revelation and Faith: Faith as Gift 

That it is the case that we receive Christ through our neighbor, we come to see the 

receptive and indeed, vulnerable, nature of the human boundary. Drawing from Luther, 

Bonhoeffer writes that in relation to God, human beings are those who suffer, or who are 

acted upon.118 Thus, we can define existence (being) as being acted upon. This is a 

nuanced account of the “decision” or “responsibility” Bonhoeffer describes in Sanctorum 

Communio. Any description of existence that does not account for either being 

encountered or not being encountered by Christ is not an authentic description of 

existence. “Encountered existence is existence in social context, existence in reference to 

Christ, which knows itself to be rejected and accepted in its historical totality. Existence, 

therefore, ‘is’ only as sinful and as pardoned.”119 The concept of church becomes the 

place where human existence as encountered existence, or existence that is acted upon, is 

revealed and made known in the community of faith of Christ—“or how existentiality 

and continuity come together in the concept of pati.”120 

The receptive structure of the self and the reception of faith as gift is the 

framework by which the self turns outside itself and into the life of Christ. Using 

language Barth would reject, Bonhoeffer goes on to say that only through faith, 

understood as God’s gift, do human beings “have” God.121 To “have” God is not to say 

that God is in one sense or another “possessible.” Rather, to “have” God is to receive God 

118 DBWE 2, 116. Bonhoeffer quotes Luther, who wrote, “Prius est enim esse quam operari, prius 
atuem pati quam esse. Ergo fieri, esse, operari se sequutur.” (LW, Lectures on Romans, 105, note 2.).  

119 DBWE 2:116. 

120 DBWE 2:116. 

121 DBWE 2:117. 
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in a participatory way. The temptation inherent to using language of “having God” is to 

assume, conversely, that we can say that God “is” only in faith, and that therefore, where 

there is no faith, there is no God. 

 
The continuity of faith.  To avoid this possible error, Bonhoeffer extends his 

conception of faith. Along with an account of faith as gift, faith has as its presupposition 

being in the church.122 Once the belief of faith is received, this faith discovers that it is 

already in the church. Just as God is not possessable, neither is one’s faith. To believe is 

much the same as to discover the community of faith that already exists: “Faith comes 

upon a being that is prior to the act; it clings to this being because it knows itself to be 

drawn into it as one of the particular expressions of this being.”123 Bonhoeffer 

emphasizes that this account of being is not dependent on faith. On the contrary, faith 

“knows that this being is wholly independent of faith itself and faith’s own being or non-

being. Everything hinges on faith’s knowing itself not as somehow conditioning or even 

creating this being, but precisely as conditioned and created by it.”124 

 
Faith as being: obedient faith.  By establishing the role and place of revelation, 

Bonhoeffer is finally able to articulate how theological inquiries regarding God and 

human identity are to unfold. As we come to see, the very nature of our epistemological 

posture in our attempts to seek knowledge must be transformed. This will prove to be a 

central claim not only of Act and Being, but will underpin Bonhoeffer’s epistemological 

                                                
122 DBWE 2:117. 

123 DBWE 2:117.  

124 DBWE 2:118. 
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claims in his Christology lectures and his book Creation and Fall. Belief cannot solely be 

equated with reason. Bonhoeffer claims that reason is, of itself, boundless, even despite 

its attempts to establish boundaries for itself. The only true boundary is that which both 

cannot be assimilated to our thought and that which truly encounters the concrete human 

I. “This boundary is called Christ.”125 The boundlessness of reason is reigned in when the 

self is obedient to Christ. This can only occur in the actus directus of faith. All other 

thinking invites actus reflexus—the attempt to determine the self through thinking on the 

self, God, and the other within the possibilities of human reason. 

For this reason, faith does not begin in actus reflexus, but instead must be a direct 

act, though an act given as a gift from the object of faith. “For in order to find Christ, as 

long as I still reflect on myself, Christ is not present. If Christ is truly present, I see only 

Christ…. It is crucial that self-understanding is possible only where the living Christ 

approaches us, only in beholding him.”126 

Here we come to see that reflection, even theological reflection, itself is also 

prone to distortion. This distortion is not objective, but relational. Relations can hold our 

idolatrous intentions in check, or as we shall see, ideology can encapsulate us in false 

forms of being. We will explore this distortion more fully in Chapter Five. 

Being of faith.  With the act of faith articulated, he must now add another strand to 

his understanding of faith: the being of revelation. According to Bonhoeffer, the 

community of faith of Christ, “is” only in faith. But faith understands that revelation is 

125 DBWE 2:45. 

126 DBWE 2:143-44. 
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independent of faith. Bonhoeffer must connect these two seemingly incommensurable 

statements together. Faith, Bonhoeffer argues, must be considered not simply in terms of 

an act, but also, as a mode of being. Bonhoeffer goes on to clarify: “The continuity of 

revelation, like the continuity of existence, is found only in faith, but truly found there, so 

that faith is suspended only ‘in faith’, only in ‘the being of the community of faith.’ If 

faith were understood here purely as an act, the continuity of being would be broken up 

in the discontinuity of acts. But since faith as act comes to know itself as the mode of 

being of its being in the church, the continuity is maintained.”127 Within the church, the 

concept of being is always formed in reference to acts of faith. 

 
The act of faith.  This brings Bonhoeffer to the fourth final component of his 

account of faith: His account of “being in” relation to faith must be interpreted through 

the sociological category.128 Just as revelation cannot be considered as an independent, 

existing thing, humanity also cannot be considered as an independent, existing thing. If it 

were to be considered as such, it would be left unaffected, or timeless. But humankind is 

historical, and in faith, humanity understands itself “transposed” from the old humanity 

(being-in-Adam) to the new humanity (being-in-Christ).129 To be-in-Christ is to be rooted 

in the community of faith. This means that the act of faith is suspended in being, just as, 

conversely, being is not without act. “The person, as synthesis of act and being, is always 

                                                
127 DBWE 2:118. 

128 DBWE 2:119. 

129 DBWE 2:120. 
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the two in one: individual person and humanity.”130 The idea of an individual pure and 

simple is an abstraction of thought. 

Even if we were to speak of the individual in abstraction, Bonhoeffer notes it 

would not suffice. To speak in abstraction has nothing to do with historical reality. 

Historical reality is where existence occurs. “I hear another human being truly tell me the 

gospel. Someone offers me the sacrament: you are forgiven. Someone along with the 

community of faith prays for me. And I hear the gospel, join in the prayer, and know 

myself bound up in the word, sacrament and prayer of Christ’s community of faith, the 

new humanity, whether it is here or elsewhere.”131 In bearing Christ-as-community, I am 

simultaneously borne by Christ-as-community. In Christ as community, the historically 

whole human being (individual and humanity) is encountered. In a phrase constructed to 

counter Descartes’s epistemological account of the self, Bonhoeffer concludes, “and I 

believe, that is, know myself borne. I am borne (pati), therefore I am (esse), therefore I 

believe (agere).”132 Understood thus, humanity is present in historical, empirical, 

individual communities. It is precisely in this way that humanity belongs to the being of 

revelation. 

The “Everydayness” of Revelation 

Once Bonhoeffer has established this account of faith that is both act and being, 

he is able to address his previous concern of the fragmentary nature of being, by 

considering our existence within the practical reality of our quotidian life. The 

130 DBWE 2:120. Italics original. 

131 DBWE 2:121. 

132 DBWE 2:121. 
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fragmentary nature of everydayness, of shortcomings and failures, are made whole and 

held within the continuity of Christ-existing-as-community. Within the community of 

faith: 

My everydayness is overcome…. [T]here humanity—in which I stand, and which 
I am also myself—quite independently of me prays for me, forgives sins in 
sermon and sacrament. There, wherever I am, it is always the whole humanity, 
precisely because I am its member. For only in the community of faith am I 
embraced as individual and as humanity in existentiality and in continuity—of 
course, precisely “in faith” that, however knows itself to be possible at all in the 
power of the community of faith, in which faith is brought to life.133 

 Act and Being’s important contribution to Bonhoeffer’s understanding of 

personhood in Sanctorum Communio is the claim that the act of faith (actus directus) 

establishes for the believer the relation to Christ as the one who mediates the self to itself, 

to God, to others, and to the world. Faith in Christ, who is our mediator, replaces 

philosophical reflection’s task of determining selfhood. In this way, Christ as the 

boundary reconstitutes the person as being-in-Christ, which in turn reconstitutes the 

person in-relation-to-others, each seeing the other and the world by means of the 

mediation of Christ-existing-as-community. 

 If the act of faith means that the totality of human beings is subsumed into the 

community of faith of Christ, then sin and death are also present in the community of 

faith of Christ. However, sin and death in the community of Christ are present in such a 

way that it is the community that bears the individual sins and deaths of its members. “I 

no longer see sin and death in the community of faith, that is, in Christ, but only 

forgiveness and life…. My sin is no longer sin, my death no longer death, because the 

                                                
133 DBWE 2:121. 
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community of faith is with me.”134 Because the community of faith bears the entirety of 

historical human beings, faith can in turn embrace the totality of historical life in its 

everydayness, sin, and death. 

Conclusion 

Bonhoeffer’s understanding of personhood takes into account that a self can be 

encountered by others in a way that does not situate the self as an object available for 

total possession by thought. The person, in the ethical sphere of encounter, emerges not 

only as act, but also as that which is historical—the person, both present and not possess-

able, both hidden and revealed, is an embodied creature. 

The person is a unity over and above “entity” and non-entity, it is objective, that 
is, knowable and recognizable. And yet, on account of its true, qualified 
objectivity, and by virtue of its freedom from the knower and its freedom not to 
be, it never falls into the power of the knowing I. The person gives itself to the I 
through the word in the act of faith, which on its part acknowledges the freedom 
of the self-giving person, testifying thereby to its being absolutely “from 
outside”…. [T]he person “is” only in the act of self-giving. Yet the person “is” 
free from the one to whom it gives itself. It is through the person of Christ that 
this understanding of person is won.135 

Bonhoeffer’s theological development of the relation between continuity and willed 

encounter in the moment provides the necessary grounds upon which to consider 

personhood in its particular, embodied, individual forms. This attention to particularity 

and difference simultaneously points to the revelation that comes “from outside” our 

capacities for thought in Christ—who also bears the embodied features of willed 

encounter and historical continuity. 

134 DBWE 2:123. 

135 DBWE 2:127-28. 
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Returning back to a consideration of the I-You relation Bonhoeffer provided in 

Sanctorum Communio, we come to see that without Christ, humanity cannot know God 

or the neighbor, for the way to the other is always constricted by the I (ego). But Christ 

opens the way to the other by pulling the self out of itself and into life with others into 

faithful togetherness. This is not simply a call to fellowship or community, but a 

particular way to be in fellowship. Christ reconfigures the self into a new form of 

“being”: “being-in-Christ.” Within this new ontological form of being, the other is 

allowed to remain in her difference. The grace of God releases the other from the grasp of 

the “I” and gives the other over to “otherness.” Bonhoeffer later writes in Life Together, 

“Because Christ stands between me and others, I dare not desire direct fellowship with 

them…. This means that I must release the other person from every attempt of mine to 

regulate, coerce, and dominate him with my life…. Because Christ has long since acted 

decisively for my brother, before I could begin to act, I must leave him his freedom to be 

Christ’s; I must meet him only as the person that he already is in Christ’s eyes.”136 

This giving others over to their own selves is an act of love and thus a means of 

connection with the other. With Christ as the mediator between the self and others, the 

self is made aware that others are not only beloved family members, or the one who 

shares common cultural viewpoints, but through Christ’s mediation, the source of our 

being, the self is also bound to the weak, the poor, the suffering. Christ as mediator 

“stretches our moral imagination”137 to the point that our capacity to discern who the 

other is, is replaced by the discernment revealed in the proclamation that all have been 

                                                
136 Bonhoeffer, DBWE 5:36. 

137 This is a helpful phrase that Charles Marsh provides in Reclaiming Bonhoeffer, 95. 
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reconciled to God (Gal 3: 26-29). That is, the other is the one who has been reconciled to 

God. 

Reading Sanctorum Communio and Act and Being together, we come to see how 

Bonhoeffer joins anthropological and epistemological claims together to establish a 

framework by which we may come to know God and know our own selves through our 

neighbor. Moreover, given the contingent and vulnerable nature of such a relational 

dynamic, we come to recognize the distorting effect on human identity that sin creates. In 

turn, we come to see that confession, forgiveness and reconciliation are the acts, the 

evidence of God’s being-in-community. Through Bonhoeffer’s account of the 

sociological formation of humankind, an account of identity that is participatory in 

nature, we come to see that in and through Christ, communion that is grounded not in 

likeness, but in distinction, is possible. In the chapters that are to follow, we will take 

these central themes and develop them more fully.
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

“Who Are You?” 
 
 

For by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be 
condemned. 

—Matthew 12:37 
 

Introduction 

In the previous chapter I described Bonhoeffer’s early conception of Christian 

personhood. There I argued that through the person of Christ, the self’s being is 

reconfigured out of self-enclosure and into life with others. Christ reconfigures the self 

into a new form of being: “being-in-Christ.” If the central task of this dissertation is to 

answer the question, “How do we live in the light of the ground we have lost?,” then the 

function of the present chapter is to help focus our attention toward the ground upon 

which we currently stand. To that end, in this chapter and the ones to follow, I will extend 

the examination of Bonhoeffer’s account of who Christ is, and the implications of 

Christology for what Bonhoeffer describes as our “earthly life.” 

This chapter also marks the turn to the pivotal year of 1933. Beginning in January 

of that year, Germany saw dramatic and sweeping changes under the new leadership of 

Adolf Hitler. It was too early in the new government’s leadership to predict with any 

certainty the horrors that soon would unfold: the countless lies, displacement of millions 

from their homes, and ultimately genocide. It was too early for the Church in Germany to 

understand just what it would mean to confess Jesus Christ is Lord and Savior in light of 

the new structures of power and the new vision of national identity that was taking 
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precedence.1 The ecumenical bodies that were meeting in hopes of crossing transnational 

lines were ill prepared to speak prophetically about “the Jewish question” or what the 

confession of a Trinitarian God would entail. It was too early for other nations-—Great 

Britain and the United States in particular—to grasp the complexity of the takeover 

unfolding in Germany. For most Germans, the early months of 1933 did not hint at what 

was to come. However, Bonhoeffer had an ominous sense of foreboding as early as 

January of 1933.2 Several of his sermons, lectures, and a radio broadcast countered the 

growing national narrative of new identity and hope that was rapidly unfolding. The time 

was approaching when confessions made would demand something of the confessor. A 

new and ardent patriotism, dictatorial leadership, the vision of a united people forming a 

great community were, in Bonhoeffer’s words, dangerous in that they “used the stolen 

words of true community.”3 

Bonhoeffer, among others, could see the forms of idolatry that were forming in 

the national German church. In this time when threats loomed, Bonhoeffer turned to the 

history of the church—specifically, a study of the patristic account of Christology in the 

ecumenical councils and, simultaneously, a study of the ancient doctrine of imago Dei 

1 See for example letters from Barth and Bonhoeffer expressing confusion for what the new 
leadership in Germany will mean for the church in Germany. DB-ER:270-71. 

2 DB-ER:257. 

3 DBWE 6:86. Bonhoeffer would write, “For the tyrannical despiser of humanity, popularity is a 
sign of the greatest love for humanity. He hides his secret profound distrust of all people behind the stolen 
words of true community. While he declares himself before the masses to be one of them, he praises 
himself with repulsive vanity and despises the rights of every individual. He considers the people stupid, 
and they become stupid; he considers them weak, and they become weak; he considers them criminal, and 
they become criminal. His most holy seriousness is frivolous play; his conventional protestations of 
solicitude for people are bare-faced cynicism. In his deep contempt for humanity, the more he seeks the 
favor of those he despises, the more certainly he arouses the masses to declare him a god. Contempt for 
humanity and idolization of humanity lie close together.” 
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(which will be explored in the following chapter), to lay the groundwork for his students, 

to help them find their way, to remember their confession of Christ as Lord, and to 

imagine what such a confession might entail. 

To turn to a discussion of Christology then is to begin to equip his students with a 

consideration of the proper form of confession. The first step in such a consideration is to 

first recognize that the task at hand is not one of mere description. It is not simply the 

case that in speaking on the mystery of Christ we are tackling a “problem” that has yet to 

be solved. Rather, Bonhoeffer maintained that to speak of the mystery of Christ is to 

accept that something is demanded of us. To ask who Christ is, in turn, is to ask who we 

are in light of Christ.4 It is along these lines that Rowan Williams, in the introduction to 

his Gifford Lectures, can say that at the heart of all Christian theology there is a story 

with an imperative attached.5 Moreover, this imperative demands our labor, our 

particularities, and truthfulness of how matters stand in the moment at hand.6 

In Chapter Two we saw that Bonhoeffer recognized that epistemology, 

anthropology and conceptions of community were integrally connected. Moreover, what 

we have to say about Christ in relation to community will also entail Christ’s relation to 

anthropology and epistemology. Therefore, to engage in a study of Christology, is to tend 

to the grammar, anthropology and conceptions of community. The form of the questions 

we ask, the claims we make and the language we use when speaking of Christ will lead 

                                                
4 “The question ‘who’ expresses the otherness of the other. At the same time the ‘who question’ 

interrogates the one asking it.” DBWE 12:303. 

5 Rowan Williams, The Edge of Words: God and the Habits of Language (Londong: Bloomsbury 
2014), 3. 

6 Williams, The Edge of Words, 5. 
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us not only to a particular form of knowledge, but integrally connected, a particular form 

of life. Here at the intersection of theology, grammar and life in community, Bonhoeffer 

takes great pains to first establish the proper confessional grammar of Christology. 

Germany in Transition 

“Then came the crisis of 1933.”7 These were the words of Bonhoeffer as he 

reflected years later on the complete reconstitution of life in Germany under the rise of 

the Adolf Hitler and the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (NSDAP). The 

question of national identity was particularly challenging. The German people had seen 

tremendous upheaval in recent decades. Of the last seven parliaments that ruled from the 

Reichstag building (spanning the years 1917-1932), not one ever reached full term before 

a new government took office.8 World War I left the nation in economic ruin. The Treaty 

of Versailles, established at the end of that war, left the German people alone responsible 

for its price tag, an impossible burden. It was a time of despair for the nation, who, prior 

to the war, had been a world leader on many fronts. 

Leading up to the twentieth century and into its earliest decades, German culture 

was the pinnacle of the arts, the humanities, and the sciences. In science, Germany held 

the majority of the thirty-eight Nobel laureates from 1905-1936. Of those recipients, 

fourteen were German Jews. Germany was also the home of poets and thinkers, the 

society of Bildung and Wissenschaft—an intellectual culture that observed and embodied 

7 DBWE 14:112-13. See also DB-ER: 204-5. Larry Rasmussen fittingly uses Bonhoeffer’s words 
from a letter to Elizabeth Zinn (Bonhoeffer’s girlfriend) as a recurring refrain throughout the section “100 
Days” in his Introduction to Bonhoeffer’s DBWE 12:10-17. 

8 Between the end of World War I in 1917 and Hitler’s ascension to power in January, 1933, there 
were eighteen Chancellors in Germany. 
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the belief that moral character formation came through first-rate education ordered 

toward the pursuit of truth.9 

 Bonhoeffer’s own university, in many ways the heart of liberal Enlightenment 

scholarship, exemplified this ideal of the pursuit of truth. German philosophy and 

theology at Friedrich Wilhelm University were considered the best of those disciplines 

worldwide. Over a thousand students were enrolled in theology at the University when 

Bonhoeffer began teaching there.10 And yet, it was at this same University that the 

National Socialists found some of their most ardent supporters. Prominent Protestant 

theologians who were Bonhoeffer’s colleagues and teachers were among them: Paul 

Althaus, Gerhard Kittel, Emmanuel Hirsch, Friedrich Gogarten, Ernst Vogelsang, and 

Wilhelm Stapel. Alongside the theologians, secular philosophers, notably Martin 

Heidegger (who so deeply shaped portions of Bonhoeffer’s arguments in Act and Being), 

also bolstered the prestige of the National Socialist movement. There were particular 

elements of the NSDAP’s vision of German life that were attractive to the educated 

aristocracy. Specifically, its push for economic and political stability offered a potential 

moral reform and the renewal of German culture. There was a growing concern in those 

circles that Germany, in the upheaval of the social experiments of the 1920s, had lost its 

moral compass. 

Thus, homing in on those concerns, Hitler used his own sense of providential 

election to stir Christian support for what he called “the national revolution.” In a speech 

to the Associated Press on February 3, 1933, Hitler described Christianity as “the 

                                                
9 Fritz Stern, Five Germanys I Have Known (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2007), 16. 

10 DB-ER:207. 
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foundation of our entire moral health and the family as the germ cell of our ethnic and 

political body.”11 The slogan for the Nazi Party in 1920 had been “Positive Christianity.” 

Now, Hitler combined this phrase with the slogan “Kinder, Küche, Kirche”12 —a 

chivalrous reminder of what Germany needed to defend against political and moral 

enemies. These two slogans became something of a mantra, infiltrating all corners of 

German life.13 

Hitler stirred the hopes of many Germans when he declared his vision of the 

future: 

The national government will maintain and defend the foundations on which the 
power of our nation rests. It will offer strong protection to Christianity as the very 
basis of our collective morality. Today Christians stand at the very heart of our 
country. We want to fill our culture again with the Christian spirit. We want to 
burn out all the recent immoral developments in literature, in the theater, and in 
the press—in short, we want to burn out the point of immorality which has 
entered our whole life and culture as a result of liberal excess during the past 
years.14 

This call for a national reframing of morality appealed to the largely conservative and 

nationalistic Protestant clergy and laity.15 In the earliest days of the National Socialist 

regime, the party even encouraged Germans to rejoin the Evangelical Church, and 

Germans apparently obliged. Statistics show that in 1932, the Evangelical Church lost 

11 Claudia Koonz, The Nazi Conscience (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 2005), 33. 

12 “Children, Kitchen, Church” 

13 These slogans were universally supported by a matching campaign of visual propaganda. 
Ubiquitous images of the ideal German family not only served Nazi and social political ideals, but almost 
certainly evoked religious imagery, in service to these ideals. Multiple images of a breastfeeding mother, 
for example, served as a haunting echo of the Christian Icon of the Theotokos, specifically the Maria 
lactans. 

14 Norman Baynes, ed. Speeches of Adolf Hitler vol. 1 (New York: Howard Fertig, 2006), 871-72. 

15 DBWE 12:10-11. 
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215,908 members, while only 49,700 joined. Only one year later, after the National 

Socialist call to return to the Church, 323,618 joined and 56,849 left.16 The clergy and 

laity demonstrated an enthusiasm for Hitler, and for what they regarded as the 

opportunity he provided to revitalize the lagging church. In turn, the hope was that the 

nation itself would be rejuvenated and re-evangelized. 

 Within the context of this burgeoning enthusiasm for economic stability and 

moral reform, Hitler’s grasp on the German nation reshaped the political infrastructure at 

a breath-taking pace. One historical event in particular that provided Hitler’s party the 

opportunity to achieve full control of the nation was the fire at the Reichstag on February 

27, 1933. The Reichstag, Germany’s parliament building, and symbol of its national 

power, burned to the ground over the course of a night, purportedly set afire by a Dutch 

Communist protester.17 Whether the fire was set by an act of “terrorism” or deliberately 

set by Hitler’s own people remains contested. What is certain, however, is that Hitler 

took full advantage of this national catastrophe for his own benefit. The following 

morning, with the historical symbol of the nation’s center of power in ashes, reportedly 

set afire by a “God-less” Communist, the German government released the “Emergency 

Decree of February 28,” a purportedly temporary decree that took away an array of 

individual freedoms in the name of national security and safety. This decree would come 

to be the first of many that would roll out over the next several months. 

                                                
16 Victoria Barnett, For the Soul of the People: Protestant Protest Against Hitler (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1998), 32. 

17 Bonhoeffer’s father, Karl Bonhoeffer, was called in to evaluate the alleged culprit, Marinus van 
der Lubbe, more than ten times over the course of 1933. Karl Bonhoeffer was met with much ire in the 
courts when he refused one way or another to assess van der Lubbe’s participation in the burning. Thus, 
Bonhoeffer’s family found itself in many ways in the center of the drama unfolding in Germany. DB-
ER:264-65. 
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On March 21, the Malicious Practices Act was put in place, followed two days 

later by the Enabling Act. The Law for Reconstitution of the Civil Service, was enacted 

on April 7, with its famous paragraph three (the Aryan paragraph). The Malicious 

Practices Act provided the grounds to prosecute anyone who put forward reports that 

could impair the welfare of the Reich. The Enabling Act suspended the Weimer 

Constitution, giving Hitler full dictatorial power. During these weeks it became clear at 

the very least that Hitler was not simply a renegade politician who rose to power on a 

chance political wave, but was someone with a clear vision and the capacity to adapt. 

Understanding the need to convince a nation who self-identified as Christian, and who 

longed for stability, Hitler went on the radio to address the nation on the night before this 

law was enacted, emphasizing that “the National Government sees the two Christian 

Confessions (Protestant and Catholic) as the most important factors safeguarding our 

national heritage…. In Christianity we have the unshakeable foundations of our people’s 

ethical and moral life.”18 Finally, in the law of April 7, the Law for the Reconstitution of 

the Civil Service, “non-Aryans” and all who questioned the new regime (such as 

Communists and socialists) were banned from civil service.19 

Over the course of only three months, the German world was so radically 

reframed, everything legally required to establish a new reign of brutality was in place. 

The underestimation and misunderstanding of Hitler’s full intentions were still 

18 DB-ER:268. Bethge cites Hitler’s words from Gunther Norden, Kirche in der Krise (Munich: 
Presseverban Der Evangelischen, 1963), 45. 

19 The morning this law was enacted, Bonhoeffer’s grandmother, Julie Bonhoeffer marched into 
Kaufhaus des Westens, the largest Jewish owned department store in Berlin, to shop in protest of the anti-
Semitic regulations. 
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widespread.20 It would take a while for the full force of these new acts to establish itself, 

but from the beginning, Bonhoeffer was concerned about the potential dangers that were 

unfolding. Because he voiced these concerns, he would soon find himself an outsider in 

his own profession. On the one hand, his lectures on Christology, Creation and Sin, the 

nature of the church, theological anthropology, and the question, “Is there a Christian 

Ethic?” garnered a substantial following for the young professor. Yet, at the same time, 

because he challenged the Nazi accounts of self-identity and described their ideals as 

idolatrous, he felt a growing discomfort with his colleagues. Other faculty “have the 

feeling that they have been nurturing a snake in their bosom,” Bonhoeffer wrote his 

friend Erwin Sutz.21 Indeed, one of his colleagues, who was fond of Bonhoeffer, wrote, 

“It is a great pity that our best hope in the faculty is now being wasted on the Church 

Struggle.”22 

 Bonhoeffer and many of his students thus found themselves, in the year 1933, at 

odds not simply with a new governmental regime, but in the bewildering position of 

alienation from fellow students and faculty both within the university and the church. The 

summer semester at Friedrich Wilhelm University began on May 10, with a massive and 

                                                
20 A telling example of the underestimation can be found in a letter from Karl Barth to his mother, 

dated February 1, 1933. Barth, who at the time was teaching in Bonn and had suffered a bout of the flu was 
writing to ease his mother’s concerns about his well being: “And while this was going on at home, Hitler 
took over the helm of the German nation. I don’t believe this will mark the beginning of great novelties in 
any direction. Both internally and externally Germany is too immobile a body for such surface movements 
to be able to change anything. And above all, the persons involved are certainly not outstanding enough for 
that. Moreover at present the German people has too little of that boldness which would be necessary to 
produce either a Mussolini regime or a counter-revolution.” (Karl Barth to Anna-Katharina Barth, 1 
February 1933, Karl Barth Archive, Basel), translated in Klaus Scholder, The Churches and the Third 
Reich, Vol. 1, 221. 

21 DBWE 12:7. 

22 DB-ER:221. Bethge is quoting Arthur Titius, professor of systematic theology. 
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festive book burning in the Opernplatz, the plaza in front of the university’s main 

building. Over 20,000 volumes were thrown into the fire, with students and professors 

joining the Sturmabteilung (SA) members in the name of a national “will to live.” Books 

by Einstein, Mann, Freud, and Remarque were destroyed. Perhaps most chilling, they 

incinerated the works of Heinrich Heine, who in 1821 had written, “Das war ein Vorspiel 

nur, dort wo man Bücher verbrennt, verbrennt man am Ende auch Menschen.”23 

Germany in Translation 

Against this backdrop Bonhoeffer delivered the lectures and sermon that will be 

examined in this chapter and the ones to follow. Word care and grammar were in many 

ways the preoccupation of Bonhoeffer during these tempestuous and bewildering months. 

Along with the reframing of the German constitution, national laws, and forms of 

political order, the Nazi propaganda machine generated a massive overhaul of the 

meaning of familiar words and phrases. Ten years later, in his Ethics, Bonhoeffer went to 

great lengths to evaluate the distorted definitions of familiar words that gave shape and 

form to the realities of the new form of Nazi German life. This began what Bonhoeffer 

would come to describe as “the masquerade of evil.” Evil “takes the form of light, of 

beneficence, of faithfulness, of renewal… of historical necessity, of social justice.”24 This 

23 “That was only a prelude; where they burn books, they will in the end also burn people.” The 
line is from Heine’s 1821 play, Almansor. The original reference is to the burning of the Qur’an during the 
Spanish Inquisition. Today, Hesse’s line is memorialized in a plaque next to the memorial commemorating 
the book burning in the Bubelplatz, formerly Opernplatz in front of (now) Humboldt University, Berlin. 
The memorial is a plexi-glass window that opens to a view below the plaza, of a room with empty 
bookshelves, enough to hold 20,000 volumes. 

24 DBWE 6:77. 
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devious move on the part of Lucifer makes traditional moral options no longer viable. 

Without these moral options, perversity triumphs: 

At such a time, the tyrannical despiser of humanity easily makes use of the 
meanness of the human heart by nourishing it and giving it other names. Anxiety 
is called responsibility; greed is call industriousness; lack of independence means 
solidarity; brutality becomes masterfulness. By this ingratiating treatment of 
human weaknesses, what is base and mean is generated and increased ever anew. 
The basest contempt for humanity carries on its sinister business under the most 
holy assertions of love for humanity.25 

In the midst of the confusion of new government structures, propaganda machines, and 

political fervor, Bonhoeffer chose to devote his semester study to one word. The word at 

the center of Bonhoeffer’s theological task was none other than the Word—Jesus Christ. 

And so in the last days in his role as Privatdozent at Friedrich Wilhelm University, 

Bonhoeffer poured himself into the meaning of and the grammar inherent within the 

confession that “Jesus Christ is Lord.” For Bonhoeffer, this implied a shift in his own 

self-evaluation—a shift from “theologian” to “Christian.”26 

Bonhoeffer’s Christology Lectures 

If, as I have argued, Bonhoeffer’s Christology lectures would serve to highlight 

the role that grammar and language play in human identity, it is significant to note that on 

the first day of his lectures,27 Bonhoeffer began by saying that when examining the 

“Christological question” we must begin with silence. This silence is not “mystagogical 

prattle” or an other-worldly escape, but a form of prayer that holds within it a crying out 

                                                
25 DBWE 6:85-86. In his Ethics, Bonhoeffer gives an inventory of many of these words. See 

DBWE 6:77-80. 

26 DB-ER, A phrase Bethge chose to describe the change in Bonhoeffer that was unfolding during 
this time. 

27 May 3, 1933. 
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before God. “In proclaiming Christ, the church falls on its knees in silence before the 

inexpressible, the αππατον. To speak of Christ is to be silent, and to be silent about Christ 

is to speak.”28 The full import of this silence is not yet discernible, but a few clarifications 

may yet aid in understanding even these early comments. The silence that Bonhoeffer 

invites his students to enter could be described as a “framing” silence.29 A framing 

silence is potent with content. Like the gap between the two winged creatures in the 

Jewish Temple, silence denotes the “unrepresentable” but not absent God.30 This silence 

invites us to be still, and pay attention, to see something present that escapes whatever 

categories seemed appropriate for talking within this specific context. 

This new posture of silent attentiveness forms a kind of prayer, what could be 

described as a prayer of attention. The prayerful silence that Bonhoeffer introduces here 

weaves its way throughout the lectures, creating space for what is specifically not being 

said (when we are so very tempted to speak) so that we may better hear something that 

may surprise us. 

Both the silence and the crying out of our beginning occur in the light of God’s 

Word. Bonhoeffer repeatedly emphasizes that we have never been the originator of our 

own speech. Speech, the word, was given to us in the beginning. This word, “spoken and 

heard as a human word, is the form of a servant in which from the beginning God 

encounters us and in which alone God wills to be found.”31 This claim will prove to be a 

28 DBWE 12:300. 

29 I borrow this description of silence from Williams, Edge of Words, 157ff. 

30 Williams, Edge of Words, 157. 

31 DBWE 3:30. 
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central theme of Bonhoeffer’s lectures. Because we are not in the beginning, but are in 

the middle, we are always the respondent to the word that was first spoken to us. We do 

not ever “possess” the first utterance that begins our exchange. Rather, we respond to that 

which we can never completely lay hold of. The Word that is given to us from the 

beginning is none other than Christ. “Christ is the Logos of God. Christology is logology. 

It is knowledge par excellence… The Logos we are talking about here is a person. This 

human person is the transcendent.”32 

Bonhoeffer’s statements are drawn from the account of personhood he developed 

in Sanctorum Communio and Act and Being. There we saw how Bonhoeffer connected 

the possibility of transcendence with the finite through his account of Christian 

personhood.33 The implications of these paradoxical assertions—that the Logos is a 

person and this human person is the transcendent are twofold: first, if the idea of the 

Logos is considered its ultimate reality, there is no understanding of the “central 

character” of Christology. That is, the Logos comes to us in human form, not as a 

concept. The contemplation of Christ that begins with silence does not lead to a glorious 

escape to the realm of ideas, but rather will lead us along the way of a very earthy human 

crucifixion. 

Second, the paradox of the God-man is central, not marginal, to our understanding 

of language [logos]. Because the Logos is the transcendent, the Logos is also the center 

of the sphere of knowledge. For this reason, Christology stands alone. “It cannot point to 

                                                
32 DBWE 12:301. 

33 DBWE 2:114-15. 
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anything other than the transcendence of its object.”34 That the Logos became human 

flesh does not prove anything about the Logos, rather, the human flesh is the 

“prerequisite” of the Logos. This is the case because this human flesh is also that which is 

transcendent. The transcendent can never be the proof of humankind’s rational thinking, 

but must always already exist. If the transcendent were to offer substantial proof, then it 

would no longer be transcendent.35 Given these extraordinary claims of the nature of 

Christology, the church confesses that Christology is “the center of the realm of 

scholarship itself.” It is the universitas litterarum, the universe of scholarship.36 

The Form of Christology: Seeking the Proper Question 

After making the claim that the Word of God is the universitas litterarum, 

Bonhoeffer will go to great lengths to show that the form of the Christological question 

and the positive response to that question are substantially intertwined. The first step in 

exploring Christology must be to grasp the proper form of the question. He claims that all 

scholarly questions can be reduced to two questions: “What is the cause of X?” and 

“What is the meaning of X?” The first question, says Bonhoeffer, relates to the realm of 

natural sciences and the second to the realm of the arts and humanities. Natural science 

understands object X in its causal relationship with other objects, while in the realm of 

the arts and humanities, object X is understood in its relationship of meaning with other 

34 DBWE 12:301. 

35 DBWE 12:301. 

36 DBWE 12:301. 
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known objects. In both cases, what is necessary is a classification of relationships: “how 

does this object X fit into the classification that I already have at hand?”37 

Given this intellectual framework, the question of how an object is classified is an 

important question for Christology. If “the object is defined, recognized, and understood 

by means of its possibilities, by means of its ‘how,’ by the immanent logos of human 

beings,” then a potential problem exists. 38 If the final prerequisite of knowledge is 

formed by the human logos, what happens when the human logos itself is subject to 

doubt? If the human logos is superseded, as in the case of questions of transcendence, 

how is the human logos capable of providing an answer to the question? These dilemmas 

confront the finite status of the human logos and thereby pose a threat to its autonomy. 

One possible solution to this potential problem could be found in dialectical 

thought. “The logos sees that its autonomy is being threatened from outside. It meets the 

demand made upon it by negating itself. That is the last thing it has the power to do. It is 

what Hegel did in his philosophy.”39 This reveals a great insight into the power of self-

negation. By the act of self-negation, the self actually affirms that there is a self to negate. 

Therefore, this possible attack on the self’s limit fails. The self actually assimilates the 

dialectical negative—the counter-Logos [Gegenlogos] into itself. Now the human logos 

                                                
37 DBWE 12:301. Framing the problem thus, Bonhoeffer echoes Heschel’s account of the problem 

with “conventional seeing” offered in Chapter One. Recall that according to Heschel, conventional seeing 
is a way of seeing the present within the given constructs of the past. Our sight is suffused with knowing, to 
the point that at times our sight is impaired by our habits of seeing. Instead of feeling painfully the lack of 
knowing what we see, we see what we already know. Heschel, The Prophets, xvi. 

38 DBWE 12:302. 

39 DBWE 12:302. Recall that Bonhoeffer began to work through this question in Act and Being. 
See e.g., DBWE 2:66, 72, 123. 



90 

builds a newer, even more sophisticated classifying system to accommodate that which 

did not fit into the previous classifying system. 

However, dialectic thinking itself meets its limit when the counter-Logos presents 

itself in a new form, a form that “is no longer an idea or a word that is turned against the 

autonomy of the [human] logos, but rather the Gegenlogos appears, somewhere and at 

some time in history, as a human being. As a human being, the Gegenlogos sets itself up 

as a judge over the human logos and says, ‘I am the truth.’”40 

What happens, Bonhoeffer asks, if the counter Logos goes on to say, “I am the 

death of the human logos, I am the life of God’s Logos, I am the Alpha and the 

Omega?”41 With these questions, the human logos encounters one who can no longer fit 

into the logos classification system. In response to this difficulty, the human logos can 

either be silent, in acknowledgement that it has reached an inescapable stopping point, or 

it can find itself in a place where it can begin to rework the style of its questions. In light 

of finite reasoning, all that remains is the central question of Christology: “Who are 

you?” 

This question, one that Bonhoeffer began to explore in Sanctorum Communio,42 

will continue to be highlighted throughout his Christology lectures, his writings, and his 

sermons. This question directs our intellectual quest by first turning the tables on the one 

asking the question. The passiveness of the previous forms of the question (“What causes 

X” and “What is the meaning of X?”) dissolves into a direct relationship of encounter. 

40 DBWE 12:302. 

41 DBWE 12:302. 

42 DBWE 1:54; 84. 
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Who are you? is a question that the “horrified and dethroned” human reason asks. “Are 

you God’s very self?”43 This is the only question with which Christology is concerned. 

Any other kind of question, any possibility of classification falls short, because through 

this one, who is human and God, the human encounters the end of its own logos. “He is 

the Logos. He is the counter Word [Gegenlogos].” He is both. In this question, reason 

bumps into its own limit. “The question of “who” is the question about transcendence. To 

ask the question “Who?” “expresses the otherness of the other.”44 To ask the question 

“Who?” is to encounter the boundaries of one’s own existence. Quite unexpectedly, the 

question of one’s own existence turns out to be the question of transcendence. 

The who question is one humans constantly try to avoid. “In our everyday speech, 

the question, ‘Who are you?’ does exist. But it can always be dissolved into the ‘how 

question.’ Tell me how you exist, tell me how you think, and I’ll tell you who you are.”45 

It is a constant temptation to employ the “how” question. The kinds of knowledge 

humans tend to pursue in the knowledge of others or of themselves through the questions 

of what or how will never truly get to the who. As long as the question remains a question 

to pursue to further objectify (classify) knowledge instead of a question of encounter, the 

question remains in the realm of the “how question.” In practice, the way humans relate 

to one another is through the question of “What?” What and how are questions of 

                                                
43 DBWE 12:302. 

44 DBWE 12:303. 

45 DBWE 12:303. Italics original. 
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authority: “what authority do you have in relation to the office that you hold? Do you 

have authority over me? Or do I have authority over you?”46 

In contrast, the “who question” is a question of identity. “The question of 

transcendence, of existence, is the question about the neighbor; it is the question about 

[being] a person.”47 To ask a question of one’s neighbor is to open the possibility of 

connection with one’s neighbor, and that is why it is to be avoided. Humankind lives cor 

curvum in se, with hearts turned inward.48 Whether because of apathy, fear, or shame, 

humankind prefers to engage with the other as an object, on one’s own terms. In contrast, 

questions of identity implicate the self and demand encounter, demand that one’s very 

self is involved in the question itself. 

Thus, Christ’s fate is entirely understandable. Humans desire to destroy “the 

Who” who stands over and against them. “Who are you?” people ask Jesus. His reply is 

silence. Humans cannot stand to wait for an answer in silence, and so they kill him.“ The 

Word become human must be hung on the cross by the human logos. Then the person 

who was causing the worry has been killed, and along with that person, the question.”49 

Yet, crucifixion gives way to resurrection. The horror of the situation is revealed 

when the Logos of God, who has been hung on the cross, and has been killed, raises itself 

from the dead “as the living, eternal, ultimate, conquering Word of God.”50 Now this 

Resurrected One rushes to meet its murderers, appearing as the One who has overcome 

46 DBWE 12:303. 

47 DBWE 12:303. 

48 DBWE 12:303. 

49 DBWE 12:305. 

50 DBWE 12:305. 
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death. Now the question “Who are you?” is a question that can no longer be avoided. The 

question “stands alive forever, over and around and within humankind.”51 The human 

may still fight against the Word, but against the One who is resurrected, the human being 

has no power of escape. Instead, the one who first posed the question is now the one who 

stands convicted. 

The quest for Christological knowledge takes a disconcerting turn, for suddenly 

the interrogator finds herself in the position of being interrogated by the One she cannot 

avoid. The question of “who are you?” demands a response. The time and place has come 

to stand face to face with Christ. Christ addresses the interrogator: “Do you live in the 

truth, so you can ask it? Who are you, you who can only ask about me because you have 

been justified and received grace through me?”52 Only in the hearing of this question can 

the Christological question be definitively constructed, and only in reference to God, can 

human beings know who they are. 

With this posture established, it is important to emphasize that the “who” question 

cannot be answered by human beings. With Bonhoeffer’s critique of Kant’s account of 

the boundaries of knowledge in mind, here he clarifies the boundary at which the 

interrogator now finds herself: “Even existence cannot provide the answer, because the 

existence of a human being cannot go beyond its own limits but remains entirely within 

its own frame of reference and mirrors itself to itself.”53 

                                                
51 DBWE 12:305. 

52 DBWE 12:305. 

53 DBWE 12:305.  
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Paralleling the argument he made in Act and Being regarding the nature of faith, 

here Bonhoeffer tells his students that the only true way that humankind can even be 

capable of asking the “who” question is in the case in which the answer has already been 

revealed.54 “And this in turn means that the Christological question can only be asked, as 

a scholarly question, within the sphere of the church, and the prerequisite for it is the fact 

that Christ’s claim to be the Word of God is just a claim.”55 Picking up threads he began 

to develop in his earlier dissertations, Bonhoeffer asserts that there can be no blind search 

for God. Humankind is only capable of searching for that which has already been 

found.56 The task of the human logos is to understand the question as it is given. The 

questions “what” and “how” seek to get behind Christ’s claim. They are attempts, 

according to Bonhoeffer, to ground our knowledge on our own. In these attempts, we are 

ourselves attempting to be God-like, when in reality, all that we can know or say about 

God is given to us through God’s revelation. 

As revelation, the encounter with Jesus is different than any other encounter. It 

may be the case that in our education we encounter important figures like Goethe or 

Socrates.57 They may help aid our thinking or understanding. But the encounter with 

54 DBWE 2:117. 

55 DBWE 12:303. In the introduction to Creation and Fall, John de Gruchy argues that during the 
early months of 1933, we begin to see a change in Bonhoeffer’s theology. Specifically, de Gruchy notes 
that Bonhoeffer moves away from talking about ecclesiology to Christology (DBWE 3:10). However, what 
should be made clear by reading Bonhoeffer’s Christology lectures given during this time, specifically on 
his argument here, is that Bonhoeffer’s Christology presupposes ecclesiology. These are inextricably 
connected. 

56 Recall that in Act and Being, Bonhoeffer noted the historical continuity that the church offered 
as an important feature of the perpetual and yet contingent nature of God’s revelation entering space and 
time. DBWE 2:113. 

57 DBWE 12:306. 
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Jesus has to do with death, salvation and damnation. Only in the church can such a claim 

be made. Throughout generations, the encounter with Jesus has been codified in different 

ways. But these codifications derail the fundamental question: 

Here in the end we also have the question, “Who are you really?” So Jesus Christ 
passes through our time, through different stations and occupations in life, always 
being asked anew, “Who are you?” and yet always, when some person is aware of 
having confronted this question, being killed anew. These are all attempts to be 
finished with Christ. Even theologians do the same. Everywhere the Son of man is 
betrayed with the kiss of Judas. Wanting to be finished with Christ means that 
now and then we kill him, crucify him, commit shameful acts against him, kneel 
before him with the scornful and say, “Greetings, Rabbi!”58 

Returning once again to the framing role of silence, Bonhoeffer emphasizes that 

knowledge of God through Jesus Christ must therefore begin in silence and prayer. We 

do not begin the conversation, but only respond to that which has been given to us. We 

did not create the Word, but rather the Word is that which is given to us. The temptation 

to ground knowledge within the self, to shift from actus directus to actus reflexus, is 

constant. It is a violent move that desires self-preservation at the expense of the death of 

the other. Within the church, the community built on faith in the Who that is Christ, the 

possibility of knowledge derived from encounter occurs. Academics who desire to master 

the question of Christology any other way are none other than Judas. 

The Person and Work of Christ: Framing the “Who” 

In his lecture, Bonhoeffer first established the importance of the sound grammar 

of Christology by clarifying the proper form of its questions. Next, he turns to the 

question of the order of knowledge that Christology entails. The proper order of 

knowledge further frames the proper form of Christology. Because the study of 

                                                
58 DBWE 12:307. 
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Christology cannot begin with “what” or “how,” the study of Christology cannot begin 

with questions of soteriology. He argues that this is the mistake that Luther’s great friend 

Phillip Melanchthon made back in the sixteenth century, and it is a mistake that trickled 

all the way down to Schleiermacher. As we will come to see more clearly in Chapter 

Five, this mistake has proven disastrous for the Church. If Christ is known only by his 

works, then we approach Christ not in encounter, but as an object of study. Christology 

becomes superfluous.59 

Rather, the order of knowledge must be reversed. Following Luther, who claimed 

that everything depends on whether someone is a good person, Bonhoeffer notes that we 

are not capable of truly determining whether or not our works are good or bad. Again, 

with this claim, Bonhoeffer returns to the distinction he made in Sanctorum Communio 

between knowing others and acknowledging others.60 Even if the works are good, that 

does not mean that the person is good. Works can appear good, but still be the work of 

the devil, who clothes himself as the angel of light. Luther, then, was right to say that we 

must judge the works of a person through the person himself. “There is no access to the 

59 DBWE 12:308. Philip Melanchthon made the claim that to know God is to know his benefits. 
See Robert Jenson, Systematic Theology, vol 1. 51.Bonhoeffer makes a similar observation of the 
theological landscape in the United States. In a reflection paper he had to write in response to his year 
studying at Union Theological Seminary, he noted that at Union, “questions such as the Kantian question of 
epistemology are ‘nonsense’; they are not problems at all because they do not advance life. Truth is not 
‘valid,’ but rather ‘works,’ and that is its criterion.” The benefit of this in Bonhoeffer’s estimation is that 
“thinking and living take place visibly here in very close proximity,” with the result that “theology no 
longer runs the risk of speaking in an unengaged manner about God.” However, it also means that “God, 
too, is not valid truth, but rather ‘effective’ truth, that is, he is either active in the processes of human life or 
he ‘is’ not at all.” Bonhoeffer notes that while this might sound similar to Luther’s account of 
transcendence, it is essentially different because at Union “the active God must first be confirmed by the 
‘usefulness’ of his activity with regard to human beings in order to be true, and second, insofar as God 
enters to such an extent into his own activity that it is only within that very activity that he actually grows.” 
Bonhoeffer concludes that “the German is now able to understand why modern Americans have absolutely 
no understanding for Pauline and Lutheran Christianity. They are not only the purest Pelagians but also 
adherents of Protagoras.” DBWE 10:311. 

60 DBWE 1:54. 
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human person, other than the person’s decision to reveal himself. I cannot get to another 

person unless that person reveals himself to me.”61 This “revealing” is the event of 

confession and the forgiveness of sins that occurs in the place of the church of Jesus 

Christ.62 

 That the order of the knowledge of Christ does not begin with his works brings us 

to another pressing question. If not by his works, made manifest in our earthly lives, how 

are we to know God? Bonhoeffer lists the mistaken ways that Christ’s works have been 

interpreted and how those misinterpretations have in turn distorted the person of Christ. 

Christ has been described as a hero, a courageous man of true convictions. But, he 

argues, there is no one work in which we can turn and say, “Here for sure, we recognize 

Jesus as the Son of God.” He draws his discourse on knowledge of Christ back to the 

distinction between acknowledging an other and knowing an other. The inherent 

temptation that exists when studying Christology is to ground knowledge of the works of 

Christ within self-knowledge, rather than in relation to the person of Christ. The result of 

such an error is to interpret the meaning of Christ as ordered toward the self, rather than 

ordering the self toward the person of Christ. Therefore, he proposes, what we must 

acknowledge is that the Son of God “entered into the flesh, that he wants to do his work 

within the ambiguity of history, incognito.”63 The proper ordering of knowledge 

disciplines and directs the self’s reasoning capacities. That Christ comes to us incognito 

                                                
61 DBWE 12:309. 

62 Recall that in Sanctorum Communio, Bonhoeffer made the case that the capacity to expose 
oneself to scrutiny through the act of confession is a crucial component of an interdependent human 
community. The opening of the humankind, one to another through forgiveness is constitutive of Christ-
existing-as-community. DBWE 1:176. 

63 DBWE 12:309. 
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reveals two truths: We cannot draw conclusions about a person from her works, and 

second, because Jesus, in the flesh and history, is God, direct conclusions about God on 

the basis of history alone are never possible.64 The only pathway to knowledge of God is 

in the place of encounter. Only through Christ’s own revelation are his person and works 

open to me. 

“In this way, the Christological question is shown to have theological priority 

over the soteriological question. I must first know who it is who does something before I 

can know what it is that the person has done.”65 We cannot conclude, however, that the 

work and the person of Christ can be separated. What Bonhoeffer is describing here is not 

the real relation between a person and his works, but rather how human knowledge about 

such things works. “For the theological question by nature can only be asked of Christ in 

his whole being. It is the Christ of history, the whole Christ, whom we ask and who 

answers.”66 Christology does not ask what Christ has done, but rather who Christ is. 

By carefully denoting the stakes of Christological grammar, clarifying the form of 

its questions and rightly sequencing yet not separating the order of knowledge, 

Bonhoeffer can now enter into the heart of the question of Christology: “Who are you?” 

He does so by dividing this question into two parts: “Who is the Present Christ?” and the 

“Who is the Historical Christ?” By so doing, Bonhoeffer will expand his consideration of 

the bodily implications of encounter with Christ, as such encounters occur in both place 

and time. 

64 DBWE 12:310. We will explore this claim more deeply in Chapter Five. 

65 DBWE 12:310. Italics added. 

66 DBWE 12:310. 
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The Present Christ 

Bonhoeffer begins his examination of Christ with the first question: “Who is the 

Present Christ?” While it may initially appear counterintuitive to begin with the Present 

Christ, as opposed to the Historical Christ, Bonhoeffer intentionally begins with the 

question of the Present Christ to first locate our encounter in the historical reality of the 

present. Christ, Crucified and Risen, is present in history now. He is present in his person, 

in the Church. The proclamation of the gospel and the sacraments carried out in the 

Church make it possible to ask questions of the person of Christ so that we might know 

him. However, according to Bonhoeffer, this possibility of knowing Christ in the church 

has become confused in two particular ways. One misconception regarding the presence 

of the Person of Christ is the idea that Christ is present in the influence that emanates 

from him, an influence that extends into the Church community.67 This would mean that 

it is not Christ himself who is present, but rather a Christ that is a kind of energy in 

history that is never lost, but continues to communicate itself. Here Christ is depicted in a 

“cause and effect” way. The question asked in this misconceived approach is, “What is 

the cause of Christ?” Christ is the cause, our life in the Church is the effect. 

 The presumption of cause and effect is a common error in Christology. Christ is 

seen only in terms of his influence in history.68 Christ is present as a power, but not a 

living person. Christ is known through his work, not in terms of his person. This “power” 

                                                
67 To this point Bonhoeffer has Schleiermacher in mind. See Christian Faith 88:364-65. 

Schleiermacher describes the communication of the “sinless perfection” of Jesus as an “experience…made 
up of two elements,” “one of which belongs to the personal consciousness and the other to the common 
consciousness.” The first he sees as the effect of the community’s image of Christ on the individual. The 
second is the “impulse” toward perfection coming from the historical life of the community. Cited in 
DBWE 12:311 fn 27. 

68 DBWE 12:311 
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can be understood historically or as an image of the ideal human being “shining forth 

anew, that is, as ideational power.”69 The first possibility reduces Christ to his temporal 

character, the second to his spatial character, but neither considers Christ in the fullness 

of time and space. Thus, these two alternative understandings of Christ err in the form of 

the question: they ask what or how, but not who. Further, these views of Christ’s 

presence do not take into consideration the resurrection of Christ. Instead, Jesus is seen as 

dead and gone, influencing us today the same way Socrates or Goethe might influence 

us.70 Lacking an account of the resurrection, they mistake the kind of knowledge humans 

have and may have, failing to take into account that knowledge of God cannot be 

extracted from the particularities of both time and space. 

That Christ is truly present to us, in time and space, compels us to say that Jesus is 

both wholly human and wholly God. As Bonhoeffer has shown, we must distinguish an 

order of knowledge, but without separation. To prioritize one of these claims over the 

other would be to deny both Christ’s wholeness and Christ’s presence. It is impossible to 

ask how the human Jesus can be simultaneously present to each of us, because the 

humanity of Jesus does not exist in isolation from his divinity.71 Likewise it is impossible 

to ask how God can enter into time—“as if such an isolated God could exist!”72 The only 

69 DBWE 12:311. 

70 DBWE 12:312. 

71 This claim should remind us again of Bonhoeffer’s account of the relations between human 
beings in Sanctorum Communio. There he made clear that humankind in its structure is relational. There is 
no self without an other. Likewise, regarding the humanity and divinity of Christ, the two, while distinct, 
are not separable. See DBWE 1:79. 

72 DBWE 12:313. 
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question that is comprehensible in light of such incomprehensible claims is: “Who is 

present? Who is with us here and now?” The answer is: “the human-God Jesus.” 

 The starting point of Christology for Bonhoeffer must be the God-human. “Time 

and space determine not only the humanity of Christ but also his divinity.”73 The question 

at hand is not what the relationship is between Christ’s humanity and divinity. Rather, the 

question at hand is what is the relation of the God-human, as revealed in Christ, to us, the 

Church? Questions of grammar, form, and order now lead to the question of time and 

place: when and where are these questions asked and answered? 

Drawing from themes he developed in Sanctorum Communio and Act and Being, 

Bonhoeffer turns with greater attention to the question of place. The relation of the God-

man to the church is the “pro-me” structure. “The being of Christ’s person is essentially 

relatedness to me. His “being-Christ” is “being-for-me.” He again clarifies that this pro-

me structure is not to be understood as an effect that issues from Christ or as a form that 

he assumes incidentally, but is to be understood as the being of his very person.74 It is an 

ontological claim. “I can never think of Jesus Christ in his being-in-himself, but only in 

his relatedness to me.”75 In turn, this means that I can only think of Christ “in terms of 

existential relationship to him and, at the same time, only within the church-

community.”76 In the pro-me structure of Christ, both the being and works of Christ are 

                                                
73 DBWE 12:313. 

74 To understand the pro-me structure as an effect of Christ’s person would be to commit the same 
theological error Phillip Melanchthon committed. DBWE 12:308. 

75 DBWE 12:314. 

76 DBWE 12:314. 



102 

maintained and sustained in unity.77 “Being-there-for-you comes together with being-

there-for-you. The presence of Christ as the pro-me is his real being-for-me.”78 

The pro-me structure of Christ has three significant implications for the relation of 

Christ with the new humanity: 1) Jesus, as the one who is pro-me, is the beginning, head 

and the firstborn within a large family. This means that we first understand Jesus as a 

historical person. 2) In his pro-me structure, Jesus stands in the stead of his brothers and 

sisters before God. This means that Christ is the new humanity.79 Where the new 

humanity should stand before God, Christ stands instead. This means that Christ is the 

church-community. He is not acting for it, or on its behalf, “but rather as it, in his going 

to the cross, dying, and taking the sins of the church-community upon himself. Thus in 

him the new humanity is crucified and dies.”80 3) The implication here is that because 

Christ acts for the new humanity, he is in the new humanity. In Christ, the new humanity 

is both judged and pardoned.81 

The Form of Christ’s Revelation 

Having established the relational structure of Christ’s being, and thus our being, 

Bonhoeffer can now turn to the “form” in which Christ responds to the question “Who 

are you?” Christ comes to us as Word, sacrament, and church-community. Because we 

77 DBWE 12:315. 

78 DBWE 12:315. Italics original. 

79 Recall from Chapter Two the distinction between the Body of Christ and the nature of the body 
of the Leviathan. The mediating Christ as head of the body makes possible the constitutive relations 
between the members of Christ’s body in a dynamic, historical way. 

80 DBWE 12:315. 

81 DBWE 12:315. 
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confess that Christ is the Word, we say that Christ as Word is the truth. Truth is only in 

and through the Word. Spirit [Geist] is not power, action, or feeling, but rather Spirit is 

the Word.82 God has full freedom to choose other ways of self-revelation, but God desires 

to reveal himself in the Word. This Word of God never changes, for change is not the 

way of God. 

 That the form of God comes to us in Word means that God is not an idea, but 

rather a spoken word to us.83 The word as idea remains essentially within itself, but the 

word in the form of address is only possible as word between two persons, as speaking 

and response, responsibility.”84 Because the Word is not an idea but an encounter, the 

Word is not timeless, but meets us in historical time. Countering the fundamental 

assumptions of Schleiermacher, Bonhoeffer goes on to argue, “Thus it is not generally 

accessible to anyone at any time but rather happens there where it is spoken to someone 

by another. This word is wholly subject to the freedom of the one who speaks.”85 We 

cannot control or manage the Word spoken to us, but as Word spoken, we can know that 

the Word desires community. Because this Word that seeks community is also the truth, 

                                                
82 Bonhoeffer approaches this claim in the Christology lectures in an almost therapeutic sense 

(therapeutic in a Wittgenstinian sense). We are constantly tempted to ask the wrong kinds of questions, or 
seek wrong forms of knowledge in our attempts to know God. Knowledge of God, in our finitude, comes in 
the Revelation of God through Jesus Christ. This claim stands in stark contrast to Protestant liberal 
theology. For example, Schleiermacher’s provides an account of access to God via Geist-- the Spirit of 
God. This spirit seems to be accessible to us, when we seek it. Such an account of the spirit of God is, in 
Bonhoeffer’s eyes, idolatrous, linking God with our pre-conditions and presuppositions that in reality place 
US, not God at the center of existence. The Holy Spirit is not absent from Bonhoeffer’s account of God. 
From the very beginning, in his first dissertation till the end, the Holy Spirit plays a central role in 
Bonhoeffer’s theology. The priority of Christology here is in direct response to the theological and political 
idolatry that is based on this account of spirit that is shaping German life in the 1930s. 

83 DBWE 12:316. 

84 DBWE 12:316. 

85 DBWE 12:316. 
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it can speak to us in community only by bringing us into the truth. “Truth here is 

something that takes place between two persons, not something eternally at rest within 

itself. Truth happens only in community between two persons.”86 

Bonhoeffer makes the case that speech is not mere description, but, as Williams 

says, speech “involves ascribing to what we are talking about a coherent ‘life’ with 

continuity over time and interweaving with other lives.”87 Truth telling is broader than 

the manifestation of what is the case; instead, it is more of a “verbal performance.”88 

Performance attends to the context (the place, time, who else is present) within which one 

is situated. It is a performance that leaves open the possibility that in the encounter with 

the other we may find difficulties about what can be said, and acknowledge that this 

confrontation may uncover things we did not know or did not seek to know.89 Because 

this is the case, Christ as Word of God means Christ is not timelessly accessible to us as a 

universal idea. Rather, Christ is truth breaking into a concrete moment, as God’s speaking 

to us. He is the Word that is heard. Christ as Word reveals both the contingent nature of 

God’s revelation and God’s commitment to humankind.90 

It is along these lines that Christ as Sacrament must be understood. The sacrament 

is the Word of God, because it proclaims the Gospel. The sacraments are not wordless, 

but rather are made holy by the Word, that which must be present for it to be represented. 

As truth-telling exists in community between persons, the sacrament exists as the Word 

86 DBWE 12:317. 

87 Williams, Edge of Words, 42. 

88 Ibid. 

89 Ibid., 85. 

90 See also Bonhoeffer’s essay, “What Does it Mean to Tell the Truth?” DBWE 16:601-08. 
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in bodily form. Sacraments, in the form of nature, engage us in our nature. 91 Because 

creation is fallen, the natural world is no longer a transparent world. And, therefore, not 

all of creation is sacrament. Rather, sacrament occurs when God speaks and gives an 

element its name. Through this speaking, the element becomes what it is. This is what 

occurs in the Lord’s Supper. “God hallows the elements of bread and wine by speaking 

the divine word.”92 The name spoken in the hallowing of the elements is Jesus Christ. By 

giving this Word, God binds himself to the sacrament. Therefore, the God-human Jesus 

Christ is present in the sacrament. 

 Not everything becomes sacrament. The sacraments are uniquely significant 

because they were actions instituted by Christ as gift. The sacraments are not symbols, 

but the Word of God. Significantly, this means that the “sacraments do not mean 

something, but rather, they are something.”93 The sacraments are not a second becoming-

human of God. Here we are directed back to the question Bonhoeffer raised before: 

Christology is not the asking about the union of humanity and divinity in Christ, but 

rather our encounter with the God-human who is present to us “in his humiliated state.”94 

                                                
91 According to Williams, when Christians join in a celebration of the Eucharist, they allow 

themselves to be interrogated by the story of Christ’s self-sacrifice, to be questioned as to whether their 
present lives are recognizably linked with Christ’s and to be reconnected with the story of Christ’s death 
and resurrection by the renewing gift of the Holy Spirit. “So the awareness here and now of how my life is 
unfolding, and my reflection on what I am going to put ‘out there’ in linguistic exchange to be recognized 
and responded to is confronted and enhanced by a story whose form is already fixed: a story which has 
happened in such a way that my present options are extended or altered. Effective ritual is a matter of 
holding myself to account, not of retreating to a comforting alternative time-track in which everything is 
resolved” Edge of Words, 85. 

92 DBWE 12:319. 

93 DBWE 12:319. Italics Original. 

94 DBWE 12:320. 
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According to Bonhoeffer, because the wrong questions were asked regarding 

Christ, Protestant theology is left with a myriad of problems. Here, he even critiques 

Luther’s notion of the ubiquity of the Body of Christ as a failure to understand Christ’s 

presence as Christ’s way of being. Luther’s ubiquity of the Body addresses the “how” 

question rather than the “who” question. So too does Schleiermacher’s theology, “in 

which the content is measured and conformed to the form of the ‘how’ question.”95 

Christ’s presence in the sacrament is not a characteristic of Christ, or a desire of Christ, 

but rather the way that Christ exists. “Is it not an incidental aspect of his God-human 

substance, but rather his existence is a humiliated existence. There is no distinction 

between the Christ who is present in and through the Word and the Christ who is present 

in and through the sacrament.”96 In the sacrament, Christ exists with us in bodily form. 

Christ is “by our side as a creature,” as our brother among brothers and sisters. As the 

sacrament, “he is the restored creation.” He is the “new creature.” “Because he is the new 

creature in the bread and wine, therefore bread and wine are the new creation.”97 The 

bread and wine become the new food for new creation. They do not exist for their own 

good, but exist for us. “This being-for-the-person is their being newly created.”98 The 

question “how is this done?” must be transformed to the question: “who is the one who 

does this?” “And the answer is the historical, crucified, resurrected, heaven-ascended 

Jesus of Nazareth, the God-human” who is revealed to us as a brother, and our Lord, 

95 DBWE 12:322. Bonhoeffer here is apparently drawing upon Schleiermacher’s criticism of 
traditional Christological formulations (see, for example, Christian Faith, 96, 1-3, and on the communicatio 
idiomatum, 97.5). 

96 DBWE 12:322. 

97 DBWE 12:322. 

98 DBWE 12:322. 
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“creature and creation.”99 The presence of Christ in the sacraments is thus rightly 

understood by attending to Bonhoeffer’s Christological schema: clarifying grammar, 

attending to the form of the question, distinguishing the order of knowledge without 

separating the being of Christ himself, and finally remembering how that knowledge 

comes to us through the sacraments in the Church. 

 As Bonhoeffer has established the form of the crucified and risen Christ’s 

presence as Word and Sacrament, so follows his thinking of Christ present as Church-

community. Both the Word and the sacrament are present in the Church-community. 

Between Christ’s ascension and his second coming, the form Christ takes is the Church-

community. The Church is not simply the image of Christ, the Church-community is the 

body of Christ: “The concept of the body as applied to the Church-community is not a 

functional concept referring to the members, but is instead a concept of the way in which 

the Christ exists who is present, exalted, and humiliated.”100 

The Place of Christ: An Ontological Claim 

The question of “who,” Bonhoeffer believes, also entails the question of “where.” 

The question of “where” is not like the “what” or “how” questions that lead to error. 

Rather, the question of “where” fits within the question of “who.” Because the “where 

structure” of Christ can be demonstrated, it reveals that the manner of Christ’s existence 

as the risen Lord occurs in time and space.101 “Where does he stand? For me, he stands in 

my place, where I should be standing. He stands there because I cannot, that is, he stands 
                                                

99 DBWE 12:322. 

100 DBWE 12:323. This claim will be a central argument for Chapter Five. 

101 DBWE 12:324. 
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at the boundary of my existence and nevertheless in my place.”102 Christ’s “where” 

reveals that there is a boundary I cannot cross that exists between the self that I am and 

the self I ought to be. This boundary between the old and new self exists in the center, 

“between myself and me.”103 Christ, as this limit, therefore exists in the center of human 

existence that I have now regained. “Thus it is important that we human beings, in 

recognizing that our limit is in Christ, at the same time see that in this limit we have 

found our new center.”104 Christ, who is the boundary at my center is also the One who is 

present in the Church as Word and sacrament. If this question of “where” is brought back 

to the question of “who,” we find that Christ, the one who is “being-there pro-me,” is the 

mediator [mittler]. This is both Christ’s nature and Christ’s way of existing. 

To say that Christ is the center of our existence is not a psychological claim, but 

rather an ontological claim.105 Christ as our center does not refer to our personality, but 

rather points to who we are as persons before God. Because we live in a fallen world, our 

center is also our boundary. We stand between the law we have been given and our 

inability to fulfill the law. Christ as the center is the fulfillment of the law. Christ as limit 

does not mean that he is only the end of our existence (our eschatological limit), but he is 

also the beginning of our new existence as Christ-existing-as-community. Christ is both 

102 DBWE 12:324. 

103 As Bonhoeffer argues in Sanctorum Communio, this is the conundrum humankind finds itself 
in following Kant’s account of boundaries. The line between ‘ought’ and ‘is’ divides us right down the 
center. DBWE 1:45. 

104 DBWE 12:324. The notion of ‘boundary’ (Grenze) used here is repeated in his lectures on 
Creation and Sin which will be examined in the next chapter. As the editors of DBWE 12 explain, “The 
German word Grenze can mean “limit” (or “limitation”) and “boundary,” i.e., it can describe the line of 
demarcation between two entitities or the limits on those entities as they encounter this boundary. In the 
following passages the word is used in both ways.” DBWE 12:264, fn 2. 

105 DBWE 12:324. 
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our judgment and our justification. Christ’s ontological structure is being-there-for-

humankind. 

Christ is also “being-there for history.” This ontological claim reveals to us that 

history itself lives between promise and fulfillment. “History carries a promise for us, 

that of becoming God’s people, and also the promise of the Messiah…. History lives 

toward the fulfillment of this promise alone; this means history is essentially messianic 

history. The meaning of history is nothing other than the coming of the Messiah.”106 

However, just as the individual finds its boundary between the law and fulfillment, so 

history finds itself in the same place. Bonhoeffer’s argument here makes a critical move. 

He writes: “History wants to glorify itself in the Messiah. History is struggling [toward] 

the impossible fulfillment of a degenerate promise. History knows about its messianic 

destiny but is defeated by it.”107 The only place where such a claim about history makes 

sense is when history works against the messianic promise. The Messiah is not the 

preexisting center in the midst of history’s space, “but is and must be the hidden center of 

history put there by God. Thus Israel stands alone among nations with its prophetic hope. 

Thus Israel becomes the place where God fulfills this promise.”108 The story of God’s 

way in the world is the story of Israel. Israel is not an example of God’s way in history, it 

is the way. 

This is an entirely different premise of messianic history than what the NSDAP 

was proclaiming broadly as Bonhoeffer was delivering these lectures. This account will 

                                                
106 DBWE 12:325. 

107 DBWE 12:325. 

108 DBWE 12:325. 
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be explored more fully in Chapters Four and Five. One foundational component of the 

meaning of history within the NSDAP was a stark divide between good and evil, light 

and darkness, and purity and corruption. Rising within this worldview in Germany was 

an increasing sense that Germany herself had received a messianic task for the world on 

the side of the good.109 His understanding of Christ as the center of history entails that in 

Christ, “the messianic expectation of history is crushed as well as fulfilled.”110 The 

fulfillment of Israel’s history is hidden. Indeed, the Messiah is not coming, but has 

already truly come. The meaning of history is not a conquering rule, but “an event that 

takes place in the deepest desolation of human life, on the cross. History finds its 

meaning in the humiliation of Christ.”111 Every other kind of claim that history might 

make is destroyed in light of the cross. At the cross, history encounters its boundary. This 

boundary of history, like the boundary of the individual, is also the center of history. “In 

this way also, Christ is here seen to be the limit and center of history’s being.”112 Christ, 

as mediator, stands in history’s stead before God. 

109 The world-view of the völkisch movement that was rapidly gaining ground in Germany was 
characterized by a marked ethical dualism. Purity and corruption were constantly at battle with one another. 
According to the beliefs of this movement, the German Volk were called to fight these battles, and were 
indeed capable of bringing about the battle for the world on the side of the good. In the decades leading up 
to Hitler, this world-view had gained more notoriety with the adoption of racial dogma. The good and evil 
principles were attached to race, with the Aryan race on the side of good and the Jewish race on the side of 
evil. In 1920, Max Robert Gerstenhauer, a völkisch theoretician, expressed the relationship in these terms: 
“Racial dogma has become the scientific biological foundation of the nationalist idea, and the results of the 
latest biological research completely confirm the traditional, familiar views of the nationalists—that the 
Volk are an entity created by blood…” Scholder, The Churches and the Third Reich, 101. For an in-depth 
look at the development of the theological and political framework of the NSDAP, see The Churches and 
the Third Reich, vol. 1, 74–87. The role of race and its relationship to Christian doctrine will be explored in 
Chapter Five. 

110 DBWE 12:325. 

111 DBWE 12:325. 

112 DBWE 12:327. 
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Building on these premises, Bonhoeffer turns to the third ontological claim 

regarding the place of Christ: Christ is the Center of Nature. Because Christ is the new 

creation, all other creation is old in light of him. Originally, nature was created to both be 

and proclaim God’s word (like the sacraments proclaim God’s word). However, nature 

became the subject of God’s curse when Adam sinned. Because nature is now cursed, it 

is “dumb, in servitude, not free, a creature in subjection, a guilty creature that has lost its 

freedom, a creature awaiting a new freedom with eager longing.”113 The boundary of 

creation rests between its servitude and its liberation, between its servitude and its 

redemption. “Nature will receive its freedom not through reconciliation but through 

redemption.”114 

Bonhoeffer’s distinction between the terms “redemption” and “reconciliation” is 

one worth exploring more deeply. Reconciliation assumes that two creatures, which had 

previously existed in a separated manner because of broken relations, could once again be 

joined together. Redemption points to a different ontological structure. In broken or 

disordered relations, the two creatures still exist in relation, but in such a way that the 

damage of broken relations continues to harm the creatures. Because of the relational 

structure of creatures, there is no escaping or avoiding the harm occurring in broken 

relations. Thus, it is not a matter of bringing separate creatures back together in 

                                                
113 DBWE 12:327. Bonhoeffer makes a parallel claim in Creation and Fall. See DBWE 3:67. The 

loss of creation will be examined in Chapter Five. 

114 DBWE 12:327. 
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reconciliation, but rather is a matter of healing and making new the violent relations that 

are already unfolding.115 

According to Bonhoeffer, redemption of creation takes place in the sacraments. 

Through the sacraments, the old creation is set free from the damaging relation of 

servitude and receives freedom. The redemption of creation that occurs is redemption 

from despair into hope. “In this enslaved creation a sign is set up in which the elements of 

the old creation become the elements of the new creation…. to the extent that they are set 

free from their dumb condition, from their interpretation by humankind.”116 The 

sacramental elements, broken elements now broken as Christ’s body, are free. Because 

they are free, they speak themselves and say what they are. Only in the sacrament—

Christ the mediator—can the elements of nature speak. 

The question of the “where structure” of Christ reveals that attempts to know 

Christ can never be abstracted from the ‘here’ of the present. Christ is mediator in a 

threefold way: 1) being-there for humankind; 2) being-there for history; 3) being-there 

for nature.117 These three modes of being are inseparable from one another. To speak of 

human existence is to speak of nature and of history. Likewise, to speak of history is to 

speak of humankind and of nature. Christ is the precise place where all of the old, fallen 

world ends and the new world of God begin.118 

115 Willie Jennings alludes to this distinction in the introduction to his book The Christian 
Imagination, 9-11. 

116 DBWE 12:327. 

117 DBWE 12:324. 

118 DBWE 12:327. 
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The Historical Christ 

In the second part of his Christology lectures Bonhoeffer turns from a locational 

examination of Christ’s presence and instead turns to examine the historicity of Christ, or 

the “historical Christ.” Christ is and was historical, for if he were not, then we would 

have to agree with Paul who said that our faith would be in vain.119 To examine the 

historical nature of Christ, Bonhoeffer will take two approaches. First, he will examine 

the “quest for the historical Jesus” wrought by Protestant liberal scholarship. In 

Bonhoeffer’s estimation, the quest for the historical Jesus is a project that has failed. By 

the very nature of its task, it has cancelled itself out. However, by failing, the quest for 

the historical Jesus has paradoxically given us something constructive to say about 

Christology. Second, Bonhoeffer will turn to Patristic sources of theology, focusing in on 

the first four ecumenical councils, and specifically the important role of the Council of 

Chalcedon (451) for our understanding of the historical nature of Christ. The councils too 

have a “cancelling of self” effect. But, as Bonhoeffer notes, unlike Protestant liberal 

theology, this was always the task of the Councils. Chalcedon helps us return to the 

proper question regarding the person of Christ, and moreover, clarifies the heretical 

implications that come from asking the wrong questions. 

Access to the Historical Christ: The Quest for the Historical Jesus 

Protestant liberal scholarship took on the project of making the distinction 

between the Jesus of the Synoptic Gospels and the Christ of Paul. Bonhoeffer argues that 

in spite of itself, Protestant liberal theology leading up to 1900 does a great service to 

                                                
119 DBWE 12:328. Bonhoeffer here is referring to Paul’s comments in I Cor. 15:17. “And if Christ 

has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins.” 
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dogmatic theology by “emphatically confirming” the necessity of dogma. It undermines 

its own conclusion and nullifies itself. “Liberal theology stands and falls, first of all, by 

its distinction between Jesus and Christ.”120 According to liberal theology, Christ is 

simply the Jesus who is idolized by the church-community, not Christ in his own being. 

That is, Jesus is the Christ based on the effect he has on others. 

While Protestant liberal scholarship was supposed to locate the historical (non-

dogmatic Christ) Jesus, the desired goal was not achieved. It soon became apparent that it 

was not possible to write “a historically credible biography of Jesus.”121 The central 

problem of the project was that the available “historical sources” were writers who drew 

from the church-communities who confessed Jesus as the Christ. The ending of this 

scholarly task has two important implications for Christology: negatively, the project 

come to fruition undermines its own presupposition, the possibility that Jesus is someone 

other than the Christ. Positively, the implications are such that from now on the New 

Testament can only be properly interpreted in an historical sense if it is first 

acknowledged that Jesus of Nazareth is the Lord whom the Church confesses.122 What 

historical scholarship sought to divide was, against its own will, united. History affirms 

that Jesus is the Christ. 

In light of this discovery by Protestant liberal scholarship, a new question 

emerges: Given that the history of Christ’s life depends upon dogma, does dogma depend 

upon history? What would become of our faith in Christ if historians were, at some later 

120 DBWE 12:328. 

121 DBWE 12:328. Bonhoeffer refers to Albert Scwheitzer’s comments along these lines in his 
Quest of the Historical Jesus and William Wrede’s Messianic Secret. 

122 DBWE 12:329. 
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point in time, capable of disproving the historicity of Jesus? In other words, how can 

dogma be certain of its historical truth? Bonhoeffer responds to these questions first in a 

historiographical manner, noting that the developments in historiography show us that 

good research never considers any individual fact as an absolute. “Never does everything 

depend on one fact alone. Every individual fact preserves an element of chance.”123 

Further, historical interpretation cannot be proven absolutely with historical scholarship. 

However, equally important, if Jesus was not a historical person, then “the church and 

our faith are damned.”124 

Historical research cannot absolutely deny a fact just as it cannot absolutely 

affirm one. We cannot have absolute certainty about any historical fact in and of itself. 

Here is the paradox of the quest for the historical Jesus. Only for the church (not the 

academy) does the absolute certainty of the historicity of Jesus matter. Indeed, the 

historicity of Jesus is constitutive of the church. The historical fact of Jesus “is not in the 

preterite [e.g. occurring in the past], but rather the present tense; that precisely that which 

happens by chance is the absolute, that precisely the past is that which is present; that the 

historical is that which is simultaneously here and now.”125 The assertion that the 

historical Christ is present in contingent reality of the present is not verified with 

scholarly certitude, but only through faith in the miracle that God resurrected Jesus from 

the dead. Therefore, the historicity of Jesus entails both faith and history. 

                                                
123 DBWE 12:330 

124 DBWE 12:330. 

125 DBWE 12:330. 
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Bonhoeffer on Chalcedon: Locating the “No” of Christ 

With the church established as the only context in which the question “Who?” can 

be asked, Bonhoeffer turns to the church’s historical and dogmatic understanding of 

Christology as articulated in the early ecumenical councils culminating at Chalcedon in 

451. Bonhoeffer sees the work of the early ecumenical councils as the work of 

establishing the negative task of Christology. Trouble and temptation emerged for the 

church throughout history when individuals attempted to articulate positive Christology 

on their own. In isolation, positive talk about God goes awry.126 Bonhoeffer’s observation 

here could be understood as a not-so-subtle rebuke of the Nazi’s “Positive Christianity” 

campaign. 

Positive Christianity was a platform quickly gaining momentum throughout 

Germany as a means by which the church could join forces with the Nazi party. The 

premise of this campaign can be found in the work of Emanuel Hirsch, whose theology 

will be a central thread of my examination of Bonhoeffer’s Creation and Fall. One of 

Hirsch’s fundamental claims was that it is possible to locate “God’s real intention for 

creation out of the formative and creative forces of history.”127 That is, echoing 

Melanchthon’s premise, God’s identity is discernible through God’s works in the world. 

Hirsch embodied the very danger regarding this premise that Bonhoeffer mapped in his 

Christology lectures. The trajectory of Hirsch’s discernment of God’s actions in the 

world culminated in what it meant for his own self-identity, or in this case, what God’s 

126 DBWE 12:332. 

127 E. Hirsch, Deutschlands Schicksal: Staat, Volk und Menschheit im Lichte einer ethicschen 
Geschichtsansicht (Gottingen: Gottingen, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1925). Quoted in Scholder, The 
Churches and the Third Reich, vol. 1, 183. 
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actions meant for the Nazi party. Hirsch combined this ability to discern the work of God 

in the world with a nationalism that located God’s work unfolding through the Nazi 

political order. Hirsch proclaimed that this union of God with the political order would 

restore the moral order of Germany, and in turn, reignite Christianity in Germany. With 

Christianity reignited, Germany would arise to achieve its God-ordained destiny. “There 

is no other way to inscribe sacrifice for state and nation on the hearts of our Volk than by 

awakening faith in the Lord of history who testifies in the conscience that he is alive.” 

Thus, the call for Christians, according to Hirsch, was to say “Yes” to this God whose 

love and action were unfolding before their very eyes within the political developments 

unfolding in Germany. 

In contrast, Bonhoeffer writes that the church must first locate God’s “No” in 

history. “The official church makes critical Christology its business—setting limits, 

issuing negative statements.” In the church, the “No” of God can be located in the 

ecumenical councils. “In the church, the proclamation of the living Christ is always 

taking place alongside the decisions of councils.”128 Bonhoeffer recognizes that in his 

contemporary context, the language of “heresy” no longer exists. Because of this, 

contemporary ecumenical councils are anything but authoritative. However, the concept 

of heresy is necessary for the church, because false doctrine always emerges, and without 

the language of heresy, the church cannot know (positively) what its doctrine is. The 

concept of heresy should be used within the church out of love. “For if I do not speak the 
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truth to my brethren, I am considering them as heathens; if I do speak the truth to them, I 

am doing it out of love.”129 

In particular, the Council of Chalcedon (451) establishes the grammar of orthodox 

Christology. The Council of Chalcedon sets the limit for what cannot be said positively 

about Jesus through its formulation of the doctrine of Christ as God-human, Christ as one 

person with two natures.130 This means that Chalcedon rejects as heretical various 

confusions about the person of Christ. Bonhoeffer will make clear that Chalcedon rejects 

inadequate Christological grammar, and with it, inadequate forms of Christian life. 

Overview of Chalcedon.131 The Definitio fides of Chalcedon (451) states that in 

Jesus Christ, God has become human without ceasing to be God. In so doing, the 

integrity of the human creature he becomes is not compromised.132 Following Chalcedon, 

Jesus is not ‘partly’ human and ‘partly’ divine, but rather fully human and fully divine. 

His divinity is not his ‘real’ self that then assumes an ancillary body. The hypostatic 

129 DBWE 12:332. 

130 DBWE 12:342. 

131 For an overview of the development of the early ecumenical councils, see Robert Wilken, 
Early Christian Thought (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003). The issues that riddled the church 
over the course of the first eight centuries that Bonhoeffer addresses in his Christology lectures are issues 
and questions that we still encounter today. For a broad range of texts that engage with the questions rising 
out of these early debates, see for example Ratzinger-Benedict, Jesus of Nazareth: From the Baptism in the 
Jordan to the Transfiguration trans. Adrian Walker (New York: Doubleday, 2007); Aaron Riches, Ecce 
Homo: On the Divine Unity of Christ (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2016); C. Stephen Evans, ed. 
Exploring Kenotic Christology (Vancouver: Regent College Publishing, 2010); Kathryn Tanner. Jesus, 
Humanity and the Trinity (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001). 

132 “So, following the saintly fathers, we all with one voice teach the confession of… one and the 
same Christ, Son, Lord, only-begotten in two natures, which undergo no confusion, no change, no division, 
no separation; at no point was the difference between the natures taken away through the union, but rather 
the properties of both natures is preserved and comes together into one person and a single subsistent being; 
he is not parted or divided into two persons, but one and the same Son, only-begotten, the divine Logos, the 
Lord Jesus Christ.” 
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union is not a union between divinity and a body, but rather divinity and a full human 

being; that is, a human as body-and-soul unity. There is only one ‘who’ in Jesus. But on 

the level of ‘nature’ (φυσις) the integrity of perfect divinity and perfect humanity are not 

compromised. There are two integral ‘whats’ in Jesus, divinity and humanity, which exist 

without confusion and without change, but in so existing, they exist ‘in’ the singularity of 

the one ‘who’ of Jesus, and so exist in him without division and without separation. With 

this formulation, Chalcedon provides the grammatical limits of the doctrine of the 

‘hypostatic union,’ the unity of full humanity and full divinity in the person of Jesus 

Christ.133 

But what precisely is the relationship between the two ‘whats’ in the ‘who’ of 

Jesus Christ? “According to Chalcedon, the ‘oneness’ of the divinity and humanity in 

Christ does not compromise the integrity of either, but in fact the divinity perfects the 

integrity of Christ’s humanity. This claim has radical implications for the Christian vision 

of how we inhabit the world. If ‘proximity’ to God enhances, and does not weaken the 

integrity of the human ‘difference,’ then the more the human creature is united to God, 

the more the human creature becomes more fully ‘human.’ By contrast, the more the 

human creature is thought to be ontologically ‘separate’ from God, the more her integral 

‘difference’ is compromised. The more the human creature seeks her identity in 

abstraction from God, the more she is actually attempting to realize herself 

problematically ‘like’ God. To the degree that she attempts to realize herself in this way, 
                                                

133 Aaron Riches, Christ the End of Humanism (Dissertation, Unpublished), 1-2. In this section of 
my dissertation, I am indebted to Riches’ articulation of Chalcedon and subsequently what is at stake for 
anthropology. His dissertation is published as Ecce Homo: On the Divine Unity of Christ. See esp. pp. 55-
87. Riches not only offers an elegant articulation of the grammatical limits established at Chalcedon, but 
also offers an important anthropological corrective for recent modern appropriations of Chalcedonian logic 
(especially in the theology of Karl Rahner and Kathryn Tanner). 
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she actually damages her humanity, the perfection of her ‘difference’ in relation to 

God.134 The attempt by humans to achieve self-autonomy from God destroys human 

nature, while communion with God perfects human nature.135 This is the distinction that 

Bonhoeffer offered in Sanctorum Communio and Act and Being between “being-in-

Adam” and “being-in-Christ.” Sin distorts the integrity of humanity while being-in-Christ 

perfects humanity.136 

The logic of the Chalcedonian doctrine of the hypostatic union was meant to 

counter two different teachings prevalent at the time of Chalcedon: Nestorianism and 

Eutychianism. The doctrine of the Definitio fides counters Nestorianism, a teaching 

already condemned at the Council of Ephesus, but still predominant at the time of 

Chalcedon, which emphasizes the duality of Christ’s two natures at the expense of their 

unity. At the same time, the Definitio fides counters the Eutychian move to emphasize the 

unity of Christ’s two natures at the expense of their difference. Aaron Riches has made 

the insightful observation that both views hold the two natures of Christ conceptually as 

parallel to one another, maintaining an inverse ‘relationship’ with one another by which 

‘difference’ is decreased in proportion to the ‘union’ of the two.137 With the Nestorian 

view, the paralleled relation between the human and divine is maintained in Christ by 

undermining the unity of his person,138 while the difference between humanity and 

134 Riches, Christ the End of Humanism, 2. 

135 Riches, Christ the End of Humanism, 2. 

136 DBWE 1:121. 

137 Riches, Christ the End of Humanism, 2. 

138 Thus, Nestorius rejected the term “Theotokos” (God-bearer) in reference to Mary, and instead 
preferred the term “Christokos” (Christ-bearer). 
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divinity is resolved in Eutychianism by the conception of a tertium quid, a third thing 

perfectly ‘one’ yet no longer either fully divine or fully human. While both views hold 

different doctrines of Christ, both hold a similar anthropology; for each, the proximity of 

the divine nature of Christ to his human nature does not enhance Christ’s human nature, 

but rather weakens it.139 Both Eutychianism and Nestorianism require that human nature 

cannot be defined and perfected in communion with God. For Bonhoeffer, this 

anthropological assertion affirms the priority of the epistemological question of 

encounter. Once again, through Chalcedon, we come to see that knowledge of God is 

participatory in nature. 

What heresies such as Nestorianism and Eutychianism mistakenly affirm is that 

the categories of ‘divinity’ and ‘humanity’ must somehow be merged into a coherent 

whole. What is lost here is precisely what Chalcedon is striving to convey—that 

‘divinity’ and ‘humanity’ are radically distinct and qualitatively different categories, 

which cannot be collapsed into one flat package without serious effects for the whole 

understanding of the salvific process.140 The implication of Chalcedon is that salvation of 

humankind occurs in the opening of human nature to the divine nature, so that humanity 

is no longer sealed in upon itself. In the Incarnation, God in His otherness embraces our 

human nature, communicating divinity, and thus healing human nature. 
                                                

139 Riches, Christ the End of Humanism, 2. Sarah Coakley notes that in certain strands of 
contemporary philosophical forays into kenotic theory, a similarly confused anthropological assumption is 
made. Such assumptions, according to Coakley, fail to take into consideration the Trinitarian base of 
Incarnation theory as articulated at Chalcedon. The resulting assumption is either that the Godhead must 
undergo ‘change’ in the Incarnation, or that Jesus must empty himself of the divine properties during the 
period of his earthly life, as the two natures cannot coexist without Christ’s human nature being swallowed 
up in the divine nature. Sarah Coakley. “Does Kenosis Rest on a Mistake?” in C. Stephen Evans, ed., 
Exploring Kenotic Christology: The Self-Emptying God (Vancouver: Regent College Publishing, 2006), 
246-264. 

140 Coakley,” Does Kenosis Rest on a Mistake?” 
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The inward turning of the self away from an encounter with the living Christ is 

what Bonhoeffer articulates as the cor curvum in se. The cor curvum in se, as the fall of 

one’s existence from a relation with God, is sin.141 Avoiding the “who” question is a 

crucial mistake in our attempts to understand Christology. Bonhoeffer’s rejoinder is to 

note that when Christology established in the ecumenical councils is examined from the 

position of “what” or “how” questions, the great insight of the councils is lost.142 By 

rejecting inadequate grammar, Chalcedon rejects inadequate Christological thought-

forms—specifically, what Bonhoeffer describes as “material” thought-forms. The 

transition from questions of ‘How?’ to ‘Who?’ rules out discussion of Jesus Christ in 

terms of abstract natures. As he points out, the concept of ousia is what drove the council 

debates leading up to Chalcedon. This discourse on Christ’s natures proves problematic 

because “it speaks of the nature of God and human nature in the theoretical manner of an 

onlooker, as if these were two material things, normally distinguishable from each other, 

which only come together in Jesus Christ.”143 Chalcedon prohibits discourse that first 

separates Christ’s human and divine natures and then proceeds to asking ‘how’ the two 

material realities come together.144 

Understood as establishing grammatical limits and subsequent thought-forms, 

Chalcedon can be interpreted, so argues Bonhoeffer as, in a sense, cancelling itself out. 

“Chalcedon cancels itself out because it works with the concepts regarding the natures 

141 DBWE 12:229. 

142 This was, in Bonhoeffer’s opinion, the great mistake of Protestant liberalism. Liberal theology 
set out to solve the wrong mystery, which inevitably led it to a heretically docetic understanding of the 
person of Christ. DBWE 12:339.  

143 DBWE 12:352. 

144 DBWE 12:352. 
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and demonstrates that these concepts are inappropriate and heretical forms.”145 The 

Chalcedonian formula is an answer to the ‘how’ question, but it is an answer in which the 

‘how’ question has already been surmounted.” The “how” of Chalcedon directs us to the 

“who.” “We must carry on in this Chalcedonian sense.”146 For Bonhoeffer, the 

importance of Chalcedon is not that it holds together the dialectical tension of opposing, 

direct statements, as it is for Barth.147 Rather, Chalcedon provides the resources to move 

beyond such forms of discourse toward encountering the person of Jesus Christ. 

Positive Christology: The Grammar of Silence 

With the dangers and errors of Christological speech identified, we may once 

again return to the silence with which Bonhoeffer began his lectures. Recall that 

Bonhoeffer said that when approaching the question of Christology we must begin with 

silence. This silence is not “mystagogical prattle,” but rather a silence that is both a 

prayer and a crying out. I described this silence earlier as a “framing silence.” By this, I 

meant that the silence does not point toward an absence or a lack. Rather, the framing 

silence, like the gap between the two winged creatures in the Jewish Temple which 

denoted the unrepresentable but not absent God, opens up space that we inhabit, in which 

“otherwise unheard sounds emerge and are attended to.”148 This “attending” requires us 

to notice what (specifically) we are not hearing. Silence here is not dismissive of 

                                                
145 DBWE 12:343. 

146 DBWE 12:350. 

147 Barth, Church Dogmatics, I/2, 23-5. 

148 Williams, Edge of Words, 155. 
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something unknowable, but rather, particularly modifies and criticizes speech “and thus 

itself ‘says’ something.”149 

The negative Christology of the ecumenical councils subverts the “how” question, 

and recognizes that it is impossible to think through. Therefore, the question of positive 

Christology is the question of Who? Who is this God? 

In response to the question Who? Bonhoeffer offers the Word who points to both 

God and to himself. 

The assertion that this person is God is the vertical Word from above that neither 
takes anything away from nor adds anything to Jesus Christ, but rather qualifies 
this entire human being as God. It is God’s judgment about this human being! It is 
God’s Word, which takes this human being Jesus Christ and qualifies him as 
God… Because Jesus is himself God’s judgment about him; he points both to 
himself and to God.150 

This image of the Word is different than the images of Christ that Bonhoeffer critiqued 

earlier in his lectures. This Word is icon. It realizes a kind of silence that acts as a 

threshold that leads us through and into the Word, rather than as simply a depiction of the 

149 Williams, Edge of Words, 157. As Michael DeJonge has rightly noted, Bonhoeffer’s account of 
Christology is a criticism of Barth’s dialectical theology. (DeJonge, Bonhoeffer’s Theological Formation, 
86-89). According to Bonhoeffer’s interpretation of Chalcedon, negative Christology does not replace 
“unequivocal, direct” statements with “contradicting, opposing” ones, but instead points out that dialectical 
thought-forms are themselves material. “Material thinking reaches its limit at the point where it has to 
acknowledge that the opposite, contradictory assertion is just as necessary as its own assertion. When this 
limitation is acknowledged, then there is space for the plainly factual” (DBWE 12:353). For Bonhoeffer, 
dialectal thinking must give way to thought-forms that account for the simply factual. This has been his aim 
all along. Chalcedon “indicates the limits of every assertion as they are found in the actual reality of Jesus 
Christ” (DBWE 12:352). Unlike Barth who rejects unequivocal thought forms in Christology with dialectic 
thought as the alternative, Bonhoeffer rejects both unequivocal statements and dialectic as material 
thought-forms. Material questioning, including dialectical questioning, is suspended in the presence of the 
person of Christ. Whereas Barth argues that in light of the divine nature of Christ, there are mysteries we 
cannot know, things we cannot say, Bonhoeffer argues that this form of apophaticism is misplaced. Barth’s 
apophaticism is encapsulated in the “what” and “how” questions of material thinking, thus becoming a 
disembodied form of evasion that leads to the avoidance of the question “Who are you?” Bonhoeffer 
proposes instead that the silence of Christological grammar is a silence that prohibits precisely this kind of 
evasion, and instead brings us to the location of encounter. 

150 DBWE 12:353-54. Italics original. 
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Word. Confronted by the iconic Word, we must reshape our speech by listening—hearing 

what we do not usually let ourselves hear, “silencing the habitual chatter and buzz of 

egotistical self-reflection.”151 In this silence, we acknowledge that we do not respond to 

the Word spoken to us “from a safe distance above and beyond the flesh, but in the whole 

of our physical presence.”152 The silence rules out the questions of “what” and “how.” 

This participatory silence of the Word demands that before any discourse unfolds, we 

acknowledge our vulnerability and finitude. 

Positive Christology: Locating the self in the Story of God 

When we ask the Word “Who are you?” the response we receive is a narrative. “If 

we are to describe Jesus as God, we would not speak of his being all-powerful or all-

knowing; we would speak of his birth in a manger and of his cross. There is no ‘divine 

nature’ as all-powerful and ever-present.”153 The God who became human in time, in the 

manger and on the cross, is something prior to the self. The self is not the center of the 

narrative. Rather, the narrative confronts the self from outside itself. Because the I is not 

the center of the narrative, it is not possible to write an alternative narrative for the way 

that God comes to us. 

Yet, an alternative narrative is precisely what Hitler offered Germany. In contrast 

to the Christological limits established in the material, Jewish flesh of Jesus, Hitler wove 

a narrative in which he himself was an iconic extension of Christ’s work, and thus he 
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himself came to function as the lens through which to interpret Christ’s work in the 

world. He did so by offering this account of his relation to Jesus: 

I say: my Christian feeling points me to my Lord and Savior as a fighter. It points 
me towards the man who, once lonely and surrounded by only a few followers, 
recognized these Jews and called for battle against them, and who, as true God, 
was not only the greatest as a sufferer but also the greatest as a warrior. In 
boundless love, as a Christian and a human being, I read the passage which 
declares to us how the Lord finally rose up and seized the whip to drive the 
usurers, the brood of serpents and vipers from the Temple... Today, however, two 
thousand years later, I am deeply moved to perceive that his tremendous struggle 
for this world against the Jewish poison was most profoundly marked by the fact 
that he had to bleed on the cross for it… Two thousand year ago a man was also 
denounced by the same race… The man was dragged before the court and it was 
also said of him, “He stirred up the people.” So he too had been a rabble-rouser! 
And against whom? Against “God” they cried. Yes, indeed, he roused the rabble 
against the “God of the Jews, for this “God” is only gold.154 

In contrast to Hitler, Bonhoeffer argues that we cannot suffer what Christ 

suffered. Our response to Christ’s suffering cannot be the assumption that Christ’s 

suffering is an extension of our own suffering. Christ is not grafted onto us. Christ as 

threshold invites us into a story in which rather than finding ourselves confronting a hero, 

a warrior, or a conqueror, we encounter the Christ who comes to us “incognito.” This is a 

significant warning for anyone attempting to “make sense” of Christ. Even in the posture 

of encounter, and under the best of circumstances, humankind is incapable of taking in 

the fullness of God. Christ “incognito” is the one who refuses to absorb our gaze. 

“He comes among us humans not in µορφη θεου but rather incognito, as a beggar 

among beggars, an outcast among outcasts; he comes among sinners as the one without 

sin, but also as a sinner among sinners.”155 The humiliated one comes to us, not as a hero 

154 Cited by Scholder, The Churches and the Third Reich, Vol.1, 86. Italics added. 

155 DBWE 12:356. 
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that will make us a hero too, if we only get on his side of things. The humiliated one is 

not an intellectual riddle or an invitation to uncommitted curiosity. Rather, the humiliated 

one is a way of bringing us to a different kind of awareness.156 

This means that the form of the stumbling block is the form that makes possible 
all our faith in Christ. That is, Christ in the form of a stumbling block is in the 
form of Christus pro nobis. Because Jesus wants to be our freedom, he must first 
become a stumbling block for us before he can become our salvation. Only by 
being humiliated can Christ become pro nobis. If he had documented himself by 
performing miracles, we would indeed believe, but then Christ would not be our 
salvation, because that would not be faith in God become human but only 
recognition. But that is not faith. Faith exists when I yield myself to God, [to the 
extent that] I will wager my life on God’s Word, even and especially there where 
it goes against all visible appearances. Only when I give up having visible 
confirmation do I believe in God. The only guarantee that faith can bear is the 
Word of God itself.157 

Thus we come to recognize that revelation does not refer to an encounter with an 

otherworldly agent who provides us with otherwise inaccessible information. Rather, 

revelation begins precisely with a phenomenon in the material world: a body—the body 

of Jesus of Nazareth, a body that spoke and acted, that suffered and became helpless, and 

then died, and then was absent and was resurrected, and present in diverse modes: the 

Church community, the food of the community, and the proclaimed narrative.158 We are 

not an extension of Christ; we cannot find Christ’s story by inward gazing. It comes from 

outside us. It confronts us. It calls us to silence in light of the story. Because Christ is 

both threshold and the narrative itself, in our encounter with Christ we discover that we 

are brought in to inhabit a story that we did not write. 

                                                
156 Williams, Standing by Words, 175. 

157 DBWE 12:358. 

158 Williams, Standing by Words, 176. 
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Conclusion 

By reading Bonhoeffer’s early dissertations together with his Lectures on 

Christology, we have thus far come to recognize the proper limits of Christological 

grammar. We have come to identify the questions we may not ask regarding the Person 

of Christ, which in turn leads us to the one question we may ask: “Who are you?” 

Following the argument made in this chapter, we come to recognize that through 

the question of “who” we encounter the living Word who is both the Icon and the 

narrative of God. Asking the question “who?” we enter into the narrative of the living 

Lord. The narrative of creation, found in Genesis, is where this story begins. The story of 

Genesis is the story of Christ, which in turn means it is our story. It is to this story that we 

now turn.
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Creation and Fall 
 

 
Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, after our likeness. And let 
them have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and 
over the livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps 
on the earth.” So God created humankind in his own image, in the image of God 
he created them; male and female he created them. 

—Genesis 1:26-27 NRSV 
 

Introduction 

In Chapter Three, I sketched Bonhoeffer’s interpretation of the Chalcedonian 

confession of Christ’s divinity and humanity. Through his framework of the question 

“Who is Jesus Christ?” we come to see that Christology entails both epistemology (how it 

is that we seek knowledge) and the nature of our embodiment (how it is that we relate to 

God and others). 

With these two concepts in mind, in this chapter, I turn to Bonhoeffer’s book 

Creation and Fall, in which he revisits themes he initially worked through in his earlier 

works Sanctorum Communio and Act and Being, to address the implications of 

disordered relations between the self and the neighbor. What Bonhoeffer makes clear in 

this later text is that if our relations with our neighbors are disordered, so too is our life 

with God. The two are inextricably bound together. Our life and love for our neighbors is 

also our life and love for God. In Creation and Fall Bonhoeffer illuminates this claim by 

placing front and center the contingent and dependent nature of our life with God. This 

understanding of relationality serves as a useful tool for conceiving an anthropology that 
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attends to the concern raised in Chapter Two that human life becomes distorted and 

fragmented through the Idealist conception of personhood. 

Further, in Creation and Fall, Bonhoeffer thickens his account of relationality by 

highlighting our relation to the earth. Any attempt to describe embodiment requires 

attentiveness not only to the human body, but also to the ways in which place— in its 

historical, finite and contingent context— organizes our human relations with one 

another. Bonhoeffer’s emphasis on earthly life was particularly pertinent in a time period 

when human identity and its connection to the earth were undergoing rapid 

reconfiguration in Germany and beyond. 

If the task of Chapter Three was to explore the who structure of Christology, we 

could say that the task of Chapters Four and Five is to explore the related question of 

where? Where is Christ present to us? Recall that regarding the “where structure” of 

Christology Bonhoeffer writes in his Christology lectures: “If we ask about the place of 

Christ, we are asking about the “where structure” within the “who-structure” of the 

Christ. Where this structure can be demonstrated, it provides the theological proof that 

Christ’s incidental appearance in space and time is his manner of existing as a person, as 

the risen Lord.”1 As we move through Creation and Fall, we will see that we have not 

left the Christology of Chapter Three behind. Bonhoeffer’s Christology informs his 

understanding of anthropology, the care of neighbor and our relation to the earth. Indeed, 

we will come to see how Bonhoeffer’s account of “earthly life” brings Christology to its 

place at the “center of life” and not in the created boundaries that divide. 

1 DBWE 12:324. 
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Tracing the contours of Bonhoeffer’s Christology in and through these further 

concepts will center on his work Creation and Fall; however, our consideration of 

Bonhoeffer’s writing will extend beyond the text itself. The work is better understood 

within his own historical and biographical context. Creation and Fall reflects events in 

Bonhoeffer’s personal life that mark a change in approach in articulating his theology and 

is also a response to the theological and political events unfolding in Germany in 1932—

33. Picking up strands of biography and history developed in Chapter Three, this chapter 

will continue to add more threads, filling in in with more detail the larger setting for and 

meaning of Bonhoeffer’s writing during this period with ever greater complexity. 

Proceeding in this way helps locate the accents of Bonhoeffer’s theological argument. 

While Bonhoeffer never explicitly names his interlocutors, Creation and Fall offers 

specific critiques for the theologians and the church that so easily embraced and 

supported Hitler’s political vision for the German people. 

Once we have set the stage, we turn next to the text of Creation and Fall itself, 

where current context and ancient content come together. Originally constructed as a 

series of lectures on Genesis 1–3 for his students during the winter semester of 1932–33, 

Creation and Fall offers an interpretation of the Christian doctrine of imago dei 

(humankind made in the image of God), that is both deeply embedded in the German 

theological discourse of 1932–33, and yet echoes a strand of the patristic tradition’s 

understanding of that doctrine, notably the account of imago dei offered by Maximus the 

Confessor. Maximus’s treatment of imago dei, and specifically the role that freedom 

plays in that account, is the focus of the present chapter and prepares the way for the 

implications of earthly life, which we will explore in Chapter Five. 
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The Theologian Becomes a Christian 

In the fall of 1932, Bonhoeffer returned from a prestigious fellowship at Union 

Theological Seminary in New York to assume two part-time jobs: one as a chaplain at 

Berlin’s Technical University and the other as a privatdozent (an unpaid lecturer) in the 

theology department at Friedrich Wilhelm University, where Bonhoeffer had earned his 

doctorate.2 As mentioned in Chapter Three, in the wake of the Great War and the 

subsequent mandates of the Versailles Treaty, the economic crisis in Germany was 

becoming increasingly dire.3 Though Bonhoeffer had two successful dissertations-cum-

books, the Sloan fellowship at Union, and numerous other awards, piecing together work 

was a challenge. The job as chaplain was a singularly miserable experience for 

Bonhoeffer, as he was unable to gather any interest or momentum from students. 

Eventually, he would leave this job and move to Prenzlauer Berg—a poor neighborhood 

in Northeast Berlin—far from the comforts of his family’s upper middle class 

neighborhood of Grunewald. Here he would serve as a pastoral assistant at Zionskirche—

a church ministering to the unemployed, uneducated factory workers of its neighborhood. 

“It’s just about the worst part of Berlin,” he wrote a friend, “with the most difficult social 

and political conditions.”4 At Zionskirche he was given the task of catechizing the 

church’s school-aged boys. At first, the challenge was overwhelming: “They behaved 

2 DBWE 3:1 fn 2. 

3 Article 231 of the 1919 Treaty of Versailles attributed sole responsibility of World War I to 
Germany. The treaty in turn imposed vast reparations and punitive measures against Germany at a time 
when Germany was already suffering massive unemployment and inflation. 

4 Marsh, Strange Glory, 147. 
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like mad things, completely crazy.” Indeed, his predecessor had dropped dead while on 

the job.5 

 Eventually, Bonhoeffer managed to subdue his rambunctious charge and 

enthralled them with dramatic stories from the Bible.6 Visiting the boys in their homes 

brought into acute relief the disjuncture between his theological training and the real and 

difficult lives of those who struggled in “indescribable poverty, disorder, and 

immorality.”7 Life in Prenzlauer Berg deepened the convictions Bonhoeffer had 

developed during his time in the United States. While in New York, Bonhoeffer had 

become involved in Abyssinian Baptist Church, a thriving African-American church in 

the heart of Harlem. Within the foreign culture of the United States, Bonhoeffer was 

particularly aware and shocked by the facets of racism, oppression, and violence within 

the context of segregation.8 Yet, it was also in this context that Bonhoeffer experienced 

the power of life in the church. Of his experiences Bonhoeffer would later write, “I heard 

the gospel preached in the Negro churches…. Here one really could still hear someone 

talk in a Christian sense about sin and grace and the love of God and ultimate hope.” In 

the worship of the black churches, “the Gospel of Jesus Christ, the savior of the sinner, is 

                                                
5 Ibid. 

6 Within two months of his installation in Prenzlauer Berg, more than 100 students would 
regularly attend church services. Marsh, 150. 

7 Ibid, 148. 

8 In the notes Bonhoeffer jotted down while on a trip through the American South, he observed the 
role of “blood laws, mob rule, sterilization, and land seizures.” He would go on to add, “The way the 
southerners talk about the Negroes is repugnant… and the pastors are no better than the others.” Marsh, 
132-33. Reggie Williams’s book Bonhoeffer’s Black Jesus: Harlem Renaissance, Theology and an Ethic of 
Resistance (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press) offers an account of Bonhoeffer’s time in Harlem. 
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really preached and received with great welcome and visible emotion.”9 The experience, 

continued Bonhoeffer, “set my entire thinking on a different track from which it has not 

yet deviated and never will.”10 

According to Bonhoeffer it was his time in America that opened his eyes to the 

significance of time and place for theology. While before this Bonhoeffer had written on 

the importance—indeed the centrality—of the church for what it means to be human, it 

was in America that he would see for the first time the role the church and theology could 

play in the midst of a violently segregated world.11 The experiences both in and out of the 

classroom at Union began to mark a turn in Bonhoeffer from what he described as the 

“phraseological to the real,” from being a theologian to becoming a Christian.12 

A great deal of attention has been paid to Bonhoeffer’s turn from “the 

phraseological to the real” in Bonhoeffer scholarship. His use of the language of “the 

real” has been interpreted as an indication that he is indebted to Reinhold Niebuhr’s 

theological conception of “the real.” It is important to keep in mind that while the 

experiences Bonhoeffer had at Union affected his vision of what theology is, this does 

not mean that he subscribed to the theology of Union’s own grand man. Truth be told, 

Bonhoeffer was deeply critical of the theological project at Union. He would write home 

to family and his supervisor, lamenting the state of theology at the “flagship institution of 

9 DBWE 15:458 

10 DBWE 16:207. Bonhoeffer said this in a letter to Max Diestel dated November 5, 1942. 

11 DBWE 10:269 

12 This is another important phrase Bonhoeffer offers to reflect the change that occurs after his 
time in the United States. In a letter written to Eberhard Bethge while in prison, Bonhoeffer wrote: “There 
are people who change, and many who can hardly change at all. I don’t think I have ever changed much, 
except perhaps at the time of my first impressions abroad, and under the first conscious influence of Papa’s 
personality. It was then that a turning from the phraseological to the real ensued.” DBWE 8:358. 
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Protestant liberalism.” While deeply moved by the American seminarians’ passionate 

participation in social justice, he was equally concerned that they were poorly served by 

the theologians whose articulations of Christian faith were “thinly veiled versions of 

American pragmatic philosophy.”13 He would write: “The students… are completely 

clueless with respect to what dogmatics is really about. They are not familiar with even 

the most basic questions.” They become easily “intoxicated with liberal and humanistic 

phrases;” they talk a “blue streak,” but often without the “slightest substantive 

foundation,” blithely indifferent to the two thousand years of Christian thought. While the 

students’ favorite pastime seemed to be railing against Christian fundamentalists, they 

“are basically not even up to their level.” “Everyone just blabs away so frightfully.” 

Perhaps most critically, Bonhoeffer would reflect, “There is no theology here.” 14 

Clifford Green offers important clarification to Bonhoeffer’s turn to the “real.” He 

notes that in other contexts, Bonhoeffer reflects that what brought about the change in his 

own work was a turn to the Bible as the authoritative guidance for what reality is.15 That 

Bonhoeffer appreciated so deeply his experience of the Gospel at Abyssinian Baptist 

Church brings into sharper focus how he hoped to challenge his students as he turned to 

the Scriptures in a new and radical way in his lectures of 1933. 

                                                
13 Marsh, Strange Glory, 109 fn 40. 

14 DBWE 10:265, 294. 

15 Green, Bonhoeffer, 106. In a letter to his girlfriend Elizabeth Zinn written in 1936, Bonhoeffer 
reflects back to the year 1933. “Then came something else, something that up to this day has changed my 
life and turned it sharply around. For the first time I came to the Bible. Previous to this I had often preached 
and seen a great deal of the church…but I had not yet become a Christian…It became clear to me that the 
life of a servant of Jesus Christ must belong to the church and step by step it became clearer to what extent 
this must be so…I also met others who shared the same goal. For me everything now depended on a 
renewal of the church and the pastoral station…Christian pacifism, which a brief time before…I had still 
passionately disputed, suddenly came into focus as something utterly self-evident. And thus it went, step-
by-step. I no longer thought about anything else. DBWE 10:137. 
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In light of these changes unfolding in Bonhoeffer’s understanding of the 

theological task, the work of the church became an important counterpart to his life in the 

University. He found himself increasingly alienated from a faculty whose theology 

clashed with his.16 However, word quickly spread amongst students about the young 

professor. While his first class drew twelve students, over the course of two semesters, 

the twenty-six year old Bonhoeffer’s lectures grew to the point that he eventually filled 

the University’s great lecture hall to maximum capacity, with over three hundred students 

attending his courses.17 

Perhaps what drew the students to Bonhoeffer were the kinds of questions he 

offered. His lectures revealed both a concrete consideration of church life and a critical 

concern of the German people’s response to and engagement with the unfolding political 

drama. “What is the role of the pastor to make authoritative statements to the church 

community?”18 “What is the relationship between theology and ethics?”19 Alongside 

these pertinent questions, Bonhoeffer thought it was equally important to turn students 

back to dogma and doctrine. Thus, during the winter and spring of 1932-33, he prioritized 

16 See also DBWE 12:1. 

17 Schlingensiepen, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 112. As one of Bonhoeffer’s students would recall: “He 
was an extremely infectious personality and wholly engrossed in the problems of his subject. Hence he did 
not resort to any emotional display or rhetorical artifice. A Kierkegaardian profundity, a talent for analysis 
like that of Harnack, a deep familiarity with the contexts such as Troeltsch had, a knowledge of the material 
like Holl had, and a gift for formulating issues as sharply as Barth did drew more and more students to this 
young lecturer’s course. We listened to his sentences with such intensity that one could hear the flies 
buzzing. Often when we laid our pens down, we were literally bathed in sweat.” Ferenc Lehel in Wolf-
Dieter Zimmermann and Ronald Gregor Smith, I Knew Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 68. Quoted in DBWE 3:3-4. 

18 A question Bonhoeffer explored in his 1932 Summer lectures, “The Church as a Source of 
Theology and Ethics” and “The Nature of the Church.” DB-ER, 213. As his student Hans Hinrich Flöter 
would recall, “Bonhoeffer exploded everything I had taken for granted as custom or tradition in 
theology/the church, the state/politics, academic scholarship [Wissenschaft]/research and so on.” DBWE 
3:3. 

19 “Is There a Christian Ethic?” was a lecture series offered in the summer of 1932. DB-ER, 213. 
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an examination of Christology and anthropology. Perhaps his experience at Union 

(“where there is no theology”) compelled Bonhoeffer to focus on doctrine and dogma in 

tandem with the practical questions of how to lead the church during these politically 

unstable months. These were the questions and topics of study students pondered with 

Bonhoeffer, just as the churches of Germany were on the brink of catastrophic apostasy. 

Bonhoeffer was noted as saying at this time that beyond reading the Bible as God’s word 

to us, the time had come to read the Bible “against ourselves as well,” accepting the 

word’s power “to implicate us as well as redeem us.”20 

During the winter semester of 1932-1933, Bonhoeffer offered a course entitled 

“Creation and Sin: A Theological Interpretation of Genesis 1-3.” Before these lectures 

the doctrine of creation had not played a significant role in Bonhoeffer’s theological 

writings.21 However, within Germany discussions regarding the “orders of creation” and 

“origins” had become a central thread of validation for the growing German Workers 

Party that would soon be known as NSDAP (the National Socialist German Workers 

Party).22 It most likely is not a coincidence that Bonhoeffer chose to give his course the 

                                                
20 DB-ER:131. 

21 Bethge identifies only one previous reference to the doctrine of creation. In Act and Being, 
Bonhoeffer writes, “There are in theology no ontological categories that are primarily based in creation and 
divorced from those later concepts.” DB-ER:215, referencing DBWE 2:32, 153. 

22 The world-view of the völkisch movement that was rapidly gaining ground in Germany was 
characterized by a marked ethical dualism. Good and evil were constantly at battle with one another. 
According to the beliefs of this movement, the German völk were called to fight these battles, and were 
indeed capable of bringing about the battle for the world on the side of the good. As we shall explore in 
further detail in Chapter Five, in the decades leading up to Hitler, this world-view had gained more 
notoriety with the adoption of racial dogmas. The good and evil principles were aligned with race, with the 
Aryan race on the side of good and the Jewish race on the side of evil. In 1920, Max Robert Gerstenhauer, 
a völkisch theoretician, expressed the relationship in these terms: “Racial dogma has become the scientific 
biological foundation of the nationalist idea, and the results of the latest biological research completely 
confirm the traditional, familiar views of the nationalists- that the Volk are an entity created by blood…” 
(Scholder, 101). For an in-depth look at the development of the theological and political framework of the 
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same name as Emmanuel Hirsch’s recent publication Schöpfung und Sünde (Creation 

and Sin), a volume that integrated the German völkisch movement into Christian 

theology. Hirsch, a theologian whose work was rising to national attention, was quickly 

becoming one of the most prominent voices to bolster Hitler’s political vision. 

Bonhoeffer’s lectures directly (though never explicitly) challenged the völkisch theology 

Hirsch was propagating. 

Hirsch’s Völkisch Theology: The Turning Point of 1933 

Though eighteen years his senior, Hirsch was, like Bonhoeffer, a graduate of 

Friedrich Wilhelm University’s prestigious theology program. Like Bonhoeffer, Hirsch 

studied theology with Adolf von Harnack and Reinhold Seeburg. He wrote his 

dissertation on the philosophy of Johann Fichte under the great Luther scholar Karl Holl 

in 1914.23 Like Bonhoeffer, Hirsch was skeptical of philosophical Idealism’s optimistic 

belief in the capacity of human reason to bring about an enlightened society. He was also, 

like Bonhoeffer, critical of the Academy’s single-minded use of historical criticism in the 

study of Scripture and theology.24 In spite of these commonalities, Bonhoeffer and Hirsch 

would oppose one another both theologically and personally in the years to come. 

NSDAP, see Klaus Scholder. The Churches and the Third Reich, vol. 1. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1988), pp. 74–87.  

23 John Stroup provides an overview of Hirsch’s indebtedness to and appropriation of Holl’s 
Lutheran theology in “Political Theology and Secularization Theory in Germany, 1918-1939: Emanuel 
Hirsch as a Phenomenon of His Time.” Harvard Theological Review 80:3 (1987) 321-68. Important work 
could be done on a comparison between Hirsch’s appropriation of Holl and Bonhoeffer’s indebtedness to 
Holl. For Bonhoeffer’s indebtedness to Holl, see Michael De Jonge’s Bonhoeffer’s Theological Formation: 
Berlin, Barth and Protestant Theology, 12-15. 

24 Hirsch’s theology is referenced eleven times in Sanctorum Communio as an authoritative 
critique of Kant. In Act and Being we begin to see Bonhoeffer become more skeptical of Hirsch. He is 
referenced six times, and critiqued for his appropriation of Luther’s theology. 
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Whereas Bonhoeffer was filled with grave concern for the political and cultural 

upheavals occurring in Germany, Hirsch saw them as an opportunity for the German 

people to discover and cultivate their God-given destiny. 

In the early 1930s, Hirsch was writing a major work on the philosophy of Søren 

Kierkegaard. He recognized in Kierkegaard an important theological resource to navigate 

the tumult that Germany was experiencing in the wake of the Great War. Kierkegaard 

argued that conviction, as the foundation of action, provides superhuman powers. “But it 

is also certain (it is curious how exactly this applies): whoever does not have conviction, 

he also cannot understand it. See, the great warship first learns its destination on the high 

sea, the barge knows everything in advance.”25 Hirsch stressed alongside Kierkegaard 

that “an intellectually active person” must overstep the boundaries of objective 

knowledge and, like the warship, take a stand even when one’s destiny is unknown.26 To 

this end, while writing his book on Kierkegaard, Hirsch also began to develop a 

theological framework of the Christian life in post-war Germany that incorporated the 

rising German Völkisch movement.27 

Looking back over the centuries, Hirsch noted the breakdown of Catholic 

orthodoxy during the Reformation and the subsequent rise of what he described as a 

rational, humanistic worldview that held sway from the Thirty Years War to the Great 

War. According to Hirsch, what united these diverse strands was the belief that human, 

                                                
25 Quoted in Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler, 150. Hirsch is quoting Kierkegaard from “An 

Occasional Discourse“ in Upbuilding Discourses in Various Spirits. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong, 
trans. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993), 84. 

26 Quoted in Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler, 151. 

27 Emanuel Hirsch, Die gegenwärtige geistige Lage im Spiel philosophischer und theologischer 
(Besinnung Göttingen, 1934). Hereinafter cited as GG. 
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rational inquiry could provide the highest form of truth available to humankind.28 While 

Hirsch conceded that there were valuable contributions to society that came from this 

rational humanistic worldview, this view was problematic in that it also undercut 

Christianity and all other morality, order, and custom.29 The reason morality is undercut 

is because the inherent counterpart to humanistic reason is a rational, humanistic 

understanding of freedom. The rational human being must be free to question and choose 

his own values. 

Echoing Kierkegaard, Hirsch argued that the free reign of reason leads ultimately 

to “the all-encompassing debate about everything.”30 Because this debate is the inevitable 

trajectory of both reason and freedom, rationalism has no unifying or creative power. 

Instead of being creative, rationalism is inevitably nihilistic, just as Nietzsche had 

forewarned. Reason, when coupled with a humanistic understanding of freedom, leaves 

no secret places in which truth could reside. Rationalism, aided by free-range freedom, 

would have an insatiable hunger to seek out the secret places of human life, remove all 

mystery, and by so doing remove the bases of truth.31 

Historical criticism, as it was developed within the German academy, was nothing 

other than the other side of the same demystifying coin. Historicists emphasized the need 

to view time and space, people and epochs in their own terms in order to prevent 

anachronistic judgments against another culture. However, the implication of this attempt 

28 Quoted in Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler, 151; GG, 7-9. 

29 Quoted in Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler, 151. 

30 Quoted in Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler, 151. 

31 Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler 151. 
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to avoid anachronism leaves humankind with “a free-floating lack of cohesiveness.”32 

There is no thread of sustaining truth that connects humankind throughout time. Without 

cohesiveness, reason loses the claim to truth. Because of this loss of cohesiveness, Hirsch 

argued that modern philosophy had committed suicide and left modern intellectual 

history with a paradox: “[Philosophy] appears on the one hand as growing always richer 

in objective knowledge, and on the other hand as growing always poorer in the ultimate, 

inner, binding, living power of truth.”33 In light of this paradox, Hirsch argued that a 

revolution was necessary. 

Because the destructive element within rationalism is the “all-encompassing 

debate about everything,” Hirsch proposed an abrupt alternative to it. Humankind needed 

boundaries to quell its insatiable hunger for knowledge. Humankind also desperately 

needed mystery, for only mystery could revive the creative spirit so lacking in modernity. 

To regain a creative spirit within society, Hirsch proposed a new kind of social 

framework that integrated three Greek concepts: horos, nomos and logos. According to 

Hirsch, horos is the “uncrossable boundary” within which human life is confined. This 

boundary cannot be crossed (by individuals or groups) without destructive ramifications. 

Nomos is defined as “the condition of order, life and thought” within the horos. Nomos 

then corresponds to the law and order within a society. Nomos and horos together make 

way for the third concept, logos, which is the “self-expressive, living spirit,” a living and 

dynamic form of reason.34 

                                                
32 Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler, 151; GG, 15. 

33 Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler, 151; GG, 16. 

34 Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler, 152; GG, 3, 5. 
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Hirsch believed that the National Socialism movement had the potential to 

introduce these three concepts into German society. The Nazis would prohibit that “all-

encompassing debate about everything” and would instead uphold “a consciousness of 

boundaries” for the German people.35 The nature of the boundaries proposed by Hirsch 

was not the geographical boundaries of nation-states. Geographical boundaries, already 

so pliable and manipulated in the early twentieth century, did not accurately represent the 

scope of the German volk. Instead, the boundaries of identity necessary for Hirsch’s 

theological revolution are cast as racial boundaries.36 Hirsch believed that the National 

Socialists recognized the importance of horos in this vein, and understood that it was a 

God-given “secret of the blood-bond.”37 Horos is both God-given and specific for each 

distinct Volk. Hirsch believed that each different race of people have their own Volk, 

with their own purpose and destiny. The Volk provides the shape and meaning of life. 

Therefore, anyone who denies the boundaries of their Volk will lose their roots and will 

ultimately be destroyed.38 

Certainly the idea of identity (and purpose) as fundamentally derived from race 

was not unique to Hirsch. He was a product of a system and a world that assumed a 

hierarchy of race that long preceded his theological contribution to its implications in 

Germany. What will be made clear in Chapter Five is that while it is the case that Hirsch 

35 Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler, 152; GG, 28, 33. 

36 Europe was of course not the only territory to have geographical boundaries redrawn in the early 
20th century. After World War I, Germany also lost her seat in the colonization of the African continent, 
land that also underwent dramatic reorganization as a result of the deals and trades established in the 
aftermath of World War I. 

37 Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler, 152; GG, 37. 

38 Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler, 152; GG, 37. 
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wanted to define the boundaries of horos according to race, there are inextricable 

implications for geography. Racial boundaries are what allow Hirsch to envision a 

configuration of boundaries that subsumes national boundaries and in turn orders 

(boundless) land for the good of the Aryan race. In his project, Hirsch contributes to a 

theological framework for what had long been Hitler’s (a)theological vision. 

Hirsch believed that the expression of the horos could be found preeminently in 

the German Volk’s nomos.39 That Nazis emphasized rules and values according to family 

and tradition revealed their proper appreciation of nomos. While some might view the 

renewal of the nomos as a “step backward” or a form of barbarism, especially in its 

priority of blood and race, Hirsch argued that the concepts of blood and race are not a 

simple biological materialism.40 Rather, “the recollection of blood and race is the way in 

which the whole great secret of boundaries most powerfully seized us.”41 Biology should 

be seen as a stepping-stone toward a deeper understanding of the spiritual, God-given 

significance of blood ties for each Volk. The classification of humankind along biological 

observation of race becomes enfolded in the doctrinal logic that affirms that God created 

the world. In Hirsch’s theological construct, all one must do, from the posture of 

observation, is provide theological meaning for what is biologically obvious. In creating 

the world, God intended that these orders of Volk exist. Thus, the task of the German 

Volk is a theological, God-ordained task. 

                                                
39 Nomos, recall, is the “condition of order, life and thought” within the horos. 

40 Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler, 153. 

41 Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler, 153; GG, 34-5. 
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With horos and nomos established as the defining apparatuses for the orders of 

creation, a new space for morality and meaning is created. Within this new structure, 

Hirsch finally turns to the concept of logos. According to Hirsch, logos should be 

understood as a form of rationalism contained within the boundaries and laws of the 

German Volk that employs a refined understanding of the relation between reason and 

freedom. Reason must be disciplined, and cannot have free reign. Moreover, while 

science can indeed be helpful for human life, there are certain facets of life for which it 

cannot provide answers. Therefore, there must be a new account of reason: “Reason is 

human-historical life itself, which understands itself intellectually as logos and develops a 

specific nomos. Science is nothing but the cultivation and reckoning of this logos for 

itself, determined by reality and based upon its own specific reality.”42 Reason is now 

restricted and ordered toward the nomos of the Volk. 

Just as reason must be disciplined, freedom must also be disciplined. According to 

Hirsch, freedom should no longer be understood as that which creates a power in and for 

itself, but rather, freedom must be understood as rooted in the responsibility to the nomos 

of Volk and state. Any form of freedom that supersedes this responsibility is “demonic” 

and not true freedom.43 The best example of freedom Hirsch can provide is demonstrated 

in the example of the military officer. “Whoever does not hear the call to colors also does 

not know what freedom is.”44 

42 Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler, 153; GG, 39-40. 

43 Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler, 153. 

44 Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler, 153; GG, 41. Ironically, because of his own feeble health, 
Hirsch was never a member of the military. 
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The new relation between reason and freedom in Hirsch’s construct now leaves 

room for his concept of mystery. Mystery is the well from which the creative powers of a 

people are drawn, a space that reason cannot approach. Admittedly, with the role of 

reason in relation to the creative powers reduced, there is the possibility of error in belief 

or action. As a preventative to error, Hirsch qualifies horos by noting that it is not only 

determined by history but also by God. The danger of error emerges when either history 

or God is emphasized over the other. These two sources of revelation must hold each 

other in check. This tension between the transcendent God and history is a significant 

innovation on Hirsch’s part. In Hirsch’s theological construct, God is located outside of 

history and plays an ancillary role alongside history.45 The two are held in tension 

together and are drawn toward the Volk as the culmination of meaning. 

With the role of reason, freedom, God, and history now ordered toward the Volk, 

the only possibility for avoiding error is, according to Hirsch, to act boldly but with 

religious seriousness and a strong grasp of reality.46 The boundaries of horos established 

along racial lines are not simply fanciful ideas but must be actively established. The 

boundaries of horos become genuine boundaries only when they are inseparable from 

responsibility. This responsibility of the individual is not aimed toward a nation-state, a 

geographical community, or a transnational church. Individual responsibility is ordered 

toward and bound to the care of the Volk whose existence predates the individual. Any 

potential tensions individuals might experience within these new restrictions upon 

freedom are nothing other than an encounter with God. These encounters with God are 

                                                
45 Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler, 156-7. 

46 Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler, 153; GG, 44. 
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experienced along the outer boundaries of the Volk and help to reign in the individual, to 

turn the individual back toward the life and essence of the Volk. Hirsch believed that the 

German people, in the early 1930s, were encountering God as they reached the limit of 

the Weimar Republic’s rule. Hirsch saw the boundaries of a new political shape emerging 

under the rising leadership of the Nazi party. “Is it then true that such an encounter with 

God is the ultimate secret of the German turning point?”47 In an answer to his own 

question, Hirsch affirms that God stands with Hitler and the NSDAP at this moment of 

revolution within Germany. The task of the German volk is a theological, God-ordained 

task. 

Such a mandate for revolution and support for the political governance of the 

NSDAP may lead us to question how it came to be that a theologian formed in the 

tradition of Luther and Germany’s historical appropriation of his two kingdoms theology 

could reconfigure the boundaries of political life, support a “revolution” that undercut the 

existing (though wobbly-kneed) Weimar Republic’s governance, and still understand 

himself as following in the tradition of Luther. Throughout his career Hirsch followed his 

mentor Karl Holl’s example in reinterpreting Luther for the modern era. Indeed, such a 

move of support for revolution was possible only because of Hirsch’s innovation to 

Luther’s two kingdom theology. According to Hirsch’s “orders of creation” theology, the 

“concrete life in community” could only be found in the Volk (now racially constituted) 

rather than in either the state or the church. For Hirsch, the task at hand was to build a 

new understanding of the church, Volk, and state within this “revolutionary” moment, the 

“turning point of 1933.” Hirsch continued: “If it is not easily understood nor understood 

47 Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler, 153; GG, 44. 
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by all today, that is because it has not yet gone into everyone’s blood that National 

Socialism, based on the right of historical change, is becoming the self-evident and 

binding form of life for all Germans.”48 Christians would need to recognize in this 

important historical moment that the Führer, as head of the German Volk, also has a 

claim on a person’s soul.49 

With this understanding of horos came the inevitable reality that cosmopolitanism 

within political society and ecumenism within the church are a violation of the 

boundaries of life as created by God.50 When boundaries and bodies are recast in racial 

configurations, those who were once neighbors would now be perceived and treated as 

outsiders.51 As this theological construct flourished in Germany in the 1930s, its end goal, 

its final achievement, would finally be articulated clearly by Hirsch: “We set our entire 

power of life and spirit on this, to bring our Volk and Reich into a healthy, life-protecting 

order, and to create for them a durable and honorable existence in the circle of the white 

                                                
48 Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler, 161; GG, 147. 

49 From “Minutes of Meeting ‘The Struggle for the Church.’” DBWE 12:129. Hirsch makes this 
claim at a meeting organized by the Protestant Students Working Committee and held at the University of 
Berlin in 1933. Over two thousand students were in attendance. Bonhoeffer was present at this meeting and 
stood in public opposition to Hirsch. 

50 On the question of ecumenism and the church Bonhoeffer and Hirsch interacted personally with 
one another. Bonhoeffer was deeply involved in the ecumenical movement. He hoped for a new 
Ecumenical Council, much like the councils of the Patristic era, that could gather and speak prophetically 
to the idolatry of the German church. Hirsch, meanwhile, along with Paul Althaus, was the leading 
opponent of Germany’s participation in the ecumenical dialogue. In 1931, Hirsch and Althaus published a 
statement in the Hamburger Nachrichten (a statement later picked up by many national newspapers) of 
stark opposition to the ecumenical movement. They concluded their statement by saying, “Whoever 
believes that understanding can be better served otherwise [i.e. within Ecumenical dialogue] disowns the 
German destiny and confuses consciences at home and abroad, because this does not honor the truth.” 
Quoted in DB-ER:195. 

51 Hirsch would go as far as to argue that within Germany there should be “special” Church 
congregations for Christians of Jewish descent. DBWE 12:421. 
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ruling peoples, to which God has entrusted the responsibility for the history of 

humanity.”52 

Creation and Fall 

In light of these theological developments fomenting in 1932-33, Bonhoeffer 

offered a counter-theology that drew attention to the idolatrous nature of the account of 

anthropology inherent to the “orders of creation” theology Hirsh and others proposed.53 

While Hirsch recalled the primordial history of the German volk to establish a theological 

account of human meaning and purpose, Bonhoeffer turned to the narrative of creation in 

Genesis 1-3 to articulate a Christological, relational anthropology that directly undercut 

the German Volk’s “God-ordained destiny.” Specifically, in his lectures entitled 

“Creation and Sin,” offered to his students at Friedrich Wilhelm University in the winter 

months of 1932-33, Bonhoeffer turns to Genesis 1-3 to offer an account of what it means 

52 Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler, 165. Ericksen is quoting Hirsch in Das Wesen des 
Christentums (Weimer, 1939), p. vi. 

53 Hirsch was not the only prominent theologian to support the Nazis. Much of academic theology 
was complicit in the Nazi propaganda. While there are many examples, one that was of particular ire for 
Bonhoeffer was Hirsch’s ally in the battle against ecumenism, the Lutheran theologian Paul Althaus, who 
published a pamphlet entitled Theologie der Ordnungen (Theology of the orders) in which he adapted a 
kind of natural theology to argue that the German Volk were understood as part of God’s created order. 
DBWE 3:12fn 37. See also Robert P. Eriksen, Theologians under Hitler, 98-104. 

Althaus would give a landmark speech providing a path forward for church/state relations in 
Germany in the summer of 1927 at the Königsberg Kirchentag. He framed his lecture to address two 
questions: “Is there a path that leads from the völkisch purpose to the church?” and, “What is the path from 
the church to the Volkstum?” The answer to the first question was critical, in ways that certainly appeased 
some of the more orthodox Christian who attended his lecture: the proposal of a “völkisch religion” should 
be rejected. The Volkstum does not ‘find’ itself in its own religion, but in the church’s Christian gospel. 
The answer to the second question was then all the more important. The church’s path to the Volkstum 
meant struggling ‘to become or remain truly a Volkskirche.” This meant three things: ‘serving the Volk as 
Volk, as a total life; serving it according to its nature, which involves a truly Germanic proclamation of the 
gospel, and the entering of the church into the organic forms of life and living customs of Volkstum.” This 
led Althaus to this final conclusion: “God wants not only to sanctify the individual but also to struggle for 
families and peoples as totalities. The peoples as a whole have their calling in divine history. People sin; 
God judges peoples. Thus the whole Volk is committed to the German churches, not only as the 
embodiment of individual souls but as Volkstum…” Quotation from speech translated in Scholder, The 
Churches and the Third Reich, 111-113. 
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to be made in the image of God, or as Bonhoeffer expresses the theological concept, 

“imago dei on earth.” 

The assertion that human beings are made in God’s image, a concept derived from 

Genesis 1:26-27, has occupied an important place in theological anthropology from at 

least the time of Irenaeus in the second century. Throughout the history of the church’s 

teaching, the phrase imago dei has been explored in a multitude of ways. By some, imago 

dei seemed to suggest that there exists some quality or property of human beings that 

resembles God. Insofar as image is the visible representation of something, it is a 

significant claim that God can be seen in creation. As Bonhoeffer will develop the 

concept, while humankind is “made in the image of God” (Genesis 1:27), Jesus Christ is 

the image of God (John 14:9).54 To see Jesus is to see God. Because Jesus, as the Christ, 

is the head of a body with many members, to see Jesus is to look at the rest of the human 

family with whom Christ’s own life is bound up through the Incarnation.55 

It was over the span of these winter lectures that Hitler would rise to the role of 

Chancellor in Germany. The students recall walking to Bonhoeffer’s class under the 

vibrant red, white, and black banners and flags waving from every building. In the great 

hall where Bonhoeffer lectured, the students would hear an account of creation and what 

it is to be made human that contradicted the rallying cries of “Blut und Boden” that 

characterized the völkisch movement. 

                                                
54 DBWE 3:86. 

55 Ian A. McFarland. The Divine Image: Envisioning the Invisible God (Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 2005), vii. McFarland provides a historical overview of the development of the doctrine of imago 
dei. See especially 1-77. 
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At the urging of his students, Bonhoeffer would eventually publish these winter 

lectures on the creation story under the title Creation and Fall: A Theological Exposition 

of Genesis 1-3.56 He called his work a “theological exposition” because he was not 

interested in taking on the professional Old Testament scholars of the academy. His aim 

was to read the Scriptural passages, to “listen to the text” as a systematic thinker with and 

for the Church.57 Mindful of what he learned from his time in the United States, and with 

the children of Prenzlauer-Berg daily in his life, Bonhoeffer urged his students to 

approach Genesis 1-3 not as scientific experts but rather as children. “The word of God is 

neither fiction nor fairy tale nor myth; on the contrary one must read it word for word and 

learn to rethink completely what the historical critical commentaries teach us. One can 

never hear it, if one does not at the same time live it— and this involves especially 

practice.”58 Bonhoeffer would further remind his students: “In these three chapters the 

very God speaks to us as those who are under judgment, as those who have been put to 

death in and with Christ, as children and heirs of Adam who was driven out of Paradise, 

as those who know about the church.”59 For Bonhoeffer, the time had come to read the 

56 Bonhoeffer changed the name of his lectures when he turned them into a book because Hirsch’s 
book already was published as Creation and Sin. 

57 DB-ER:215. 

58 DBWE 3:23 fn 11. This mandate becomes all the more pressing when we recall that Bonhoeffer 
was concerned that “liberal theology” and its historical criticism project was Docetic. In his Christology 
lectures, Bonhoeffer reflects on a temptation present in liberal theology: “Liberal theology is… docetic. It 
recognizes the human being precisely as being of infinite value. This faith in the value of the human being 
is the characteristic point. This assertion also tends toward the cult of heroism and of genius.” 
DBWE12:339. Given that the Völkisch view of the world, with its clear demarcation between good and 
evil, bravery and cowardice, darkness and light, was a kind of Docetism that was clearing ground for the 
new German Church, there is much at stake in these theological critiques. 

59 DBWE 3:23. 
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biblical account of creation “against” the burgeoning account of creation, humanity, and 

Christ finding its foothold in the new political structures rising to power around him. 

The Image of God on Earth 

Bonhoeffer begins Creation and Fall by asserting his first counter-claim to 

Hirsch. In order to explore questions of where we come from and our role and purpose on 

earth, we must begin with where we are now: in the middle of the story. We were not 

present at the beginning. Therefore, what we can claim to know about God and in turn 

what we can claim to know about ourselves and all of creation, must come from God’s 

own revelation.60 Neither our origins nor our destiny are available to us as creature, a 

reality that is part and parcel of the goodness the Creator declares over creation. 

Establishing in Creation and Fall what is central to his Christology lectures, 

Bonhoeffer emphasizes that the question at hand is not one of “how” or “why” we came 

into being. Rather, the question to be asked is one of identity: “Who,” Bonhoeffer asks, 

“can speak of the beginning?”61 There are only two possible responses to this question: 

either the evil one, who has been a liar from the beginning, saying, “I am the beginning, 

and you, O humankind, are the beginning”;62 or the one who has been “the truth from the 

beginning and the way and the life, the one who was in the beginning, the very God, 

                                                
60 On this point, he is in agreement with Barth’s account of revelation. 

61 DBWE 3:28. Italics added. Recall that in his Christology lectures, Bonhoeffer expands his 
reflections on the question of “Who?” He writes: “The question of ‘who’ expresses the otherness of the 
other. At the same time the ‘who question’ interrogates the very existence of the one asking it. With the 
‘who question,’ the person asking is queried about the limits of his or her own being. If the person asking 
must hear, in reply, that his or her own logos has reached its limits, then the questioner has encountered the 
boundaries of his or her own existence. To sum up: the question of one’s existence is the question of 
transcendence” DBWE 12:303. 

62 DBWE 3:28. 
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Christ, and the Holy Spirit.”63 This triune God is made known in Creation through Christ, 

who is the spoken word (logos). “This word, spoken and heard as a human word,” is not, 

as Hirsch articulates the logos, reason ordered toward and encapsulated within the 

historical life of the German volk; rather, the logos “is the form of a servant in which 

from the beginning God encounters us and in which alone God wills to be found.”64 We 

cannot get “behind” the meaning of this spoken word. Therefore, we cannot ask “why” 

the world was created, what God’s plan for the world was, or whether the creation was 

necessary.65 

“In the church… the story of creation must be read in a way that begins with 

Christ… indeed one can read it is as a book that moves toward Christ only when one 

knows that Christ is the beginning, the new, the end of our whole world.”66 Here again, as 

in Sanctorum Communio and the Christology lectures, the orders of knowledge revealed 

in the person of Christ come into relief. The doctrine of imago dei cannot be interpreted 

only in anthropological terms. Inherent to anthropology, the doctrine of imago dei must 

also be examined in epistemological terms. Bonhoeffer holds these two aims together in 

his rendering of Genesis 1-3. 

Freedom 

According to Bonhoeffer, what we learn from the revelation of God through Jesus 

is that to be made in the image of God on earth consists of two primary aspects. First, it 

63 DBWE 3:28-29. 

64 DBWE 3:30. 

65 DBWE 3:31. 

66 DBWE 3:22. 
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means that like the Creator, humankind is free.67 Like Hirsch, Bonhoeffer understands 

that human reason and human freedom are concepts that are interrelated. Further, like 

Hirsch, Bonhoeffer is critical of an account of the relation between reason and freedom 

wherein freedom is understood as an individual’s capacity to willfully assert a choice. We 

have already briefly examined Hirsch’s account of freedom defined as responsibility 

ordered toward the good of the volk. Bonhoeffer offers what may initially appear to be a 

similar account of freedom. According to him, there is no freedom “as such.”68 A person 

is not free in the same way that a person may be musical, intelligent, or blind.69 “Freedom 

is not a quality that can be uncovered; it is not a possession, something to hand, an 

object… Instead, it is a relation and nothing else.”70 “Being free means ‘being-free-for-

the-other,’ because I am bound to the other. Only in being in relation with the other am I 

free.”71 

Distinct from Hirsch, the relational structure of freedom Bonhoeffer proposes, as 

an aspect of humankind imago dei, draws us in to participate in the trinitarian life of God. 

In freedom the Creator created humankind, and thus humankind is free to worship the 

Creator. Through the human that God created free, the Holy Spirit worships the Creator. 

“Uncreated freedom glorifies itself in view of created freedom.”72 In this profound reality 

                                                
67 DBWE 3:62. 

68 Here Bonhoeffer echoes his argument made in Sanctorum Communio that there is no such thing 
as “being-as-such” in humankind (i.e., essential being). However, there is “God as such.” According to 
Bonhoeffer, “God as such” is a picture name for Jesus Christ. See my fn 84.  

69 DBWE 3:62. 

70 DBWE 3:63. Italics added. 

71 DBWE 3:63. 

72 DBWE 3:64. 
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we can find the indwelling of the Trinity in Adam.73 “Created freedom is freedom in the 

Holy Spirit, but as created freedom it is humankind’s own freedom.”74 The shared 

freedom that exists between God and humankind is revealed fully in the Incarnation. “For 

those who exist in Christ and know what it means to be human through Christ’s 

resurrection, when we say that God is free, we simply mean that we are free for God.”75 

Bonhoeffer emphasizes the historically contingent and fragile nature of the 

relation of freedom. Freedom takes place; freedom “happens to me through the other.” 

He asserts that freedom understood as a relation is not derived from philosophical 

speculation; it is nothing less than the message of Christ’s gospel. Through Christ God’s 

freedom binds itself to us, and because of this we are free. In Christ God’s freedom exists 

not for God’s own self but for humankind. “Because God in Christ is free for humankind, 

because God does not keep God’s freedom to God’s self, we can think of freedom only as 

a ‘being-free-for.’”76 The relational structure of personhood Bonhoeffer develops leads 

him to argue that Jesus’s identity as the image of God cannot be separated from all the 

identities of those who have become members of his body. Therefore, in the church we 

are all invited, through the person of Christ, imago dei, to participate freely in Trinitarian 

communion. 

In his seminal work Bonhoeffer: A Theology of Sociality, Clifford Green 

recognizes the distinctive account of freedom that Bonhoeffer provides for the doctrine of 

73 DBWE 3:64. 

74 DBWE 3:64. Italics original. 

75 DBWE 3:63. 

76 DBWE 3:63. 
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imago dei. He notes that Bonhoeffer’s development of the doctrine of imago dei provides 

a “long overdue and far-reaching” revision to the entire theological tradition of the 

doctrine. What Bonhoeffer makes clear is that to be made imago dei does not point to 

some individualistic attribute a person might possess but is instead an account of a 

particular social relationship between persons, constituted by God’s relationship with 

humankind. Green writes: 

Classically the theological tradition had regarded reason as the human image of 
God. In addition to the exegetical problem this entails, two chief objections must 
be raised to this view. First, by so emphasizing reason it cannot do justice to the 
wholeness of the human being as the image of God. Second, it permits an 
individualistic theological anthropology, since every person is endowed with 
reason as their own possession; the fact that the common possession of reason has 
been used as the basis for human social relatedness and for ethics does not 
overcome the essential individualism of this interpretation. Accordingly, it is 
noteworthy that nowhere in these lectures does Bonhoeffer use the logos doctrine 
with which classical theology had related Christology and creation. He does not 
take this opportunity which the combination of the biblical text and the tradition 
offered him.77 

In his assessment of Bonhoeffer’s contribution, Green notes the theological errors of 

accounts of the doctrine of imago dei that prioritize the role of reason as the connection 

between God and humankind. It is not preeminence of human reason that Bonhoeffer 

highlights in the doctrine of imago dei, but rather the role of God’s freedom for 

humankind that makes possible humankind’s freedom to be “for others.” 

However, it is important to recognize that in his theological conception of the 

doctrine of imago dei and the centrality of an account of human freedom as a “being-free-

for” others, Bonhoeffer is not making an entire break with the “classical theological 

tradition” of the divine logos and imago dei. Rather, it is precisely on the question of the 

                                                
77 Green, Bonhoeffer, 190. Italics original. 
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logos that Bonhoeffer breaks with Nazi theology like Hirsch’s (which also prioritizes a 

kind of relationally structured anthropology) and turns instead toward strands of the 

patristic theological tradition to recover a formulation of imago dei and humankind’s 

relation to the divine logos. Returning to the patristic tradition enables Bonhoeffer to 

highlight precisely the theological errors that accounts like Hirsch’s theology assume.78 A 

brief overview of the development of imago dei along these Christological strands can 

help us appreciate how deeply indebted to the theological tradition Bonhoeffer was, how 

coherent his anthropology was with his understanding of Chalcedonian Christology, and 

how radically his tradition-steeped theology countered the Nazi logos theology that 

encapsulated individuals within racial configurations of being and meaning. 

Bonhoeffer and the Theological Tradition of Imago Dei 

Because Bonhoeffer understands freedom as a relation, he conceptualizes two 

possible modes (or postures) of freedom for humankind: humankind is either imago dei 

(free-for-others) or sicut deus (free-from-others). This second posture, in which 

humankind attempts to be like God, is an idolatrous posture. As humankind sicut deus, 

we close ourselves off from relational participation in the life of God and instead stand 

alongside God and others in a competitive stance. As we assume the inward-turning 

posture of “freedom-from” others, we become isolated and alone. Human nature loses 

itself to itself and becomes alienated from itself, from others, and from God. In such an 

inward turning relation, the human no longer needs a Creator and instead lives out of its 

78 In his prison letters, Bonhoeffer reflected on the importance of the Church Fathers, writing that 
“to some extent they are much more contemporaneous than the Reformers and simultaneously a basis for 
Protestant-Catholic conversation.” DBWE 8:189. 
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own resources and creates its own life. In such a mode of relation, “Adam is no longer a 

creature. Adam has torn himself from his creatureliness.”79 

 The distinction between imago dei and sicut deus is derived from a particular 

reading of Genesis 1:26-27. As far as we know, Irenaeus was the first to make a 

distinction between imago dei and sicut deus. For Irenaeus, imago dei was a set relation, 

a gift given to humankind, whereas sicut deus, to be like God, was an invitation to 

cultivate a life of virtue.80 To live virtuously was to live sicut deus. On the other hand, 

Athanasius consciously avoided speaking of “likeness” and preferred the term imago dei 

because for him sicut deus connoted a negative tone: sin was introduced into God’s world 

when humankind wanted to be like God.81 Gregory of Nyssa, like Bonhoeffer, 

maintained that to be made imago dei entailed a freedom that is given to humankind. 

Nyssa expressed the conviction that the body, in its intimate relation to the soul, is not 

entirely left out when the image of God is under contemplation. Therefore, when 

considering what it is to be imago dei, Nyssa conceptualized this gift in terms of a 

relation that human beings inhabit before the living God: “In the last case that is 

                                                
79 DBWE 3:115. See also DBWE 1:121. Recall that in Sanctorum Communio Bonhoeffer argued 

that this form of life is called “being-in-Adam-”a fragmentary and broken existence. In a similar vein of 
theological reflection regarding freedom as a posture, in his book Intellectual Appetite: A Theological 
Grammar, Paul Griffiths considers two postures of learning: curiositas, an idolatrous posture in which one 
attempts to seize and control what one knows, and studiositas, a posture through which one participates in 
what one learns. See especially pp. 19-49; 75-91. Griffiths helps us recognize that these anthropological 
claims regarding relations of freedom have epistemological implications, which in turn shape bodily life. 
Paul Griffiths. Intellectual Appetite: A Theological Grammar (Washington D.C.: The Catholic University 
of America Press, 2009). 

80 Alexander Robers and James Donaldson, eds. Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 1 (New York: 
Hendrickson Publishers, 2012) 544. 

81 Philip Schaff and Rev. Henry Wallace, eds. Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Vol. IV (New 
York: Cosimo Classics, 2007), 468-69.  
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particularly apparent in the way in which man’s posture is seen as a kind of reflection of 

his spiritual position.”82 

However, it is with Maximus the Confessor’s formulation of imago dei and his 

understanding of freedom that Bonhoeffer’s account of imago dei reveals a most startling 

resemblance. That Bonhoeffer’s account of humankind as “free-for-others” has a deep 

resonance with the anthropology and Christology of Maximus the Confessor is perhaps 

not all that surprising. Bonhoeffer’s dissertation director, Reinhold Seeburg, wrote two 

articles on the theology of Maximus the Confessor, at one point calling him “the shining 

star of patristic theology.”83 An examination of Bonhoeffer’s personal library reveals that 

Bonhoeffer took interest in the theology of Maximus.84 

Maximus, a seventh century monk who was tortured and mutilated for his 

interpretation of the Chalcedonian confession of Christ’s full humanity and full divinity, 

expanded the implications of Christology as articulated at Chalcedon, and asserted that, 

in light of the incarnation, the human creature is uniquely created with a freedom that 

reflects and partakes of the freedom of God’s own perfect self-determination. The human 

power of self-determination is not self-sufficient or absolute, but rather human freedom is 

82 De hom. opif. 4; PG 44:136. Cited in McFarland, The Divine Image, 15. 

83 Reinhold Seeberg, “Maximus Konfessor,” Realenzyklopädie für protestantische Theologie und 
Kirche, 3rd ed. (Leipzig, 1898-1908), 12:470. 

84 In his copy of Seeburg’s Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschicte (vol. 3, pp. 293-96) (Leipzig 1917-
1923), the section on Maximus’s theology is carefully underlined by Bonhoeffer, with notes and reflections 
in the margins. Maximian concepts, such as the “two wills of Christ” (dyotheletism) makes it ways into 
other portions of Bonhoeffer’s marginalia, as when Bonhoeffer is reading Augustine’s theology. My thanks 
to Dr. Jutta Weber and the staff of the Bonhoeffer Archives in the Staatsbibliothek in Berlin for granting 
me access to Bonhoeffer’s personal library. 
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an entailment of being created according to the image of God, who alone is infinitely 

free.85 

It is worthwhile to reflect briefly on precisely how Maximus worked out his 

understanding of imago dei, for Maximus’s account of imago dei explicitly articulates in 

technical terms the logic inherent in Bonhoeffer’s account of the drama unfolding in the 

Garden of Eden. For Maximus, as for Bonhoeffer, the freedom that humankind partakes 

in is revealed and made possible through the Incarnation. For both Maximus and 

Bonhoeffer, the terms of Chalcedon help clarify the nature of this Incarnational freedom. 

Jesus is not merely an exemplar human being, but rather is both fully God and fully 

human. According to this confession, the idioms of divinity and humanity refer to the 

single, unified person of Christ. The Logos is the personal subject of Christ, not an 

abstract distinction of divinity and humanity that requires ontological parallelism of the 

Logos and the human in Christ. In Christ, the Logos and humanity are not divisible. 

The Chalcedonian grammar helps avoid the conceptual slippage into the heresy of 

Apollinariansim. Because of the union of divinity and humanity in Jesus, properties that 

are properly divine may be predicated of the man while properties that are properly 

human may be predicated of the divine person of the son.86 In light of this affirmation, 

the grammar of communicatio idiomatum attempts to articulate the relationship between 

incommensurate spheres of existence that are “perfectly different” and yet, in Christ, 

“one.” It is a grammar that attempts to articulate the way in which these spheres of 

existence are mysteriously perfected in their difference according to the direct proportion 

                                                
85 Maximus the Confessor, Op 7, PG91. 80A; Riches End of Humanism, 84. 

86 See also Chapter Three. 
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by which they accomplish their “oneness.” Because of this confession Bonhoeffer can 

affirm in his Christology lectures a vertical exchange of properties in the Person of 

Christ.87 As we shall see, for both Maximus and Bonhoeffer, this theological formula 

plays an integral role for understanding humankind imago dei.88 

Maximus contemplates the full effect of this vertical exchange of properties. As 

he writes, in Christ the hypostasis includes full humanity: not only a universal human 

nature but also individual, particular qualities. Jesus was not man, universal, but a Jew 

87 “The assertion that this person is God is the vertical Word from above that neither takes 
anything away from nor adds anything to Jesus Christ, but rather qualifies this entire human being as God. 
It is God’s judgment about this human being! It is God’s Word, which takes this human being Jesus Christ 
and qualifies him as God… Because Jesus is himself God’s judgment about him; he points both to himself 
and to God” DBWE 12:354. Italics original. 

Recall that in Chapter Three, we examined this passage of Bonhoeffer’s Christology lectures. In 
this important section of the lectures, we discover a particular image of the Word of God. The Word is, 
following Chalcdeon, I argued, an Icon. It realizes a kind of silence because it acts as a threshold, rather 
than a depiction of the Word. Confronted by this Image of the Word, our speech about God must be 
chastened by first listening: hearing what we do not usually let ourselves hear. In Creation and Fall, the 
implications of the initial silence become even more explicit. We were not present at the beginning. Rather, 
we must listen and receive the Word who was in the beginning, is now, and will be. The Word as 
Icon/Threshold fits well with Bonhoeffer’s understanding of human freedom as a relation. Rather than a 
Word that is observed, the Word as a “Who” is encountered, and becomes an open door to participation in 
the Trinitarian life of God. 

88 It is important to acknowledge at this point that Luther also dealt heavily with the question of 
the communicatio idiomatum. Indeed, it was a question of interpreting this theological formula that was the 
center of many of his (and Lutherans to follow) disagreements with Calvin’s understanding of the 
relationship between the humanity and divinity of Jesus and the formula of extra Calvinisticum. Given 
Bonhoeffer’s indebtedness to Luther in many other areas of his theology, the question of whether or not he 
is more indebted to Luther, rather than patristic sources, or whether he inherited his understanding of 
patristic sources from Luther for his theology regarding the communicatio idiomatum is an important 
question to explore. In Luther’s assessment of the communicatio idiomatum, he does not attend to the 
anthropological implications of Christology, per se, as Bonhoeffer and Maximus do, but rather employs the 
formula of the communicatio idiomatum to help articulate his “Ubiquity of the Body” sacramentology. It is 
precisely on this point, the concept of the “ubiquity of the body” that Bonhoeffer parts ways with Luther 
(DBWE 12:322). For an assessment of Luther’s treatment of the communicatio idiomatum for his 
sacramentology, see Ronald A. Carson, “The Motifs of Kenosis and Imitatio in the Work of Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer, With an Excursus on the Communicatio Idiomatum” in Journal of the American Academy of 
Religion 43(3), 542-553. In this article, Carson traces Luther’s treatment of the communicatio idiomatum, 
and notes that Luther uses the formula explicitly for questions regarding the sacraments and not 
Christology (Carson, 544). That the formula is central to Bonhoeffer’s Christology (and only accidentally, 
to his sacramentology) is a tension that Carson seems to be aware of, but does not fully address. A good 
starting point to further explore the question of Bonhoeffer’s views on Luther’s employment of the 
communicatio idiomatum would be Bonhoeffer’s Christology Lectures, especially DBWE 12:344-50. 
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from Nazareth who was also, uniquely, Son of God. As Maximus explains, the Logos has 

assumed the flesh in the hypostatic “identity.”89 When Maximus makes the claim that the 

Logos assumes human flesh in the hypostatic identity, he does not mean that the qualities 

of human nature are swallowed up by the divine nature. Rather, the hypostasis unites not 

only the divine and human natures but also unites two modes of existence (τροποσ). 

 Maximus gains this account of τροποσ from the Cappadocians, who employ the 

phrase to help articulate the relations of the Trinity.90 He transfers this language to aid in 

contemplating Christology. In Christ, we see a being in whose wholeness—down to the 

last word and gesture—reveals a fully human nature, but one that has been translated into 

a wholly different manner of existing. In this new manner of existing (τροποσ), 

everything that is truly human can be found.91 

However, in Christ, the human nature is not “simply human”92 or “only human”93 

but appears as mysteriously “inhabited” by another.94 This “indwelling” is perceived at 

once “as the most interior and intimate joining possible (περικορεσισ), in which God is 

                                                
89 Amb 3, PG91:1040C. 

90 In Maximus’s “Disputation with Pyrrhus,” Pyrrhus challenges Maximus’s Christology precisely 
on this point. “The Fathers developed these ideas in the context of the Doctrine of God, not in that of 
Christology. Therefore it is not a sign of intellectual honesty to use for Christology what they intended to 
say of the Trinity and to try and prove a contradiction in this way.” Maximus would defend his theology 
against this charge by stating that the Logos, having once become human, still remains, as Logos, one of 
the Three who are God, and therefore, a proposition in Christology may not contradict a proposition about 
the Trinity. PG91:348C-350B. See also Maximus the Confessor, Selected Writings, 213. This particular 
passage of Maximus’s writing is examined by Seeberg in his Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschicte (vol. 3). 

91 Opuscula; PG 91:77AB 

92 Ambigua, PG 91:1048B 

93 Ibid:1048A. 

94 Opuscula; PG 91:108B. 
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tenderly concerned to preserve all that is human and natural and to heal us.”95 Therefore, 

this “new manner of being,”96 this “divine mode,”97 this “way of existing thus and no 

other way,”98 this new quality that has no effect on quantity, provides the unity 

humankind was created to share with God.99 

Maximus not only reaffirmed the theology of the communicatio idiomatum. He 

offered insight into another significant dimension to the Incarnation that connects to 

Bonhoeffer’s understanding of human freedom. According to Maximus, the other equally 

important theological point to be made regarding the communicatio idiomatum is that the 

communication of human and divine properties in the Incarnation is itself open and 

receptive. Through the exchange of properties, humanity is opened to encounter divinity 

without being swallowed up or overcome in the encounter. This reality means that the 

vertical exchange of properties between divinity and humanity in Christ also makes 

possible a lateral exchange between humans.100 This is the exchange that takes place on 

the horizontal plane of historical relations between human beings as they are reordered as 

new creation in the Incarnation. Through the Incarnation, human nature, in unity with 

95 Ambigua, PG 91:1044D-1045A. 

96 Ibid, PG 91:1052A. 

97 Ibid, PG 91:1053CD 

98 Ibid, PG 91:1053B. 

99 Maximus was aware of the danger, when contemplating the hypostatic union of the divine and 
human natures of Christ of making the error of describing an intermediate thing, or a homogenization of the 
two natures. For this reason, Maximus always turned to Trinitarian theology for grammar regarding the 
distinction and unity of Christ. PG 91:76A; PG 91:113B. See also Maximus the Confessor, Selected 
Writings, 212-213. 

100 I borrow the term “lateral exchange” of properties from J. Kameron Carter, in Race, 351. For 
Carter’s full treatment of the implications of Maximus’s Christological anthropology and its contribution to 
reframing human identity, see especially pp. 343-369. 
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God, reopens the isolated self to God, self, and others.101 In Christ what happens 

vertically between the human and divine natures and laterally with the human nature 

assumed in the Incarnation is one event. The lateral exchange between Christ and the rest 

of humanity that heals created human nature and the relations that constitute human 

identity is predicated upon the vertical exchange of properties between divinity and 

humanity as they come together in the two-natured Christ. 

Maximus understands that this is the point of the Chalcedonian emphasis that the 

divine and human natures in Christ come together in Christ’s person in the closest affinity 

but without confusion. Humanity, as it is open to the divine nature, is no longer sealed in 

upon itself.102 In the Incarnation, God in His otherness freely embraces our human nature, 

communicating divinity and thus healing human nature. This opening of human nature in 

Christ opens human nature to love: not only God but also itself and others. Christ reopens 

humanity to freely embrace the particular and diverse many that make up creation itself. 

It is because of this insight that Maximus can write: 

And the interpretation of love is: to love the Lord God with all the heart and soul 
and power, and the neighbor as oneself. Which is, if I might express it in a 
definition, the inward universal relationship to the first good connected with the 
universal purpose of our natural kind… This we know as love and so we call it, 
not divisively assigning one form of love to God and another to human beings, for 
it is one and the same and universal: owed to God and attaching human beings 
one to another. For the activity and clear proof of perfect love towards God is a 
genuine disposition of voluntary goodwill toward one’s neighbor… This is the 

                                                
101 In Bonhoeffer’s terms, this shift would be articulated as the move from humankind sicut deus 

to humankind imago dei. 

102 Drawing again from Carter, it is this point, the opening of human nature itself that makes it 
possible for humankind to no longer be sealed in upon itself within a “fortress mentality.” As Carter argues, 
this “fortress mentality” is the basis of tyranny. In self-enclosure, humankind may “export”itself, but will 
never “receive itself.” This enclosure is the root of the tyranny of division. “[T]hrough the agency of 
humans in their quest to be ‘gods’ (in replacement of God the Creator),” humankind creates “their own 
reality.” It is precisely in this way, according to Carter, drawing from Maximus, that race functions in 
modernity as a substitute for the doctrine of creation. Carter, Race, 352. 
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way of truth, as the Word of God calls himself, that leads those who walk in it, 
pure of all passions to God the Father. This is the door, through which the one 
who enters finds himself in the Holy of Holies, and is made worthy (like 
Abraham) to behold the unapproachable beauty of the holy and royal Trinity.103 

In light of this iconic understanding of Christ, Maximus can make the claim that 

human beings are most fully themselves only as they receive themselves from other 

human beings. In receiving themselves, one from another, humankind in fact receives 

God and thereby is most fully human. For Maximus, the enfolding of created being into 

the divinity and humanity of Christ is, crucially, an ecclesial act, rooted in the 

communion of discipleship and love. In the body of Christ, the many are drawn together 

in Holy Communion with one another and with the Trinitarian God. Jesus Christ 

continues his healing work of salvation in the Church and by means of the Church, which 

is his body.104 

This understanding of Christ’s body means it is possible to say that the Church, as 

a visible community, is already the image of God, who holds the whole world in all its 

distinction and difference together, drawing all to himself in unity and yet letting each to 

its own being and variety. The Church is an image of God, “because she achieves among 

the faithful the same unity that God achieves, even when those who are united in faith are 

very different in characteristics and separated by land and custom—the same unity that 

God achieves among the essence of things, without confusing them, in that he… 

moderates and brings into harmony what is different among them, by drawing them 

toward himself as their cause and goal and making them one.”105 

103 PG 91:401C-404A; Andrew Louth, Maximus the Confessor, 90, Carter, Race, 358. 

104 PG 91:664-68. 

105 Mystagogia I; PG 91:664-68. See Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 314-326. 
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Bonhoeffer follows this seventh century claim, but in the context of modern 

Germany, his insistence on the beauty of the harmonious body of Christ directly 

challenged the racialized configuration of communal identity Hirsch envisioned for 

German Christians. On several occasions Bonhoeffer contemplates the nature of the 

harmonious relation between God, self, and others made possible through the hypostatic 

union, through the use of musical imagery. 

In his recent book Taking Hold of the Real: Dietrich Bonhoeffer and the Profound 

Worldliness of Christianity, Barry Harvey examines Bonhoeffer’s acoustic analogy of the 

relation between God and humankind as being like a polyphonic song as a central theme 

of Bonhoeffer’s theology. Like Maximus, Bonhoeffer imagines a harmonious union 

between Christ and his body, the church. The song that Bonhoeffer envisions is not a 

homophonous unison, but rather, a complex interweaving of voices and melodies. Christ 

serves as the cantus firmus, the lead melody to which other melodies relate.106 

Humankind brings forth the counterpoint, a series of other melodies that relate to the 

cantus firmus by forming “constantly enfolding harmonic patterns.”107 As Harvey 

explains, this polyphonous music weaves its way in and out of all the trappings of earthly 

life. The song is not confined to the inner walls of the church building, but rather extends 

to pick up the “clamorous monophony orchestrated by the social technologies of 

modernity with the Spirit-led counterpoint life in Jesus Christ.”108 The healing relation of 

Christ and his Church extends “through prayer and just action” to “interact with 

                                                
106 Harvey, Taking Hold of the Real, 239 fn 12. 

107 Ibid. 

108 Ibid., 236. 
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performers of the monophony of ‘a world come of age’ as voices in the counterpoint of 

creation, reconciliation, and redemption.”109 In this musical vision, the complexity of 

earthly life, the interactions of all sorts between human beings is not lost or 

overwhelmed, but joined and harmonized to the cantus firmus of Christ.110 As is 

intimated in Harvey’s reading of Bonhoeffer’s vision, the musical complexity of 

polyphonous song is made possible only in time and landscape, or as Bonhoeffer 

describes it, “earthly life.”111 

Thus far, we have examined how both Maximus and Bonhoeffer understand 

humankind, imago dei, is located in a relational structure in which humankind is not 

overwhelmed in relation to divinity, but rather made complete. The final element of 

Maximus’s anthropology—his account of human freedom— will invite us to see echoes 

of his understanding of freedom in Bonhoeffer’s treatment of human freedom in Creation 

and Fall. Maximus’s innovative account of human freedom logically extends from his 

109 Ibid. 

110 In a letter to Bethge, dated May 20, 1944, Bonhoeffer contemplates the nature of marital love 
in relation to the love of God. He writes: “[T]here is a danger in any passionate erotic love, that through it 
you may lose what I’d like to call the polyphony of life. What I mean is that God, the Eternal, wants to be 
loved with our whole heart, not to the detriment of earthly love or to diminish it, but as a sort of cantus 
firmus to which the other voices of life resound in counterpoint. One of these contrapuntal themes, which 
keep their full independence but are still related to the cantus firmus, is earthly love. Even in the Bible there 
is the Song of Solomon, and you really can’t imagine a hotter, more sensual, and glowing love than the one 
spoken of here (cf. 7:6!). It’s really good that this is in the Bible, contradicting all those who think being 
Christian is about tempering one’s passions (where is there any such tempering in the Old Testament?). 
Where the cantus firmus is clear and distinct, a counterpoint can develop as mightily as it wants. The two 
are “undivided and yet distinct,” as the Definition of Chalcedon says, like the divine and human natures in 
Christ. Is that perhaps why we are so at home with polyphony in music, why it is important to us, because it 
is the musical image of this Christological fact and thus also our vita christiana?.. I wanted to ask you to let 
the cantus firmus be heard clearly in your being together; only then will it sound complete and full, and the 
counterpoint will always know that it is being carried and can’t get out of tune or be cut adrift, while 
remaining itself and complete in itself. Only the polyphony gives your life wholeness, and you know that 
no disaster can befall you as long as the cantus firmus continues.” DBWE 8:394. 

111 These central themes of Bonhoeffer’s account of relationality will be the focus of Chapter Five. 
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understanding of the relation between the divinity and humanity of Christ and is the 

element of his theology that thrust him into the heart of the monothelite controversy of 

the seventh century that ultimately cost him his life.112 

Bonhoeffer, I have argued, insists upon both the anthropological and 

epistemological aspects of the doctrine of imago dei. Likewise, in Maximus we find the 

two are inter-related in his account of imago dei precisely through his concept of 

freedom. The question of the nature of human freedom for Maximus is a question of the 

nature of human willing and human knowing. Both willing and knowing in Maximus’s 

anthropological construct entail a consideration of human posture before God. 

 A predominant (and ultimately heretical) view of Christology that Maximus 

encountered as he began to examine the relationship between epistemology and 

Christology prioritized a concern to preserve the impassibility of God. Hans Urs von 

Balthasar describes this account of Christology as the Logos-Sarx (Word-Flesh) model.113 

In this understanding of Christology, the Word (Logos) expresses himself in a real, 

personal way through the instrument (organon) of flesh that the Word controls and 

enlivens. This act by the Word simply bypasses the rational (human) soul to preserve the 

impassibility of God. This was a view initially developed to varying degrees by Arius, 

Athanasius, and Apollinarius.114 It was a view that was later picked up by the seventh 

century Monothelites, who affirmed that while Christ had two natures, he only had one 

will. 

                                                
112 For a biographical account of Maximus’s involvement in the monothelite controversy and his 

subsequent death, see Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 74-80 and Louth, Maximus the Confessor, 3-18. 

113 Balthasar, 228. 

114 Ibid.  
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One implication of this view is that there is no correlation between Christ’s 

capacity to will and humankind’s capacity to will. This proved problematic for Maximus, 

for if Christ’s capacity for willing necessarily bypassed a component of his human nature, 

to preserve his divine nature, then how could we confess he was fully human? Moreover, 

as human beings, in our human willing, how do we relate to Christ? How are we imago 

dei? 

In response, Maximus turns to the Chalcedonian affirmation of the hypostatic 

union of Christ to argue that Christ’s human nature is not simply passive, any more than 

any ordinary person’s nature would be. Christ was, after all, fully human. Maximus 

asserts that anyone who wants to maintain the unity of Christ by arguing for a simple 

passivity (of his humanity) “tears Christ in two.”115 If Christ’s human nature is simply 

passive, then the human nature would be nothing but an instrument, a “marionette” 

moved from some transcendent point.116 Nature would function as a kind of mechanical 

determinism. 

Rather, Christ “possessed the ability to will as a man, but (in light of the 

hypostatic union) this ability was moved and shaped by his divine will.”117 Christ had the 

natural human ability to will, which in its realization developed “not in the direction of 

becoming its own (human) hypostasis, but toward that of God, without however ceasing 

to be a genuinely human ability.”118 In Maximus’s theology, the implication of this 

115 PG91: 292D-293A Opuscula; PG91 48AB. See also Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 227-228. 

116 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 228. Balthasar is drawing from Opuscula; PG91:48A 

117 Opuscula; PG 91:48A. 

118 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 228.  
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Christological reality is that human willing is understood as a good, rooted in nature. 

Humankind has the capacity for free self-determination toward every good thing by 

following the law implied as one’s status as imago dei, in obedience to the flow of one’s 

own natural movement toward God. This is where real personal freedom of the creature 

comes to its lived reality.119 The unity of natural freedom and personal freedom raises the 

creature “above the opposition[al view] of necessity [compulsion] and freedom” and 

allows the creature to be, in some degree, the image of God.120 

 Maximus’s insight into the nature of human freedom regarding its relationship to 

human willing challenges the assumption that human freedom is identical with 

humankind’s capacity to choose between good and evil. Drawing from the same 

scriptural scene in Genesis as Bonhoeffer does, Maximus argues that freedom cannot be 

the capacity to choose between good and evil, since such an assumption would mean that 

the fall of humankind in the garden was a necessity. That is, if freedom consisted of 

making a determination against evil, then evil would be necessary. Contemplating 

Christ’s freedom in light of his understanding of the hypostatic union and the 

communicatio idiomatum, Maximus reveals the mistake in such a concept of freedom. 

                                                
119 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 228-229. 

120 Ibid. In Maximus’s Disputation with Pyrrhus, Pyrrhus objects to Maximus’s argument by 
saying, “If you call the power of willing natural [in Christ], and everything natural occurs with an unforced 
necessity, then how can someone who thinks of Christ’s willing as the work of his nature not end by 
necessarily removing from him every free impulse?” Maximus’s response to Pyrrhus’s concern was that 
not only the divine, uncreated nature “but the intellectual creature as well has nothing in himself that is 
controlled by necessity. For the naturally rational being possesses, as a natural capacity for action, rational 
intellectual life, which we also call the will of the intellectual soul. As a result of this life, our thinking and 
reflecting is grounded in our willing, just as our willing and deciding is grounded in our thinking.”120 
Because of this notion of the interplay between willing and intellectual thought, Maximus concludes that, 
“[t]here is no compulsion in the nature of the intellectual beings.” PG91:293BC 
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The power to freely be is at the same time the center of radical dependency on God.121 In 

this relation of dependence, freedom of humankind finds its fruition. 

The Christological anthropology of Maximus the Confessor can help shed light on 

the explicit and particular ways that Chalcedonian Christology, anthropology, and 

accounts of human freedom are tightly interwoven. Rather than positing Christ as the one 

who gives humankind an example of good works or as one who appeared as human but 

did not fully assume humankind in his person, Maximus’s anthropology is rooted not in 

what a creature is or does by itself but rather in what the human is in relation to the grace 

it receives in being redeemed in the one who “comes down from above” (Nicaea). 

Maximus provides us with an account of the ways in which human beings, in their 

distinction and particularity, are drawn together in the unity of the Church to a new 

“mode of existence,” which enlivens our identity as those made in the image of God. 

Further, Maximus affirms that in this mode of existence and the identity that it provides, 

human freedom is not the capacity to choose between good and evil, but rather, freedom 

is the natural movement toward God as one follows in obedience the commands of God. 

121 Balthasar, Cosmic Liturgy, 211. Balthasar is quoting from Opuscula; PG91:88B. It is worth 
noting that Maximus extends his concern over the implied necessity of the fall in the Garden of Eden by 
exegeting another important garden scene: Christ’s agony in the Garden of Gethsemane. In his Opuscule 7, 
Maximus contemplates Christ’s words: “Not your will, but thine be done” and “Father, if it be possible let 
this cup pass.” Drawing from these two phrases from Christ’s prayer, Maximus once again articulates the 
argument he made earlier. While “we have become inclined to every evil because of the primordially 
wicked serpent,” in accordance with our constitution, “we exist naturally as molded by God and as honored 
creatures.” Christ, who is fully divine and fully human, in the fullness of humanity, has both a divine and 
human will. “For that he has by nature a human will, just as he has an essentially divine will, the Word 
himself shows clearly, when, in the course of the economy that took place for our sake, he humanly begged 
to be spared from death, saying, Father, it be possible let this cup pass from me (Matt. 26:39), in order to 
manifest the weakness of his own flesh.” Christ “was in truth and properly a human being: to this his 
natural will bears witness in his plea to be spared from death that took place in accordance with the 
economy. And again, that human will is wholly deified, in its agreement with the divine will itself, since it 
is eternally moved and shaped by it and in accordance with it, is clear when he shows that all that matters is 
a perfect verification of the will of the Father, in his saying as a human being, Not mine, but your will be 
done…” Opuscule 7; PG91:80D.  
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A Deeper Examination of Bonhoeffer’s Account of Freedom 

Reading Maximus’s account of Christological anthropology can help illuminate 

the central emphases in Bonhoeffer’s account of anthropology. Bonhoeffer echoes 

Maximus’s themes of freedom, obedience, and humankind’s relation to God and others in 

his examination of the Genesis account of the garden. Approaching the story of creation 

in Genesis 1-3, with Maximus’s claim that humanity is fulfilled only through the lateral 

exchange of properties made possible through the Incarnation in the background, we can 

more fully appreciate Bonhoeffer’s introductory words: “In the church, the story of 

creation must be read in a way that begins with Christ and only then moves on toward 

him as its goal; indeed one can read it as a book that moves toward Christ only when one 

knows that Christ is the beginning, the new, the end of our whole world.”122 

 Significant for his account of freedom, Bonhoeffer points out that in the center of 

the garden, alongside the tree of life, lies the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 

There is little known about this tree that claims pride of place in God’s garden, save for 

one important word from God. Simply put, Adam is not to touch or eat of this tree. In this 

command, Adam understands that God is confronting Adam and showing him his limit. 

“The prohibition means nothing other than this: ‘Adam, you are who you are because of 

me, your Creator; So now be what you are. You are a free creature, so now be that. You 

are free, so be free; you are a creature, so be a creature.’”123 Freedom and limit are not 

oppositional terms, but rather, human freedom and human limit are joined together in 

humankind’s status as a creature, and that status as creature is in its gifted return to God. 

122 DBWE 3:22. 

123 DBWE 3:85. 
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The forbidden tree locates the human being’s limit. As Genesis reveals, 

humankind’s boundary is not aligned with an external boundary of the garden. Rather, 

the boundary, the limit is at the center of the garden, and thus human existence. “The 

limit or constraint that people look for on the margin of humankind is the limit of the 

human condition, the limit of human technology, the limit of what is possible for 

humanity. The boundary that is at the center is at the limit of human reality, of human 

existence as such. Knowledge of the limit or constraint on the margin is always 

accompanied by the possibility of failing to know an internal limit. Knowledge of the 

boundary at the center means knowing that the whole of existence, human existence in 

every possible way that it may comport itself, has its limit.”124 What Bonhoeffer is 

affirming is a conception of freedom in which being is derived from Christ. Christ as our 

source reveals that at the center of humankind we find out limit. Our limit is a gift 

through which we receive our being. This undercuts the Kantian problematic of 

identifying one’s boundary only after crossing it. On the contrary, Bonhoeffer recognizes 

limits of finitude and creatureliness are not crossable. The central location of creaturely 

limit affirms the anthropological and epistemological structure that presupposes all that 

we have is given to us by source of our being who is God. 

At this point, it will be helpful to pause and recall the structure of boundary, order 

and logos that Hirsch called the Church of Germany to embrace. For Hirsch, “modern 

philosophy” was incapable of bringing humankind into encounter with the “ultimate, 

inner, binding, living power of truth.” A new posture for humankind was necessary, one 

that recognized the importance of boundaries. Boundaries for Hirsh marked a distinction 

124 DBWE 3:86. Italics original. 
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between those who were outside of the boundary and those who were inside of the 

boundary. Outside, the chaos of “the all-encompassing debate about everything” swirled, 

leading to banality, malaise, and ultimately nihilism. Inside, the boundary Hirsch 

envisioned could create the space for a creative spirit and mystery. In the horos, the 

“uncrossable boundary” is firmly established along the lines of race and cultural heritage, 

and the nomos or order, life, and thought, provides meaning and structure to the protected 

cultural life. Once nomos and horos were firmly established, the logos could emerge 

within their scaffolding. The logos, defined as the self-expressive, living spirit, could now 

thrive within the boundary of horos. The logos, in this construct, is not the Jesus Christ, 

who is both God and Man, who, by virtue of the hypostatic union, opens human kind one 

to another in divinizing love, who draws all of creation, in distinction and particularity, to 

himself. Rather, the logos is the fruit of the German people, a spirit allowed to flourish 

within the confines of a secured boundary that firmly keeps others out. 

For Hirsch, boundary is not what makes relation and communion with one’s 

neighbor who bear difference possible, but rather, makes relation and communion with 

neighbors impossible. Freedom in this context means bearing responsibility on behalf of 

those who are inside the racial boundary against those who are located outside the racial 

boundary. Inside the boundary, if life is cultivated properly, human potential is boundless 

thanks to the self-expressive, living spirit of the logos. Outside the boundary exist those 

who are a threat to the potential of the logos. 

Bonhoeffer shows us the error of this vision of logos. The tree of the knowledge 

of good and evil located at the center of the Genesis Garden is itself constitutive of our 

freedom. Prohibition, the call to obedience, to remember that we are creature and not 
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creator, places us before the Image of God, Christ, the Logos, who is at once “the 

boundary and the center of our existence.”125 In such a posture, we are free to participate 

in the Trinitarian life of God, and in turn, to participate in life with one another. Only in 

this posture of openness and receptivity do we, by virtue of Christ the Logos’s openness 

and receptivity, receive our creaturely life. 

Humankind as Sicut Deus 

Bonhoeffer continues his reading of Genesis by noting that as the story in the 

garden unfolds, Adam and Eve transgress the limit that is gift. They internalize their 

transgression in the most literal and material way: they eat it. This act could be described 

as the anti-eucharist. They are not partaking of Christ, but partaking of self. “For in the 

day that you eat of it [the tree of the knowledge of good and evil] you shall die” (Genesis 

2:17). Bonhoeffer observes that this death, as will be made clear, is not the immediate 

cessation of biological existence. Instead, what results of the eating is a damaging and 

distorted means of existing. The act of eating/seizing denies humankind’s daily 

dependence on others and on God for our lives. 

In Eve’s encounter with the serpent (Genesis 3:1), the serpent asks, “Did God say, 

‘You shall not eat from any tree in the garden?’” The invasion of the snake to the garden 

scene does not introduce something substantively new to the garden. Rather, the snake 

invokes a new posture. Through the question posed by the serpent, the possibility of 

going behind the word of God to seek a human understanding of the essential nature of 

125 DBWE 3:86. 
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God is raised.126 The serpent’s question is a break from God not because it is a question, 

as if questions were not permitted in our life with God. Rather, it is a godless question 

because it invites Adam and Eve to now place themselves alongside God, posing as 

judges over how questions are to be answered. 

The primary question the snake asks is a question of doubt: “Did God really say?” 

The snake does not dispute the word but “opens the eyes of the human being to a depth of 

which the human beings has until now been unaware, a depth from which one would be 

in a position to establish or dispute whether a word is God’s word or not.”127 Perhaps 

God did not mean it in that way. Perhaps the human misheard. The point is that through 

this question, the human’s posture has changed. No longer does the human stand for God 

and her neighbor, but sicut deus, the idea of going behind the word of God and now 

providing it with a human basis and understanding of the essential nature of God.128 The 

questions that now arise seek to establish the self as the authority by which others are to 

be known. Rather than saying “Here am I” (Samuel), they say, “Did God say?” This 

places Adam and Eve in a position of mastery and power. “It [Humankind] now lives out 

of its own resources, creates its own life, its own creator; it no longer needs the 

Creator…Adam is no longer a creature. Adam has torn himself away from his 

creatureliness.”129 

                                                
126 DBWE 3:106. 

127 DBWE 3:106. 

128 DBWE 3:107. 

129 DBWE 3:115. This vision of imago dei and sicut deus is an expansion of Bonhoeffer’s remarks 
on the actus directus and actus reflective in DBWE 2. 
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Sicut deus, this new form of deathly “life” is life that disrespects limits and is 

made known in the exploitation of others and of the earth: “Humankind has got what it 

wants; it has itself become creator, source of life, fountainhead of knowledge of good and 

evil. It is alone by itself, it lives out of its own resources, it no longer needs any others, it 

is the lord of its own world, even though that does mean now that it is the solitary lord 

and despot of its own mute, violated, silenced, dead, ego-world [Ichwelt].”130 As long as 

we try to live like gods we banish ourselves from the garden. We go willingly in search 

for a limitless life. Adam and Eve cannot engage with one another in love, because now 

the other appears as a threat. The act of transgression in turn transforms a graced world 

into a landscape of competitive grasping and self-glorification. Earthly life becomes an 

exercise of idolatry. The garden narrative is clear: in our rootless existence, we turn to 

dominate one another. 131 

Our failure to be obedient to God and our failure to be-for-others gives power to 

doubt. The doubt to which Bonhoeffer refers is a deep, abiding doubt of others--a 

reluctance to trust human instrumentality in the church and for the world. This doubt is 

expressed as nothing less than a repulsion of the weakness of human flesh, opting instead 

for the clear (Satanic) reasoning of sicut deus.132 We are capable of being “like God” 

rather than trusting in God and the body of God, the Church. 

With our real struggle to believe in the Incarnation, the Incarnation becomes 

positioned in opposition to our human need for freedom. Once we lost sight of the fact 

130 DBWE 3:142. 

131 Tragically exemplified in the encounter between their two sons Cain and Abel. 

132 “It is not common worship, a common calling upon God, but a speaking about God, about God 
in a way that passes over, and reaches beyond, God.” DBWE 3:111. 
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that freedom is made possible in the Incarnation, Jesus of Nazareth cannot be trusted to 

free us. Dislodged from our relational existence, we must free ourselves. The lack of trust 

leads to a disengagement from the “where structure” of imago dei/Christology and 

compels us to instead attempt to secure our own position and make things “come out 

right.”133 

“You will not die at all.” “You shall die.” These two statements mark the cleavage 
that now splits the world apart for Adam. Statement stands against statement. This 
goes beyond his power of comprehension; for how is he to know what a lie is? 
Truth against truth—God’s truth against the serpent’s truth. God’s truth tied to the 
prohibition, the serpent’s truth tied to the promise, God’s truth pointing to my 
limit, the serpent’s truth pointing to my unlimitedness—both of them truth, that is, 
both originating with God, God against God. And this second god is likewise the 
god of promise to humankind to be sicut deus. God against humankind sicut deus; 
God and humankind in the imago dei versus God and humankind sicut deus. 
Imago dei—humankind in the image of God in being for God and neighbor, in its 
original creatureliness and limitedness; sicut deus—humankind like God in 
knowing out of its own self about good and evil, in having no limit and acting out 
of its own resources, in its aseity, in its being alone. Imago dei—bound to the 
word of the Creator and deriving life from the Creator; sicut deus—the creator-
human-being who lives on the basis of the divide between good and evil. Imago 
dei, sicut deus, agnus dei—the human being who is God incarnate, who was 
sacrificed for humankind sicut deus, in true divinity slaying its false divinity and 
restoring imago dei.134 

                                                
133 Recall that regarding the “where structure” of Christology, in his Christology lectures, 

Bonhoeffer writes: “If we ask about the place of Christ, we are asking about the “where structure” within 
the “who-structure” of the Christ. Where this structure can be demonstrated, it provides the theological 
proof that Christ’s incidental appearance in space and time is his manner of existing as a person, as the 
risen Lord. Where does he stand? For me, he stands in my place, where I should be standing. He stands 
there because I cannot, that is, he stands at the boundary of my existence and nevertheless in my place. This 
is an expression of the fact that I am separated, by a boundary that I cannot cross, from the self that I ought 
to be. This boundary lies between my old self and my new self, that is, in the center between myself and 
me. As the limit, Christ is at the same time the center that I have regained. As boundary, the boundary can 
only be seen from its other side, outside the limit. Thus it is important that we human beings, in recognizing 
that our limit is in Christ, at the same time see that in this limit we have found our new center. It is the 
nature of Christ’s person to be in the center. The One who is in the center is the same One who is present in 
the church as Word and sacrament. If we bring the question of “where” back into the question of “who,” 
the answer is given: Christ, as the one who is being-there pro-me, is the mediator. That is Christ’s nature 
and way of existing.” DBWE 12:324. 

134 DBWE 3:113. Bonhoeffer will prove equally suspicious of more orthodox accounts of 
parallelism. To speak of our being made in the image of God in a way that entails a relational account of 
human freedom means that the doctrine of imago dei is not going to be an account of something like the 
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These are words from Bonhoeffer’s lecture from January 30, 1933. This is the 

same day that Hitler is named Chancellor of Germany. In Chapter Three we examined 

how Hitler functioned as an iconic extension of the promise of God. Bonhoeffer refutes 

any such extension. God comes to us through prohibition. We find our limit and thus our 

existence in obedience to Christ. With his articulation of humankind sicut deus as a 

disobedient posture that distorts creaturely life, Bonhoeffer is quick to reject any 

theological possibility of a parallelism between humankind and God. Certainly 

Bonhoeffer will be quick to reject Hirsch’s account of the logos, wherein the term logos 

alludes to an inner spark or divine mystery latent in humankind. 

Thus far, Bonhoeffer has established vital differences between living imago dei 

and sicut deus. In the former, our posture is one of receptivity and gratitude, living in “the 

being of Christ” before the Trinitarian God. In the latter, humankind exists in a posture of 

deathly seizing and grasping, the idolatrous stance of “being in Adam.” It is for this 

reason that freedom-for-God and others that is drawn from a Christological anthropology 

Catholic formulation of analogia entis (analogy of being). According to Bonhoeffer, analogia entis 
suggests that there could be some kind of claim of divine presence without its appropriate Christological 
mediation; that humans in their existence in-and-of-themselves, in their being could be like God’s being. 

With his rejection of the analogia entis, Bonhoeffer is responding to Erich Przywara, who in 1932 
published his book on the doctrine (Analogia Entis: Metaphysics: Original Structure and Universal 
Rhythm. John R. Betz and David Bentley Hart, trans. (Grand Rapids, MI: 2014)). In his book, Przywara 
rehabilitates the Catholic doctrine of analogia entis (the analogy of being) established at the Fourth Lateran 
Council (1215). Engaging with Aquinas, Przywara argues that the distinction between essence and 
existence runs through the whole of created reality. The distinction defines created reality in its difference 
from God, the Creator, whose essence is ‘to be.’ This, according to Przywara is grounds for the analogia 
entis. In the very same act in which the human being comes to intimate God in the likeness of the creature, 
he also comes to intimate Him as the one who is beyond all likeness. Like Bonhoeffer, Barth also rejects 
analogia entis. Despite some critiques of Bonhoeffer’s exposition on analogia entis, Barth appropriates 
Bonhoeffer’s account of analogia relationis in his own Christocentric interpretation of imago dei. While 
Barth uses the language of analogia relationis, he parts ways with Bonhoeffer when he uses the term to 
mark difference and distinction along gender lines. This is something Bonhoeffer never does. On analogia 
relationis in Bonhoeffer’s theology, see Benjamin A. Reist, The Promise of Bonhoeffer (Philadelphia: J.B. 
Lipincott, 1969), 48-52. 
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implies for Bonhoeffer the impossibility of a parallelism of humanity and divinity; rather, 

the two must be directly related in encounter. 

Humankind is not a creature that was intended to exist alone. Boundary and 

finitude is, moreover, the foundation of how we relate to one another. The limit of 

humankind, the difference and particularity is an essential part of humanity. “Human 

beings exist in duality, and it is in this dependence on the other that their creatureliness 

consists.”135 Humankind does not have self-sufficiency but rather is bound to God’s 

freedom and receives God’s self “inasmuch as God is the one who in Christ attests to 

God’s ‘being for humankind.’”136 Humankind, imago dei, is revealed through 

incarnational logic that is participatory. Imago dei is a given relation in which human 

beings are set. Within this set relation, humankind receives its true created freedom.137 

Conclusion 

Bonhoeffer has argued that freedom, the first aspect of what it is to be created in 

the image of God, is a created relation that we receive from our Creator, in Christ and 

through one another. To speak of freedom as a relation in which the creature is free for 

the Creator in turn entails implications for relations between creatures. As the Genesis 

account reveals, God did not create the human being to flourish as a single entity. 

Humankind is free only to the extent that humans exist in relation to one another. To be a 

creature is to be dependent. “The creatureliness of human beings is no more a quality or 

something at hand or an existing entity than human freedom is. It can be defined in 
                                                

135 DBWE 3:64. 

136 DBWE 3:64. 

137 DBWE 3:64. 
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simply no other way than in terms of the existence of human beings ‘over-against-one-

another’, ‘with-one-another’, and ‘in-dependence-upon-one-another.’”138 

That the relation of freedom is created, that it is of the earth, is a distinct emphasis of 

Bonhoeffer’s understanding of the doctrine of imago dei that thickens our understanding 

of our relational nature. The importance of what he will come to coin as “earthly life” 

connects the doctrine of imago dei to the earth in such a way that there is no imago dei 

without the earth. This is the second aspect of what it means to be made in the image of 

God on earth. It is to this aspect that we now turn. 

138 DBWE 3:65. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

Where Am I? 
 

The earth that nourishes me has a right to my labor and my strength. I am not 
entitled to despise the earth on which I have my life. I owe it my loyalty and 
gratitude. My lot as a stranger and a sojourner, and thus the call of God to this 
condition as a stranger, is not something I can escape by dreaming away my 
earthly life with thoughts of heaven. There is a homesickness for the world beyond 
which has nothing at all to do with God, and which will certainly not be granted 
its homecoming... I am to wait patiently for the fulfillment of God’s promise, 
really wait, and not rob myself of it ahead of time by wishing and dreaming. 

—Dietrich Bonhoeffer1 
 

Introduction 

In Chapter Four, we began an examination of Bonhoeffer’s book Creation and 

Fall, written in 1933, just as Hitler was rising to power. In this book Bonhoeffer 

developed a theological anthropology that countered the work of German theologians like 

Emanuel Hirsch, who intertwined Völkisch ideology with Christian theology. Of central 

importance to Chapter Four, I mapped the ways within Creation and Fall that 

Bonhoeffer’s account of humankind as imago dei echoes a rich theological tradition of 

anthropology that is rooted in Chalcedonian Christology- notably the theology of 

Maximus the Confessor. We attended to Bonhoeffer’s first assertion that an account of 

humankind imago dei will entail a relational understanding of freedom. Drawing from 

Maximus’s theology, we came to see the central implications of Bonhoeffer’s account of 

freedom. The freedom of humankind imago dei to participate in the Trinitarian life of 

                                                
1 DBW 15:530. Translated in Schlingensiepen, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 236. 
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God is made possible through the Person of Christ, in whom humanity and divinity join 

in the closest of embrace without humankind losing distinction or being overwhelmed in 

the encounter. Following Maximus, this perichoretic structure in turn opens humanity to 

one another, making possible the freedom-for-others Bonhoeffer ascribes to humankind 

imago dei. 

In Chapter Five, we continue the examination of Bonhoeffer’s book Creation and 

Fall by turning to the second aspect of what it means to be humankind imago dei. 

According to Bonhoeffer, the relational structure of human freedom is part of creation; 

specifically, it is of the earth. This is a distinct emphasis of Bonhoeffer’s understanding 

of the doctrine of imago dei that thickens our understanding of our relational structure. 

The importance of what he will come to coin as “earthly life” connects the doctrine of 

imago dei to the earth in such a way that there is no imago dei without the earth.2 

Bonhoeffer will show us that humankind’s relational structure requires that we attend to 

our location and place in a particular way. Moreover, Bonhoeffer’s Christological 

framework of place will reveal sinful patterns of connection within contemporary life 

together that perpetuate violence, isolation, and idolatry—all of which work to undermine 

the possibility for a place on earth. 

A Piece of Earth 

As we have already seen, the integral connection between Christology and 

anthropology (as well as Christology and epistemology) becomes clear when Christology 

2 Indeed, we could say that for Bonhoeffer, there is no “imago dei” as such. For Bonhoeffer, the 
doctrine of imago dei is almost always qualified as “imago dei on earth” [das bild Gottes auf Erden]. See 
e.g. DBWE 3:60. 
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is framed in a question that invites encounter. The initial question we examined in 

Chapter Three, Who is Jesus?, subsequently required that we ask the related question: 

who are we in light of Christ’s identity? What will be our particular focus in Chapter Five 

is the assertion that the question of Who is Jesus? cannot be answered in the geographical 

abstract. Rather, the related question to ask in light of the Who question is Where? Where 

is Jesus Christ present to us today? As an integral counterpart to this question, we must 

also ask, given Christ’s location, where are we? By addressing the question of Where, we 

can more fully understand Bonhoeffer’s account of human freedom as a relation, and thus 

understand more fully Bonhoeffer’s account of humankind imago dei. 

Imago Dei as Earthly Life3 

According to Bonhoeffer, the bond shared with the earth is essential to the human 

being’s existence. “The ‘earth is its mother;’ it comes out of her womb.”4 There was no 

human life before our bodily life on earth. The inescapable reality that we have a body 

bears witness not only to the fact that finitude and limit are at the center of human 

existence, but reveals positively the unique way that humankind enjoys participatory 

communion in the life of God. Humankind imago dei derives its being from God and 

                                                
3 In his emphasis on earthly life, Bonhoeffer is drawing specifically from the second account of 

creation found in Genesis 2. Bonhoeffer does make a distinction between the account of creation in Genesis 
1 and the account of creation in Genesis 2. These are not, in his view, contradictory accounts of creation, 
but rather, are communicated to humankind from two different perspectives. The first account describes the 
formation of the cosmos, revealing to humankind a God who gives us our beginning and who created all 
that is in freedom (see e.g. DBWE 3:32). What is of primary interest in the second account of creation in 
Genesis 2 is the earth and humankind. In Genesis 2, we come to better understand the God who comes to us 
in our place and time in creation. Both accounts of creation are crucial. DBWE 3:74. 

4 DBWE 3:76.  
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expresses its response to God in and through the material reality of place and time.5 “The 

body is not the prison, the shell, or the exterior of a human being; instead a human being 

is a human body. A human being does not ‘have’ a body or ‘have’ a soul; instead a 

human being ‘is’ body and soul.”6 

This emphasis on the bodily nature of human life is pertinent on two fronts: first, 

it serves as a corrective to the theological mistakes Bonhoeffer identifies in Idealism’s 

conception of human life.7 We did not create or shape ourselves by our own capacity to 

will life. Neither are we victim of an unfortunate material limitation that prevents us from 

achieving our true intellectual or spiritual realization. As Bonhoeffer emphasizes, our 

being did not fall from the heavens; the earth in some cruel twist of fate does not enslave 

us.8 On the contrary, our earthly life is nothing less than an extraordinary gift. 

Bonhoeffer’s emphasis on the human as body and soul also serves as a corrective 

to Völkisch conceptions of human life, which, as we will see, while attempting to offer a 

corrective to Idealism, came to function as the other side of the same anthropological 

coin. While Hirsch shared with Bonhoeffer a skepticism regarding the limits of human 

reason, within Völkisch thought, with its emphasis on the body (or particular bodies) we 

5 Bonhoeffer explicitly makes clear the participatory nature of human life. God does not simply 
hand over to living creatures the work of upholding the earth, as if the earth was somehow self-sufficient 
from the “being-ness” of God. “[W]hat the Bible knows is just this, that in the created world nothing runs 
‘on its own’. Law and life that creates life are, as God’s work, created out of nothing and exist only in the 
midst of nothingness, only in the freedom of God’s word. If God withdraws the word from the work, it 
sinks back into nothingness… Neither law nor life is worthy of adoration—they are creatures like 
everything else; only the Lord of the law and the Lord of the living is so worthy.” DBWE 3: 58-9. For the 
union of “earth and spirit” in humankind see DBWE 3:74. 

6 DBWE 3:77. 

7 This echoes Bonhoeffer’s argument made against Idealism in Sanctorum Communio. For his 
description of Idealism, see especially DBWE 1:40-3. See also Chapter Two of this dissertation, esp. pp. 
29-36. 

8 DBWE 3:77. 
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come to find a distortion of the limits of the human soul. This vision of the soul, as we 

will see, will also distort the boundaries and relations of human life. 

Humankind’s appearance in Genesis’s account of creation is a unique event. 

Drawing from Genesis 2:7, Bonhoeffer observes that prior to humankind, God spoke all 

of creation into being. However, humankind is drawn from the earth. To reify this point, 

Bonhoeffer turns to the example of Michelangelo’s painting of the creation of Adam in 

the Sistine Chapel that so moved him as a young man in his visit to Italy. “The Adam 

who rests on the newly created earth is so closely and intimately bound up with the 

ground on which Adam lies that Adam is, even in this still-dreaming state, a most 

singular and wonderful piece of earth—but even so still a piece of earth… And in this 

resting on the earth, in this deep sleep of creation, the human being now experiences life 

through being physically touched by the finger of God.”9 

Michelangelo’s picture captures an extraordinary moment. God’s hand is no 

longer grasping humankind. It has set the human free, and in that act, the creative power 

of the hand that drew humankind’s material reality from the earth transforms into the 

yearning love of the Creator toward the creature. By communicating this moment, 

Bonhoeffer writes, the Sistine Chapel “discloses a greater knowledge about the creation 

than does much profound speculation.”10 

However, the formation of humankind does not end here. For, as Genesis 2:7 tells 

us, “The LORD God formed the man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his 

nostrils the breath of life.” God blew into Adam’s nostrils the very breath of God’s life. 
                                                

9 DBWE 3:78. Bonhoeffer visited Italy from April 3-June 4, 1924. For his journal reflections of his 
time spent in Italy, see DBWE 9:82-128. 

10 DBWE 3:78. 
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In this act, body and life merge completely; the spirit of God enters into the body of the 

human being. Other life was created through God’s word, but for humankind, God gives 

freely of God’s own life.11 

The Embodied Geography of Imago Dei 

To begin his contemplation of how human creatures inhabit the earth as imago 

dei, Bonhoeffer describes the role of the earth within a framework of a picture. “Who,” 

he asks, “can think of these things except in pictures?”12 Specifically, the picture 

Bonhoeffer turns to is the one offered in the second chapter of Genesis. Genesis provides 

us a picture of a magnificent garden in which we discover enticing odors, rich colors, 

precious stones, and gentle, babbling rivers. Within this rich framework the story is told 

of how the human being was created. 

Embodied Imagination and Attention 

To understand the Genesis story of creation as a point of encounter with God will 

require the use of imagination- a way of seeing or perceiving how humankind is located 

in the story unfolding. It is worth stopping for a moment to recount precisely what is 

meant when the term “imagination” is employed. In Chapter Three, we began such an 

exploration. There, I argued that imagination is more than a capacity for certain kinds of 

play and is more than a certain part of the brain that is used specifically in creativity or 

make believe. Rather, imagination is to be understood as that which aids, and indeed 

configures our capacity to perceive a vision of life for ourselves and for others. This 

11 DBWE 3:78. 

12 DBWE 3:81. 
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vision is a material reality, not a form of fantastical escape from the realities of life, but a 

kind of attention, that attempts to make sense of where we are in the world. Every 

thought we think takes place in the lives that we live, and our practices are inseparably 

intertwined with the thinking that makes our practices intelligible. Therefore, to imagine 

the garden scene of Genesis is to tend to voice, sight, place, and bodies-- all of which 

ground us in our bodies, and not just our minds. This is precisely the work Bonhoeffer is 

suggesting we tend to by locating the story of creation in the picture of a garden. 

Attention must also be paid to how humankind speaks with and about God. In the 

second Genesis account of creation, readers glimpse the very beginning of the history of 

humanity with God, and they discover that God is startlingly close at hand. For 

Bonhoeffer, God’s presence is made known in an almost childlike anthropomorphism, as 

one who walks with humankind in the garden.13 Affirming this anthropomorphic image 

of God, Bonhoeffer writes, “Anthropomorphism in thinking of God, or blatant 

mythology, is no more irrelevant or unsuitable as an expression for God’s being than is 

the abstract use of the generic term ‘deity.’” On the contrary, Bonhoeffer argues, clear 

anthropomorphism more clearly expresses the fact that we cannot think of ‘God as such’ 

whether in one way or another. Here again Bonhoeffer addresses the problem of 

intellectual abstraction (i.e., conceptions of “being-as-such”) that he attended to in Act 

and Being. An abstract concept of God, precisely because it seeks not to be 

anthropomorphic, is in actual fact much more anthropomorphic than is a childlike picture 

of a garden. When we hold God in abstraction, we tend to see ourselves in God’s stead. 

To avoid this ever-present temptation, and to think of God properly, we need a proper 
                                                

13 DBWE 3:72. 
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name for God. “Indeed the proper name is ‘God as such [an sich].’ We have God in no 

other way than in God’s name… Jesus Christ—that is the name of God, at once utterly 

anthropomorphic and utterly to the point.”14 

Mapping the Contours of the Garden 

Bonhoeffer’s imaginative reading of Genesis thus layers the garden scene with 

Christological insight.15 As we saw in Chapter Four, Bonhoeffer, underpins the Genesis 

story of Creation with the affirmation that Jesus, the Word of God, is present at 

Creation.16 Scripture reveals the embodied nature of God- not only in the Gospel 

accounts of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, but also in the Old Testament. The 

nature of our embodied life with God is made known even in the beginning pages of 

Scripture, in Genesis 1-3. 

 In the church, the story of creation is read in a way that begins with Christ and 

only then moves toward him as the church’s goal. That the story of creation that unfolds 

in Genesis moves us toward Christ can only be known when Christ is the beginning, the 

new and the end of earthly life.17 Christ is not only present at the story’s beginning: 

14 DBWE 3:74-5. To name God as “God as such” and to connect “God as such” to Christ is to 
continue the argument Bonhoeffer makes in Act and Being that there is no “being as such,” but only being 
in relation to the only one who is self-sufficient. In his reading of Genesis, Bonhoeffer also refers to God as 
Yahweh. But the point he wants to make here, by locating the name of Jesus in the garden, is that the God 
of the garden is the Trinitarian God, whom we come to know in anthropomorphic terms through the Person 
of Christ. 

15 Bonhoeffer will all the while maintain that given the relational structure of the Trinity, all 
questions regarding the person of Christ are Trinitarian questions. God, who is Trinity, must be addressed 
conceptually in Unity. DBWE 12:194-95. 

16 Bonhoeffer affirms this consistently throughout his previous work. In Sanctorum Communio he 
argued that the “primal” state could only be discussed in light of the revelation of Christ. In Act and Being 
he argued that any legitimate understanding of being was derived from an encounter with Christ who is 
present in the Word and in the Church. 

17 DBWE 3:22. 
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Christ is the story’s beginning, as well as its denouement and telos. Bonhoeffer wants to 

highlight the material reality of Christ. Christ is present now in our earthly lives. He is 

cotemporaneous with us— not a memory, not something or someone far removed. Christ 

is not an idea. Rather, Christ himself embraced the limits of bodily life, and comes to us 

in the form of a body. That this is the case points to the significance of humankind’s 

createdness. 

Questions regarding the God of creation are questions of the God of redemption. 

The connection between creation and redemption is fully revealed in the embodied 

revelation of Christ. With this claim, Bonhoeffer brings together two theological 

doctrines: an affirmation that Jesus Christ is both fully human and fully God— the 

beginning, the new and the end of earthly life, and secondly, the affirmation that God 

spoke creation into being from nothing (creatio ex nihilo). Together, these two 

theological doctrines will serve as the lens that fine-tunes the church’s imaginative vision 

as she gazes at the garden picture. To frame the picture in another way, apart from the 

affirmation that our life is gift and that Christ is our source, our middle and our end, is to 

attempt to get behind the story, or around the story. But the garden scene itself shows us 

that we cannot do this without either defiling garden life or losing our place in it. 

Turning to the landscape of the garden, we come to recognize the significance of 

its terrain for our understanding of life with God. Indeed, the earth that God created, 

specifically in the form of the garden, indicates not only the earthly matter from which 

we are made, but also how we are positioned on that earthly plain. As Bonhoeffer 

reminds us, the story continues to describe the landscape in which humankind dwells. 

“We remain wholly in the world of pictures, in the world of the magical, with spells that 
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are effected through forbidden contacts with sacred objects. We hear about trees of 

miraculous power, about enchanted animals, about fiery angel figures, the servants of a 

God who walks in this, God’s enchanted garden.”18 At the center [mitte] of the garden, 

we discover that there are two trees: one the tree of life and the other the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil.19 These trees existed before humankind came to find its 

place in the garden and they define the terrain of human movement. In fact, “The destiny 

of humankind is now to be decided in relation to these two trees.”20 

The story in the garden continues to unfold. We read of how God talks with the 

human being, and how the human names all the other animals. The human talks with the 

animals and with God, and feasts sumptuously on all the bounty of creation. “This is a 

myth, a childlike, fanciful picture of the dim and distant past- so says the world.” But, 

Bonhoeffer continues, “This is God’s word; this is an event at the beginning of history, 

before history, beyond history, and yet in history.”21 

In this life of feasts, animals, and garden walks with God, the tree of life grows in 

the center of the garden. The tree is beautiful and gnarled; its roots run down into the 

firmament. Initially, this is all we know about it. “The life that comes from God is at the 

center [mitte]; that is to say, God, who gives life, is at the center. At the center of the 

world that has been put at Adam’s disposal and over which Adam has been given 

18 DBWE 3:82. 

19 DBWE 3:81. Bonhoeffer uses the term ‘mitte’ in two different ways. ‘Mitte’ in German refers 
both to the middle of time and to the English word ‘center’ in reference to place. This observation that the 
two trees are ‘mitte’ refers to their centrality in both time and space. 

20 DBWE 3:81. 

21 DBWE 3:82. 
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dominion is not Adam himself but the tree of divine life.”22 There is no need to grab hold 

of the tree of life, for Adam already has life. Adam possesses his own life, and is not 

simply possessed by it.23 This life that Adam has is life in unbroken unity of obedience to 

the Creator. Obedience consists of Adam existing in a posture oriented toward the center 

of life, without the need to place his own life at the center.24 

Embodied Obedience and the Beauty of Boundaries 

The role of obedience in creaturely life becomes more explicit when the reader 

turns to contemplate the other significant tree growing in garden. The tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil also grows in the center of creation. As this tree is pointed 

out to Adam, there is a special word attached from God. God warns Adam not to touch or 

eat of this tree; if he does, he will die. Bonhoeffer will pause for reflection upon this 

command. What can this prohibition mean to Adam? How can Adam grasp a warning of 

death, when death is unknown? 

Adam cannot know what death is, but in this command, Adam understands that 

God is confronting Adam and showing him his limit. But, as Bonhoeffer instructs, this 

limitation does not consist of deprivation. Rather, the limit formed by God’s command 

guarantees Adam’s identity as imago dei: “The prohibition means nothing other than this: 

Adam, you are who you are because of me, your Creator; so now be what you are. You 

are a free creature, so now be that. You are free, so be free; you are a creature, so be a 

                                                
22 DBWE 3:84. 

23 DBWE 3:84. 

24 DBWE 3:84. 
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creature.”25 Through the gift of God’s command, we come to see that freedom and 

creatureliness are connected. Our limits as creatures do not constrain our freedom, but 

rather are constitutive of that freedom. The tree of knowledge, the tree that denotes the 

human being’s limits, stands at the very center of the world. “The human being’s limit is 

at the center of human existence, not on the margin.”26 The boundary that is at the center 

of life is the limit of human reality, of human existence as such. The boundary is part of 

what it means to be a creature. 

In Chapter Four, we began an examination of Emanuel Hirsch’s theological 

account of boundaries. His account and its significant implications will be examined 

more fully in the following section of this chapter, but it will be helpful to at least note at 

this point the difference between the location of human boundaries in Bonhoeffer’s and 

Hirsch’s accounts. Hirsch’s boundaries function as an exterior barrier that permits a form 

of life to thrive within boundaries. For Bonhoeffer, the boundary itself is at the center of 

human existence. 

To this end, he continues to expand in Creation and Fall upon what he first wrote 

on boundaries in Sanctorum Communio. Recall that in Chapter Two we examined 

Bonhoeffer’s understanding of how the role of boundaries [Grenze] functions as gift. 

Embodied existence is boundaried existence, in which the boundary offered to us by our 

neighbor shapes our own bodies. It is in our material particularity that we serve as limit to 

our neighbor. 

25 DBWE 3:85. 

26 DBWE 3:86. Italics original. 
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In Creation and Fall, this “other” has a particular body and name. She is Eve. Eve 

comes to Adam as “other” in her body, mirroring to Adam his own creatureliness. Grenze 

is not simply an indication of finitude, but is also the means by which we derive our 

identity.27 Eve’s presence before Adam affirms the goodness of creation, the relational 

structure shared between humans before God, but also, Eve’s presence before Adam 

affirms Adam and Eve’s own singular particularity and distinctiveness.28 It is through 

encounter that they come to recognize their own limits, providing an opportunity to love 

one another, to be-for-one-another. The other is a claim on the self in being present as the 

                                                
27 In Life Together, Bonhoeffer will expand upon what he wrote in Creation and Fall: “The 

physical presence of other Christians is a source of incomparable joy and strength to the believer… The 
believer need not feel any shame when yearning for the physical presence of other Christians, as if one 
were still living too much in the flesh. A human being is created as a body; the Son of God appeared on 
earth in the body for our sake and was raised in the body. In the sacrament the believer receives the Lord 
Christ in the body, and the resurrection of the dead will bring about the perfected community of God’s 
spiritual-physical creatures. Therefore, the believer praises God… for the bodily presence of the other 
Christian.” DBWE 5:29. Quoted by Dahill, p.180 fn12.  

28 DBWE 3:97. In her essay “Con-Formation with Jesus Christ,” Lisa Dahill notes that 
Bonhoeffer’s account of embodiment and boundary in Creation and Fall offers us a “subversive potential 
implicit in Bonhoeffer’s assertion of Eve’s (female) body as limit to Adam.” Eve, precisely in her physical 
embodiment, is the one whose “otherness” forms Adam’s full humanity. Dahill continues: “Bonhoeffer’s 
notion of the body of the other as person-creating ‘limit,’ illustrated paradigmatically in this story of Eve 
vis-à-vis Adam, holds the potential to recast all theologies of patriarchal dominance (including elements of 
Bonhoeffer’s own). In distinction from implicit or explicit theologies of female degradation vis-à-vis the 
male throughout Christian history, that is, Bonhoeffer implicitly counters any notion of female human 
beings as mere ‘object’ of the male’s rage, lust, or other infantile projections.” See “Con-Formation with 
Jesus Christ” in Being Human, Becoming Human, p. 183. I am indebted to Dahill’s essay on Bonhoeffer’s 
account of embodiment for this portion of my chapter. I would add to Dahill’s observation that 
Bonhoeffer’s insight regarding Eve’s role proves all the more striking if we follow the comments some of 
his students made in their notes on Bonhoeffer’s lectures. Both Hilde Pfeiffer and Ferenc Lehel included in 
their notes that Bonhoeffer emphasized that it would be “superficial” to read the account of Adam and Eve 
as a basis for speaking about marriage. Rather, what we find in Genesis 2 is the story of “human 
community as such.” Given Bonhoeffer’s repeated play with the phrase “as such,” we can connect 
“community as such” to “God as such.” The community “as such” is the community of God “as such.” 
That is, here we find an image of the ecclesial community. DBWE 3:95 fn 5. This is a different theological 
assessment than Barth’s reading of the Creation account, wherein Barth’s rending of the relations between 
Adam and Eve essentialize gender roles in marriage relations. Bonhoeffer’s insight that Eve is the ecclesial 
“other” opens the possibility to contemplate Eve as Mary, the theotokos, that is, the bearer of God in her 
body. 
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one whom the self loves in freedom. This claim is nothing other than the opportunity of 

mutuality in love.29 

Because these two features of life imago dei: our creatureliness and freedom as 

relation are features of human relationality and love, they are also inextricably grounded 

in the earth humankind inhabits. Bonhoeffer writes that while humans are created in 

freedom for one another, humankind is created to be free from the rest of the created 

world. Genesis 1:26 tells us that humankind was created to be lords of the rest of 

creation.30 Given how such a command has been abused throughout history, the 

affirmation that God commands humans to exercise dominion over the earth may prove 

uncomfortable to modern sensibilities. However, this affirmation proves to be the crux of 

the anthropological connection between freedom as a relational structure and earthly life. 

Bonhoeffer’s assertion of human dominion reveals that the relationality that is 

constitutive of human life invites and indeed in a properly ordered sense, naturally evokes 

response that organizes our relations. We are meant to respond to one another, and we are 

meant to respond to the earth that orders us in a particular way. When Bonhoeffer writes 

that we are meant to be free from the earth, he is not suggesting something like a gnostic 

desire to be free of bodily/earthly life. Neither is he suggesting a kind of freedom that 

reduces creation to a commodity available simply for our private desires and needs. 

29 Green, Bonhoeffer: A Theology of Sociality,195. 

30 “Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness, and let them 
have dominion over the first of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the 
wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.’” 
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Rather, humanity’s proper relationship to creation is a call to cultivate, to love, and not 

flee from the earth and all of creation that gives humankind its being.31 

To emphasize the nature of humankind’s task, Bonhoeffer paradoxically flips the 

relation between humankind and the earth and animals to emphasize the necessity of the 

earth in its fullness for our existence as humans. The freedom to rule is itself a relation to 

the creatures who are ruled. “The ground and animals over which I am lord constitute the 

world in which I live, without which I cease to be.” There is no escaping this particular 

world. “I am not free from it in any sense of my essential being, my spirit, having no 

need of nature, as though nature were something alien to the spirit.” Rather, “I belong 

wholly to this world; it bears me, nurtures me, holds me.”32 

The life of the one made in the image of God on earth is a life that is connected to 

landscape, place, and space. Like a peasant with his bit of ground, the more the human 

cultivates the earth, the more the earth becomes his earth.33 The richer, the deeper the 

relational quality of life on earth becomes, the more human (imago dei) we are. This is 

                                                
31 Wendell Berry’s description of the work of the poet may be an apt analogy for Bonhoeffer’s 

conception of humankind’s dominion over the earth. According to Berry, through the use of the form of 
poetry, a poet “affirms and collaborates in the formality of Creation.” The art of the poet is to bring words 
into conformity with the God-given facts of material reality. “The Responsibility of the Poet,” in What are 
People For? (New York: North Point, 1990), 89. For the relationship between humankind’s dominion over 
creation and its relationship to poetry, see also Berry’s “Poetry and Place” in Standing by Words (San 
Francisco: North Point, 1983), 106-207. 

32 DBWE 3:66. Recall Bonhoeffer’s emphasis that human beings do not have a body and spirit, but 
rather, humans are body and spirit. In a lecture given to a women’s group during the same time span as he 
was giving his lectures on Genesis, Bonhoeffer clarifies the nature of the relations between creation, God 
and humankind: “He who would flee from the world, seeking in the kingdom a place removed from his 
troubles, does not believe. Nor does the one who presumes that he must establish a worldly kingdom. 
Whoever evades the Earth finds not God but only another world, his own better, lovelier, more peaceful 
world. He finds a world beyond, to be sure, but never God’s world, which is dawning in this world. 
Whoever evades Earth does not find the Earth as God’s Earth; he finds the jolly scene of a war between 
good and evil, pious and impious, which he kindles himself—in short, he finds himself. He who loves God, 
loves God as the Lord of the Earth as it is; he who loves the Earth, loves it as God’s Earth. DBWE 12:288. 

33 DBWE 3:66. 
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the peculiar feature of humankind. We are granted this kind of relation to the earth by 

nothing inherent in our own being. The authority to cultivate the earth that we inhabit is 

granted us by nothing else than God’s word. It is God’s creation that is ruled, and human 

lordship is done in service to God. But this affirmation is inextricably related to the 

previous claims that our neighbor provides our Grenze. Without our neighbor present 

with and before us, our lordship over creation is prone to exploitation. 

The earth is not raw material, waiting for our chisling work. Rather, we come 

from the earth, and this same earth organizes the many relations that constitute human 

life. “For in their bodily nature human beings are related to the earth and to other 

bodies.”34 In bodily nature, human beings are present for others and are dependent upon 

others. Only through bodily existence do human beings find one another. The stakes for a 

failure to heed Bonhoeffer’s claims are high. Without the earth, all the relations between 

brothers and sisters are not possible. If we reject the role the earth plays in ordering our 

relations among humans themselves, we also will err in our recognition of the ordered 

relationship between humans and God. 

Bonhoeffer recognizes that those of us who now “live in the middle” (mitte), have 

ignored the fact that we are created. Specifically, what we ignore is the reality that limit is 

a central feature of creaturely life. Because we ignore our limit and our creatureliness, our 

relation to the earth is disordered and upended. While we still think that we rule the 

world, in reality, we are being ruled. The world rules humankind, and humankind is its 

34 Ibid. 
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slave. “And because we no longer rule the earth, we lose the ground [boden].”35 The earth 

no longer belongs to us. We are strangers to it. We do not rule the earth because we have 

forgotten that the world is God’s creation. We forget that the invitation to cultivate the 

earth is not of our own doing or making but is a God-given gift. Instead, we seize hold of 

it for ourselves. This will not hold. For, as Bonhoeffer writes, “There is no being-free-

from [the earth] without a ‘being-free’-for.”36 It is impossible to rule over the earth 

without in turn being for God and for our brothers and sisters. “Without God, without 

their brothers and sister, human beings lose the earth.”37 God, brothers and sisters, and 

the earth all belong together. 

The Distorted Geography of Sicut Deus 

This act of willful defiance that upends the order of human life is narrated in 

Genesis’s garden story. With a bite of forbidden fruit, Adam and Eve are ripped from life 

in the Garden. In Chapter Four, we examined Bonhoeffer’s account of Eve’s encounter 

with the serpent (Genesis 3:1) as the defining event that displaces humankind from life in 

the center of the garden. The serpent approached Eve with the particular question: “Did 

God say, ‘You shall not eat from any tree in the garden?’” Through the question posed by 

the serpent, the possibility of going behind the word of God to seek a human 

understanding of the essential nature of God was raised.38 The serpent’s question opens 

the possibility of a chasm in the relation between God and Adam and Eve. Once Adam 
                                                

35 DBWE 3:67. A phrase Blut und Boden (Blood and Soil) was a key slogan of the Nationalist 
Socialist movement. See fn 30. 

36 DBWE 3:67. 

37 DBWE 3:67. 

38 DBWE 3:106. 
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and Eve consider the possibility of going behind God’s word, they shift their posture in 

the garden landscape. Adam and Eve turn away from the One who created them, and now 

stand alongside God, posing as judges over how questions are to be answered. With the 

bite of forbidden fruit, Adam and Eve turn away from the Word and eat on their own 

accord. 

Now Adam and Eve have a new and altered perspective. This altered vision is an 

altered theological vision of creation that in turn creates an alteration of bodies and space. 

The questions that now arise are questions Adam and Eve pose to establish their authority 

by which others are to be known. These questions attempt to place humankind in a 

position of mastery and power. Humankind “now lives out of its own resources, creates 

its own life, its own creator; it no longer needs the Creator…Adam is no longer a 

creature. Adam has torn himself away from his creatureliness.”39 

In this disfigured state, Adam lives out of his own resources, and thus is 

imprisoned within Adam. Adam, twisted inward, can desire only Adam, for Adam is 

Adam’s own god, the creator of Adam’s own life. And yet, in this solitude of solipsistic 

existence, Adam now has a new thirst. Adam has thirst for life that Adam cannot quench. 

The thirst is infinite and eternal. Adam does not want to exist in this thirst eternally. 

Adam does not want eternal life. The thirst is so unbearable that what Adam longs for is 

death. “Adam has eaten from the tree of knowledge, but the thirst that its fruit has given 

Adam for the tree of life remains unquenched.”40 In this suffering state, Adam is banished 

from the garden. “God drove Adam out, and placed the cherubim in front of the Garden 

39 DBWE 3:115 

40 Ibid. 
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of Eden with a naked, whirling sword, to guard the way to the tree of life.” In the drama 

unfolding, it is not the boundary that has shifted. The boundary that stood at the center of 

the garden is where it has always stood. What has shifted is Adam. Adam is displaced 

from life in the heart of the garden. “The limit is no longer in the center of Adam’s life; 

instead it assails Adam from outside.”41 

The Poisoned Landscape of Völkisch Theology 

Bonhoeffer’s lectures, as we have already seen, are unfolding in a critical moment 

in German history. To fully appreciate the implications of Bonhoeffer’s account of our 

distorted relation to the earth, we will once again examine his work in historical context. 

Picking up Hirsch’s theology introduced in Chapter Four, we will thicken our overview 

of this particular strand of völkisch theology that Bonhoeffer was working against, and 

turn to Hirsch’s understanding of the human soul and the implications of that account for 

humankind’s relation to the earth and its landscape. Drawing from a tradition of völkisch 

ideology that called for a connection to the earth, and a call to being “rooted” in place, 

what will become clear by reading Hirsch’s theology once again in tandem with 

Bonhoeffer is that a call to “return to the earth” is not a sufficient corrective of the 

troubling forms of disembodied epistemology developing within modern society that both 

Hirsch and Bonhoeffer were deeply skeptical of. 

In what is to follow, I will first draw from Willie Jenning’s book The Christian 

Imagination, and his account of displacement as a heretically theological operation, to 

assess what is unfolding in German theology in the early 1930s. We, of course, know 

                                                
41 DBWE 3:144. 
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how the events occurring in Germany will come to cataclysmic fruition by the end of the 

decade. Bonhoeffer could not have anticipated the full scope of the implications of 

Hitler’s rise to power, but he was aware at this early date of the precise nature of the 

Christian heresies taking root in ecclesial and political discourse, and how those heresies 

formed an understanding of human identity that countered the doctrine of imago dei. 

German theologians, Völkisch theorists, and Hitler himself boldly and 

unabashedly embraced a totalizing Völkisch identity underpinned by the project of 

displacement. Through their project, people and place were reordered toward the end goal 

of Aryan domination. 

It is worth viewing the German project in light of Jennings’ theological account of 

displacement because through it, we can come to see not only that the Völkisch land 

project (and its claim to divine mandate) was theologically heretical, but Jennings will 

also help us see in precisely what way the German endeavor was heretical. By so doing, 

we can come to see with clarity how earthly life involves a particular relation to the earth 

and our neighbors that does not simply happen because we desire to be “rooted” in place. 

By reading Bonhoeffer’s account of earthly life in tandem with Völkisch accounts of 

humankind’s relation to the earth, through the lens of Jennings’s account of displacement 

as a theological operation, we will come to see with greater clarity the deeply 

Christological framework of Bonhoeffer’s account of imago dei on earth. 

Reconfiguring the Human Landscape 

By drawing attention to humankind’s relation to the earth, Jennings reframes our 

consideration of the relational structure of our life lived with God, so that we might better 

take into account the spatial dimensions entailed in that life. While at a very basic level 
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most Christians would affirm some account of time that is ordered toward God (i.e., the 

belief that we inhabit the time between Christ’s resurrection and the eschaton), what 

Jennings emphasizes is that inherent to the temporal dimensions of the Christian life are 

the spatial dimensions of the Christian life. Life that is lived in Christ-shaped time entails 

a means of evaluating how time is used, time is lived, and time is experienced (and not 

simply escaped or overcome through the hope of what is to come). The implication of 

this is that what must accompany our contemplation of time is how life lived in time is 

also lived in space— space that is constituted in and through Jesus Christ.42 

Jennings argues that within Christianity there is a “breathtakingly powerful way” 

to imagine and enact a social existence of life lived in Christ-shaped time and space.43 To 

fully grasp just what this way might look be, Jennings’s task is to first diagnoses a 

fundamental, constitutive theological error that prevents this social existence. This error 

not only acts as a preventative to such a life, but, as Jennings demonstrates through a 

genealogical mapping of this theological error throughout history, it also actively 

contributed to the shape of society in the modern world. Jennings names this error as the 

theological operation of displacement. 

 
Displacement as a theological operation.  Displacement refers to the historical 

formation of European desire for land that fueled the process of colonization in the New 

World. Unfettered by any larger story than their own European story, early colonizers 

provided a way of imagining difference between peoples along a comparative spectrum. 

                                                
42 Jennings, Christian Imagination, 339 fn1. 

43 Ibid., 4. 
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This act of comparison between the European and others became constitutive of how the 

world was organized and known. Displacement, Jennings argues, is a theological 

operation, because it has to do with how one inhabits both space and time in relation to 

others.44 The way we inhabit the earth and organize our life together is also constitutive 

of our life with God. Over the course of time, the operation of displacement reconfigured 

the web of relations between peoples, between peoples and lands, and between peoples 

and all other creatures who inhabit those lands. The result of this reconfiguration of 

relations was that it reshaped human imagination, how the world was seen and known, 

and through the reconfigured imagination, reshaped human identity within the framework 

of the colonization process. 

The implications of this complex reshaping of imagination and in turn identity 

took root not only in the colonized worlds of Africa, the Caribbean Islands, and the 

Americas, but also back in Europe, the source of the ecclesial structures that joined with 

political orders to cast the framework of European identity onto new landscape. From the 

earliest days of colonization, church and state, pope and kings and queens joined forces, 

enfolding each other in the bringing forth of a new way of engaging with the world. It 

44 Ibid., 25. See also Harvey, 180ff. In his book Taking Hold of the Real, Barry Harvey also 
engages Bonhoeffer’s writings with Jennings’s book The Christian Imagination. There, Jennings’s account 
of displacement helps frame Harvey’s reading of Bonhoeffer’s critique of technology as a component of 
life sicut deus. Further, Harvey employs Jennings’s account of supercessionism to diagnose what he 
articulates as “a social economy of whiteness.” This economy leads, among other things, to a fundamental 
error in how we read Scripture. That both Harvey and I engage with Jennings in our reading of Bonhoeffer 
is not accidental. Certainly, my reading is a result of the fact that I am Harvey’s student. I am indebted to 
Harvey not only for introducing me to Jennings’s book, but also for the many good conversations we have 
shared about how Jennings can help us be better readers of Bonhoeffer’s work. However, it is also worth 
mentioning that Jennings’s book itself invites engagement with readers of Bonhoeffer. At the conclusion of 
his volume, Jennings invokes Bonhoeffer’s Creation and Fall when he proposes possible ways forward in 
light of the theological operation of displacement. According to Jennings, we face two forms of communio: 
either communio sicut deus or communio imago dei (Jennings, 290-94). When applicable, I have 
incorporated Harvey’s engagement with Jennings alongside my references to Jennings in footnotes. 
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was, as Jennings describes, truly an “inter-course” between political and ecclesial 

powers.45 In this sense, we could claim displacement as a deformed act of perichoresis. 

As we shall see, theological dogma reified political aims as political aims shaped the 

logic employed in understanding theological doctrine and dogma. 

According to Jennings, the act of comparison that underpins the operation of 

displacement entails a distorted and distorting appropriation of two key Christian 

doctrinal commitments, both of which Bonhoeffer used to frame his account of imago dei 

on earth in Creation and Fall: the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo— the confession that God 

created the world out of nothing— and the inextricably related confession that Christ is 

the creator of all created things. Creatio ex nihilo affirms that God did not create the 

world out of necessity, but rather out of free love. In light of this, creatio ex nihilo attests 

to the reality that in itself creation has no self-possession. This lack of self-possession 

first implies that there is a fundamental instability to all things. Nothing is sure in itself; 

rather, all things are contingent and held together by God.46 As we saw in Chapter Four, 

that God created out of freedom is the basis by which Bonhoeffer articulates his 

understanding of imago dei as “freedom-for-others.” God’s free act in love is what 

constitutes our relationally contingent structure. 47 With such an affirmation of creation 

                                                
45 Jennings, Christian Imagination, 26. 

46 Ibid., 28. See also Carter, Race, 263-64. 

47 “In the beginning God created heaven and earth. In other words the Creator-in freedom! - 
creates the creature. The connection between them is conditioned by nothing except freedom, which means 
that it is unconditioned. This rules out every application of causal categories for an understanding of the 
creation. The relation between Creator and creature can never be interpreted in terms of cause and effect, 
because between the Creator and the creature there stands no law of thought or law of effect or anything 
else. Between Creator and creature there is simply nothing [das Nichts]. For freedom is exercised in, and on 
the basis of, this nothing [in und aus dem Nichts]. No kind of necessity that could, or indeed had to, ensue 
in creation can therefore be demonstrated to exist in God. There is simply nothing that provides the ground 
for creation. Creation comes out of this nothing.” DBWE 3:32-3. Italics original. 
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we come to see that our freedom as creatures bears witness to the abiding love of our 

Creator who created us to enjoy Trinitarian communion. 

In the theological operation of displacement, it is not the doctrine of creatio ex 

nihilo per se that is distorted. Indeed, the doctrine is maintained as a fundamental tenant 

for making sense of the Christian life in the new colonizing landscape. Rather, it is the 

logic employed to interpret the doctrine that becomes distorted. Rather than employing 

logic ordered by humankind’s freedom-for-others made possible through the Incarnation, 

the logic employed is “freedom-for others” that is ordered toward the desires of the self. 

Thus, with disordered logic, the doctrinal trajectory of creatio ex nihilo is damaged, and 

human freedom is ordered toward a different end than the “freedom-for-others” made 

possible through the Trinitarian God. 

We see this doctrinal trajectory go awry in the 15th century in the conceptual 

framework formed by the joint acts of Prince Henry of Portugal, the Navigator and Pope 

Nicholas V. Through their unifying work in the colonization of South America, the 

church came to frame the colonizing work of the European nation-states. The colonizing 

European nations will come to interpret both their statecraft in the newly discovered 

territories, and the peoples who inhabit those newly discovered lands within this ecclesial 

framework.48 In his bull “Romanus Pontifex,” dated January 8, 1455, Pope Nicholas V 

demonstrated the power of ecclesial dictum by awarding Portugal regions of the newly 

discovered land in South America. This ecclesial power over space was established upon 

the doctrinal principle that the church exists “for-others.” The church is to be for the 

world. Indeed, the church is the source of salvation for the world. As the servant of the 

48 Jennings, Christian Imagination, 26. 
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servants of God, the pope, in turn, on behalf of Christ, and for the sake of Christ, lays 

claim to the entire world. As the Romanus Pontifex reflects: 

The Roman pontiff, successor of the key-bearer of the heavenly kingdom and 
vicar of Jesus Christ, contemplating with a father’s mind all the several climes of 
the world and the characteristics of all the nations dwelling in them and seeking 
and desiring the salvation of all, wholesomely ordains and disposes upon careful 
deliberation those things which he sees will be agreeable to the Divine Majesty 
and by which he may bring the sheep entrusted to him by God into the single 
divine fold, and may acquire for them the reward of eternal felicity, and obtain 
pardon for their souls. This we believe will more certainly come to pass, through 
the aid of the Lord, if we bestow suitable favors and special graces on those 
Catholic kings and princes, who like athletes and intrepid champions of the 
Christian faith…not only restrain the savage excesses of the Saracens and other 
infidels, enemies of the Christian name, but also for the defense and increase of 
the faith vanquish them and their kingdoms and habitations.49 

The doctrine of creatio ex nihilo is intended to highlight how God holds together 

the fragility and contingency of creation. In light of God’s created freedom, within 

creation all things carry inherent possibilities of continuity or discontinuity.50 However, 

Jennings demonstrates explicitly the way in which the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo now 

becomes disordered, reordered toward colonial desire through this papal bull. As 

Jennings observes, Nicholas V supports the doctrine’s affirmation that, given the reality 

that God created out of freedom, there is a fundamental instability to all things. But 

within Nicholas’s vision, this instability can be made stable through the salvific actions of 

the church. Indeed, this need for God’s salvation becomes an essentializing feature of 

humanity that orders the church’s interaction with “infidels.” 

In this bull, we come to see the priority of salvation as the motivating factor and 

the justification for the actions both of the church and the kings and princes who will act 

                                                
49 “Bull Romanus Pontifex, January 8, 1455,” quoted in Jennings, 26. 

50 Jennings, Christian Imagination, 26. 
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on the behalf of the church. Nicholas’s mandate locates the church as being-for-others in 

ways that echo Israel’s status as a nation for all nations. But now Israel is superseded by 

the Vicar of Christ, and what is set forth is a boundary-less desire to “bring the sheep 

entrusted to him by God into the single divine fold.”51 Moreover, the salvific hope for the 

peoples of South America is now placed in the hands of colonizing Kings and Princes, 

whom the Pope describes as “God’s athletes.” Mimicking the epistemological error 

Bonhoeffer attributes to Melanchthon’s Christology in his Christology lectures, here 

soteriology, the saving work of Christ, is prioritized prior to a relational encounter, 

neighbor with neighbor, made possible through the body of Christ. This ecclesial 

colonizing action thus avoids acknowledging the particularities of geographical 

communities. All sheep are essentialized as the same, and thus the sheep of South 

America can now be ordered as commodities toward the mutual desires of Pope and 

King. 

Acosta’s act of displacement.  The theological error of displacement is deepened 

over time. Jennings provides the example of José de Acosta Porres, as one who enfolds 

racial vision into theological reasoning, relying upon the theological errors performed by 

Nicholas V. Acosta, a Jesuit theologian of the 16th century, contributed to the new spatial 

framework of the Christian life by employing this new logic to interpret and reify 

Christian doctrine. Acosta travelled from Spain to South America (modern day Peru) to 

help establish the Catholic Church in the “New World.” It is worth tending to Acosta’s 

51 Jennings, The Christian Imagination, 27. 
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innovative interpretation of theological doctrine, because, as we will see, its echoes will 

be manifest in Bonhoeffer’s Germany. 

What became abundantly clear to Acosta as he travelled to South America and 

established himself among the colonizers who were building a society in the newly 

discovered fertile land, was that some of the Old World philosophical and theological 

assumptions of geography and creation could no longer hold as true in light of new 

discoveries and technological development. Given these new insights (perhaps most 

notably that the world was not flat, after all), Acosta had to perform the theological work 

of extracting Christian doctrine, specifically the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo, from these 

now-outdated assumptions. This theological work of framing the doctrine of creatio ex 

nihilo within a new context was necessary, for as Jennings notes, while “a Christian 

doctrine of creation is not dependent on geographic precision, it is not wholly 

independent of geographic accuracy. Belief in creation must refer to current real-world 

places, or it refers to nothing.”52 

However, as Acosta set out to engage theological tradition and doctrine with new 

geographic insight, he did so in profound theological error by encapsulating his 

theological vision within the unfolding racial optic at play in his understanding of self 

and others. As colonizing European settlers left old spaces behind, they attempted to map 

familiarity onto new peoples and places through a variety of social technologies. In that 

process, the act of comparison between the European self and the colonized other came to 

play a critical role in making sense of new places, peoples, and landscapes for the 

colonizers. In particular, the use of skin color of the people who inhabited colonized land 
                                                

52 Jennings, The Christian Imagination, 85. 
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served as a primary instrument to gauge difference and in turn to measure moral and 

cognitive capacities and functions of human beings.53 The first step in Acosta’s 

theological error was to replace the older and now outdated philosophical and theological 

voices of tradition with a new starting point: his own racially constructed insight.54 

This new geographic authority (the self) had to reestablish Christian authority 

regarding place and space in the New World. Acosta performed the act of displacement 

through textual means, writing his widely read Historia, which came to serve as the new 

conceptual architecture for how many of the Old World colonizers would come to 

interpret the New World.55 

In the Historia, Acosta wrote that he discerned the hand of God at work in the 

way that the Spanish were able, through the technological development of travel (better 

53 Acosta divided the “barbarians” of the newly discovered territories into three classes: the most 
civilized of the classes included the Japanese, Chinese, and Eastern Indians. They had stable forms of 
governance and sophisticated writing systems. The second tier of class included the Mexicans and 
Peruvians, who lacked sophisticated modes of learning. The third class of “barbarians” was compared to 
wild animals with childish laws and customs. They “hardly have human feelings—without law, without 
agreements, without government, without nationhood, who move form place to place.”José de Acosta, De 
Procuranda Indorum Salute: Pacificacion y Colonizacion, ed. L. Pereña et al., 2 vols. (Madrid: Consejo 
Superior de Investigaciones Científicas [CSIC], 1984), 1:5. Quoted in Jennings, 102-3. See also Harvey, 
Taking Hold of the Real, 196. 

54 Jennings, Christian Imagination, 86. 

55 That the means by which this new authority was dispersed was through the written word is not 
insignificant. Michel de Certeau examines the role that writing plays in forming a detached world of 
“nowhere” to produce new modes of thinking. According to de Certeau, writing is “the concrete activity 
that consists in constructing, on its own, blank space—the page—a text that has power over the exteriority 
from which it has first been isolated.” This entails three decisive elements, the first of which is particularly 
pertinent to Jennings’ interpretation of the theological act unfolding in Acosta’s descriptive work: the role 
that the blank page plays. The blank page is a “place” where the ambiguities of the world have been 
exorcised. It requires a withdrawal and distance of a subject in relation to an area of activities. No longer is 
the subject (the author) “possessed by the voices of the world.” According to de Certeau, when confronted 
with the blank page, “every child is already… the Cartesian philosopher”—in the position of having to 
manage a space that is his own and distinct from all others, in which the child can exercise his own will. 
The model of a productive reason is written on the nowhere of paper. The flip side of this potential problem 
is raised by J. Kameron Carter, who notes that the blank page can provide an opportunity for the self to be 
narrated outside of the structures of race that frame the economy of life. Michel de Certeau.The Practice of 
Everyday Life, 134-5; Carter, 257. 
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ships, the invention of the compass) to travail the oceans with more ease. God’s 

providential hand was at play in guiding the European colonists from Spain to the shores 

of the New World. In Acosta’s narrative, a new relational structure within the new 

landscape emerges: the relational structure Acosta identified did not consist of the 

relations between God, the Spaniards, and the peoples that already inhabited the newly 

discovered lands, but rather the connection Acosta highlighted was the relationship 

between God, European colonists, and the rich resources waiting to be mined in the New 

World. God, in Acosta’s theological interpretation of the relationship between people and 

land, intended for and prepared the Spanish to receive the rich land offered in the New 

World. 

Given that the primary relationship Acosta attended to was the relationship 

between the colonizer and land, and given that this land was indeed already inhabited, 

Acosta needed to provide a purposeful account of how the native peoples of the New 

World fit into his theological vision of land. Toward this end, Acosta developed what he 

came to describe as the “ugly daughter” [fea hija] analogy: 

But it is a circumstance worthy of much consideration that the wisdom of our 
Eternal Lord has enriched the most remote parts of the world, inhabited by the 
most uncivilized people, and has placed there the greatest number of mines that 
ever existed, in order to invite men to seek out and possess those lands and 
coincidentally communicate their religion and the worship of the true God to men 
who do not know it. Thus the prophecy of Isaiah has been fulfilled that the 
Church shall pass on to the right hand and to the left, which is, as Saint Augustine 
declares, the way the Gospel must be propagated, not only by those who preach it 
sincerely and with charity but also by those who proclaim it through temporal and 
human aims and means. Hence we see that the lands in the Indies that are richest 
in mines and wealth have been those most advanced in the Christian religion in 
our time; and thus the Lord takes advantage of our desires to serve his sovereign 
end. In this regard a wise man once said that what a man does to marry off an 
ugly daughter is give her a large dowry; this is what God has done with that 
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rugged land, endowing it with great wealth in mines that whoever wished could 
find it by this means.56 

In this account of the role of the Andean peoples (the ugly daughter) there was no space 

for their own self-understanding. Rather, Acosta oriented them toward his own self-

identity. As Jennings notes, through this process of theological interpretation, Acosta did 

not speak to the people; he spoke for them.57 In the historic moment, Acosta located the 

significance of the colonizing act unfolding on his desire for land. The supporting role the 

Andean peoples played in that desire was theologically framed within the authoritative 

structures of Scripture (Isaiah) and the theological tradition (Augustine). 

Acosta’s analogy of the ugly daughter articulated the lives of native peoples as 

unappealing. Colonial desire for land functioned as a parallel desire to the Christian 

desire for converts. The latter desire, the desire for converts, theologically underpinned 

by an affirmation of the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo, was now ordered toward the desire 

for land, not toward a desire for Christian fellowship with the inhabitants of the land.58 

As a result, with this new interpretation of creatio ex nihilo, Acosta mapped out a form of 

salvation that elided desire for communion with others. Thus, his construct helped lay the 

foundation for a deformed ecclesial body in the New World.59 

Acosta bound the economic desires of the colonizers to Christian teleology 

through what he claimed to be the providential work of the Eternal Lord. This Lord is 

56 Acosta, Historia, IV:2. Quoted in Jennings, 92. 

57 “It is not very important to know what the Indians themselves are wont to tell of their 
beginnings and origin, for what they related resembles dreams rather than history.” Acosta, Historia I:25; 
Quoted in Jennings, 91. 

58 Jennings, Christian Imagination, 92. 

59 Ibid., 93. 
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known by Acosta as the God who enriched the New World’s lands with mines as a 

preparation for the gospel to be dispersed. The land is interpreted in relationship to 

time— but not present time. Rather, the land carried the teleological weight of God’s 

promise for the European, and was transformed from a living organizer of relations into a 

stable commodity. Land, functioning as a promising resource, was enfolded into the 

European self-desire. This distortion of creatio ex nihilo framed the desire for the 

resources of the land as a good desire of a Christian nation, living under the grace of the 

approving gaze of the Creator.60 In this narrative, God is responsible for colonial desire. 

Mapping displacement’s distortions.  The unfolding interpretive act of 

displacement moved in two directions and both moves must be seen to understand the 

depth of the theological mistake unfolding.61 First, as we have seen, displacement began 

with a comparison of others that started with the known entity, the self, as the beginning 

point of comparison. The (European) self marked the beginning point of comparison with 

others in a way that was signified not only by physical attributes (color of skin, color of 

hair, eye color) but, crucially, as this interpretive lens began to mature, a signification of 

the individual self as one participant in the larger entity of “culture.” The interpretation of 

the identity of others then came to be compared to a self that represented the larger and 

more stable entity of culture. Those who did not map onto the European self came to be 

seen as a signifier of other (theologically laden, less developed) cultures. 

60 “Church and realm… stand between peoples and lands and determine a new relationship 
between them, dislodging particular identities from particular places.” Jennings, 37; cf. Harvey, Taking 
Hold of the Real, 190. 

61 Jennings, Christian Imagination, 29. 
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“Culture” came to symbolize both a refinement of self-identity and a “like us” or 

“not like us” designation of others.62 The description of different races and cultures was 

organized along a comparative spectrum. Comparison of the bodies of one land with the 

bodies of those from another land through the exercise of an aesthetic took hold with a 

tremendously flexible connection to actual geography. 

The descriptive analysis by culture and race was an aesthetic that was “both of the 

land, but not really of the land.”63 It was of the land in the sense that colonizers and the 

recipients of their intellectual/theological legacy speculated that special environments 

created specific characteristics in people. Toward this end, attention to the description of 

landscape proved important. But at the same time, this comparative aesthetic was not of 

the land and people because these described characteristics, perceived as manifestations 

of culture, came to serve as a racial transcendental that extended far beyond the daily life 

that occurred in any particular landscape. In this new aesthetic that was of the land and of 

the people, but not of the land or the people, a gradated spectrum of bodies on display 

provided the means by which it was possible to interpret the identity of others. More 

precisely, the new aesthetic provided the means to superimpose the ideal body over all 

other bodies. As a result, bodies become visible and invisible in different ways with 

different purposes.64 

Herein lies the second theological move of displacement. The interpretive lens 

enacted in the comparative gaze in turn informed material practices, reshaping relations 

62 Jennings, The Christian Imagination, 30. 

63 Ibid. 

64 Ibid. 
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between people, and between people and the land, through the strictures of the new racial 

optic. It was not simply the case that certain bodies were left out of relational 

configuration of life together. Rather, as certain bodies became visible, and others 

became invisible, what unfolded over time was a distorting, asymmetrical joining of 

bodies in relation to one another; a joining in which one kind of body was subsumed into 

the purposes and desires of another body. With the loss of particular land both as the 

signifier of identity and as the literal ground upon which relations were constructed, the 

racial transcendent itself became the new grounds for relations and, in turn, societal 

agency.65 

Jennings’ book continues to trace the development of the material practices of 

displacement that shaped the landscape of South America. Leaving Jennings’ narrative, 

let us not jettison his description of displacement’s theological errors as we now return to 

Germany in the early 20th century. These same elements of the operation of displacement 

came to be embedded in the scaffolding of German ideology and identity. Specifically, in 

this section, we will turn to examine how the logic of displacement came to help shape 

the concept of the German Volk and how in turn, the German Volk would perpetuate 

displacement. 

The Operation of Displacement in Germany 

By the time that Germany unified in 1871, the world had already been colonized 

by other powers from the European continent. The few colonies Germany managed to 

obtain in Africa were lost after their defeat in the First World War. Nevertheless, the 

                                                
65 Ibid., 63. Cf., Harvey, Taking Hold of the Real, 186. 
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colonialist vision of and desire for land propelled much of Hitler’s political vision in the 

1930s-40s. For Hitler, the time to colonize Africa or South America had come and gone. 

He envisioned a new era, with a new frontier: Europe itself would be colonized. 

Hitler’s vision of land.  For Hitler, the construct of race that had been weaving its 

way in and through political and ecclesial formation during the colonizing period of the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was a biological, scientifically proven, reality. Other 

constructs, such as class systems, or even the concept of the individual were contrived, 

but the construct of race could and would propel the shaping of the political and 

ecological terrain.66 In Hitler’s racial vision, the weak races were to be overpowered by 

the strong. “The world is not there for the cowardly peoples.”67 He called this struggle 

between the races his “daily bread.” By invoking this phrase from the Lord’s prayer, 

Hitler exploited the call for daily sustenance within the context of forgiveness of sins, and 

reordered the invocation toward the “struggle for the riches of nature.” According to 

Hitler, it would be a sin to not seize everything possible, and a crime to let other, weaker, 

races survive. Mercy and compassion for other human beings would be temptations along 

the way, but, Hitler would state, “If I can accept a divine commandment, it’s this one: 

‘Thou shalt preserve the species.’”68 

66 Hitler would state, “There is no such thing as an end in itself. The highest goal of human beings 
is not the preservation of any given state or government, but the preservation of their kind… One must not 
be diverted from the border of Eternal Right by the existence of political borders.” Timothy Snyder, Black 
Earth, 5. 

67 Hitler, Mein Kampf, 103. Quoted in Snyder, 2. 

68 Hitler, Mein Kampf, 281. Quoted in Snyder, 3. 
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In Europe, Britain was the great power, upheld by its massive naval forces. The 

world economy, as Hitler understood it, was structured by this naval power. Only the 

British could defend their food supply, and in a time of crisis, such as the First World 

War, Britain could cut off the supply lines of food to its enemies. This reality left 

Germany tremendously vulnerable and indebted to Britain. Therefore, Hitler believed that 

Germany needed to create a different European infrastructure. Hitler had before him a 

recent example of such a political reframing of power. For generations of Germans, and 

for Hitler himself, the United States was the colonial exemplar.69 

America showed Hitler that the lines of desire and of need could become blurred, 

as land was cultivated. Importantly, what Hitler learned from America is that desire arose 

from comparison. Here, we come to see the obverse side of the comparative racial gaze 

Jennings maps out in The Christian Imagination. The comparative gaze that subsumed 

non-European bodies into the European self is now turned toward an other who has 

“more.” Now the comparative gaze of displacement desires to compete, to be the one 

who has the “most.” Hitler was not simply interested in securing sufficient food supplies 

for his country. Germans craved more—what they wanted was unprecedented homeland 

                                                
69 In the late nineteenth century, Germans tended to see the history of the Native Americans in the 

United States as the natural precedent for their own colonial endeavors in Africa, and used American policy 
against the Native Americans as a blueprint for their own policies. In German East Africa (modern day 
Rwanda, Burundi, Tanzania, and parts of Mozambique) Germans applied starvation tactics, killing over 
seventy-five thousand people. In German Southwest Africa (modern day Namibia) three thousand German 
colonialists controlled seventy five percent of the land. Against an uprising in 1904, the Germans cut off all 
water supplies to the native Herero and Nama populations, reducing the Herero population from eighty 
thousand to ten thousand. The German general who oversaw these tactics justified German policy by 
saying, “The natives must give way. Look at America.” In that same colonial holding of Southwest Africa, 
the German governor compared his colony to Nevada, Wyoming, and Colorado. The head of his colonial 
office would go on to add, “The history of the colonization of the United States, clearly the biggest colonial 
endeavor the world has ever known, had as its first act the complete annihilation operation.” The German 
state geologist in German Southwest Africa would support this vision by calling for a “final solution” to the 
“native question.” Snyder, Black Earth, 15-6. 
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security. Timothy Snyder makes the connection between this desire for security and the 

new developments in modern media in his book Black Earth The Holocaust as History 

and Warning. By working through Hitler’s speeches, writings, and “table talks,” Snyder 

identifies Hitler’s fascination with the infrastructure of America’s wealth and political 

power and maps how America’s success contributed in its own way to life in Germany. 

With the wonders of modern television, the comparisons of wealth that once were 

relegated between families living on the same street in Berlin could now stretch to 

comparisons with those who lived across the globe.70 Hitler, aware of this new 

phenomenon, would write, “Through modern technology and the communication it 

enables, international relations between peoples has become so effortless and intimate 

that Europeans—often without realizing it—take the circumstances of American life as 

the benchmark for their own lives.”71 

The international media exposed Hitler and the rest of Germany to the American 

dream. The presence of America in German minds led Hitler to acknowledge that to keep 

up with America, and for Germany to itself be the benchmark of how others lived their 

lives, he would need more than military strength or technological development. He would 

need land. This was the only variable that gave America the upper hand. “The prospects 

for the German people are bleak,” Hitler would write. “Neither the current living space 

nor that achieved through a restoration of the borders of 1914 permits us to lead a life 

70 Snyder, Black Earth, 12. 

71 Hitler, Second Book, 21. Quoted in Snyder, 12. 
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comparable to that of the American people.”72 The comparative vision of American land 

propelled Hitler toward his Eastern neighbors. 

Hitler created a long-term and patient plan for obtaining more land for Germany. 

“One thing that Americans have and which we lack is the sense of vast open spaces.” To 

be sure, none of the land surrounding Germany was uninhabited, but, as Hitler would 

write, the task at hand was to imagine these neighboring “spaces” as “open.”73 The racial 

optic, combined with a distorted account of God’s providence, made possible a vision of 

populated land as potential blank spaces available for German consumption. The 

historical precedence of the colonization of North America made such a vision tangible 

and concrete. 

Hitler believed that “a second America” could be created in Europe. Turning 

specifically to the East, Hitler believed that neighboring Slavs would “fight like Indians” 

with the same result.74 Then, after Germans learned to see its neighbors as indigenous 

Americans or Africans, “a similar process will repeat itself for the second time, as in the 

conquest of America.” In his plan for Germany, Hitler encapsulated the history of 

colonial imperialism into a tight formational vision: “Our Mississippi must be the Volga, 

and not the Niger.”75 This vision of colonial imperialism was twofold: it cast a vision for 

both German land expansion and (non-German) people expulsion. The Mississippi was 

iconic for Hitler not only because it functioned as a boundary for dramatic land 

                                                
72 Hitler, Second Book, 21; Quoted in Snyder, Black Earth,13. 

73 Snyder, Black Earth, 15. 

74 Ibid., 20. 

75 Ibid. 
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expansion; the Mississippi also functioned as the boundary across which Thomas 

Jefferson wanted all Native Americans cast. “Who,” Hitler asked, “remembers the Red 

Indians?”76 As Snyder explains, “For Hitler, Africa was the source of the imperial 

references but not the actual site of empire; eastern Europe was that actual site, and it was 

to be remade just as North America had been remade.”77 

The combination of land expansion and people extraction would come to be a 

crucial component of Hitler’s political vision. With the aid of theological voices, cultural 

desire, and a pervading anxiety throughout Germany of the possibility of once again 

collapsing into material scarcity, Hitler’s vision of a purified land and people would lead 

to the uprooting of millions of peoples. All of this was carried out through the means of a 

complex vision of what it meant to be a unified people, and how a people could or indeed 

would realize its destiny. It is to this theological and cultural vision of people that I will 

now turn. It is, as we shall see, this view of peoplehood and land that Bonhoeffer resists 

with his Christological vision of the garden. 

The German Volk.  The concept of Volk had been developing for well over a 

century by the time that it merged with Hitler’s political vision and Hirsch’s theology in 

the 1930s. Volk, a German word translated into English literally as ‘people,’ was not 

simply a referent to a certain people coming from a particular nation state or region. 

Rather, the Volk was a complex vision of how a particular group of people came to be 

bound together in unity by virtue of sharing a common essence. This essence was 

76 Snyder, Black Earth, 21. 

77 Ibid., 21. 
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described in various ways, as a “nature,” “cosmos,” “mystery,” or, as we saw in Hirsch’s 

theological anthropology, a “mythos.” The Völkisch essence was understood as the 

source of human creativity and passion and was the means by which an individual was 

spiritually joined to other members of the Volk.78 

 This romantic vision of identity was celebrated in and through art, best-selling 

novels, music festivals, and popular youth movements. The individual was tied to her 

Volk, and thus, through the Volk, gained access to the repository of the “life force” that 

was derived from a unity with the “higher reality.” Common to both the individual and 

the Volk was a shared pantheistic view of nature. Stemming from the Romanticism that 

flourished in Germany in response to the Enlightenment, Völkisch ideology embraced a 

concept of nature that could not be reduced to scientific observation, but rather, in 

contrast, viewed nature as vibrant and mysterious.79 Nature was the wellspring of a rich 

life force that directly connected with human emotion. The human soul could participate 

in union with nature, because nature also had a soul. Thus, every individual could find an 

inner correspondence between the self and nature, the self and the Volk, and between the 

Volk and nature. Through this Trinitarian construct of self, Volk, and nature, the 

individual was bound to other individuals in a shared union with the life force of nature. 

Here we begin to catch the first glimpses of a theological distortion of the relationship 

between body and soul. The vision of the Volk entailed an account of the human soul as a 

communal soul that has direct/unmediated access to a soul inherent to Nature. As we 

shall see, this understanding of the soul makes its way into Hirsch’s Völkisch theology. 
                                                

78 George L. Mosse, The Crisis of Germany Ideology: Intellectual Origins of the Third Reich 
(New York: Grosset & Dunlap, 1964), 4. 

79 Mosse, Crisis of German Ideology,15. 
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Nature in this sense was not a universal construct, but was limited to particular 

geographical regions. One did not simply connect with all of nature to find inner meaning 

and vitality. Rather, only regional manifestations of nature could give the Volk its 

character, its unity, and its destiny. Because of this, nature came to be defined as 

“landscape,” giving particular defining characteristics to its people, and remaining alien 

to all other peoples.80 

The means by which nature “as such” came to be landscape was clearly 

articulated by the famous German novelist Otto Gmelin, who, in his 1925 best seller Die 

Tat wrote: “A countryside becomes a landscape insofar as it is a coherent whole with its 

own characteristics. But this can happen only when it becomes the experience of the 

human soul, if the soul recognizes the rhythm of the countryside as its own rhythm.”81 In 

such an encounter with nature, landscape derives meaning only when it has filtered 

through the interpretive lens of the observant member of the Volk. Armed with 

Jennings’s account of displacement, we can now observe that this interpretive operation 

consists of a twofold move: beginning with the self, the landscape is given meaning, and 

this meaning is then read back to the self, reifying the relation between self and place, but 

enclosing this relation within the optic of the self. A revealing commentary on this 

dynamic relationship between self and landscape was given on the eve of the First World 

War by Elizabeth Kriegelstein, who in an article for Preussiche Jahrbücher, wrote “The 

landscape is something objective, neutral, and becomes of value only when we see it 

80 Mosse, Crisis of German Ideology, 15. 

81 Gmelin, Die Tat, 17 Jarhg., Heft I (April, 1925), p. 32. Translated in Mosse, Crisis of German 
Ideology, 17. 
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through our own spirit. It attains value through the strength of the life of our own soul, 

the vessel, of which the landscape becomes the object.”82 

Writings began to emerge as early as the 1870’s that detailed the relationship 

between landscape and certain virtues or vices. In his famous best seller Land und Leute, 

Wilhelm Heinrich Riehl studied the different groupings of people within Germany in 

terms of landscape, and attributed qualities such as sincerity, integrity, and simplicity 

with corresponding natural environments. Those of true German descent had souls that 

connected with the lush, dark forests. Because they were so constantly shrouded in 

darkness, they developed a depth of character that equipped them to strive for the light. 

They came to be described as Lichtmenschen. Meanwhile, Jews, whose ancestry traced 

back to Palestine, were desert people. Being of the desert, they were described as “arid,” 

“dry,” or totally lacking in creativity. Because the desert landscape was barren and dry, 

so too were the Jewish people.83 

Just as Jennings described Acosta’s new logic that had been employed to make 

sense of the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo in South America four hundred years earlier, the 

Völkisch interpretive lens in Germany was “of the land, but not really of the land.” In the 

developing Völkisch view of landscape, the role of geography came to function as an 

ancillary to the comparative racial transcendental. For Gmelin, landscape was reduced in 

meaning to a distinct and fully intelligible entity: “For each people and each race a 

countryside thus becomes its own peculiar landscape.”84 The move Gmelin makes is not 

                                                
82 Elizabeth Kriegelstein, “Vom landschaftlichen Erlebnis,” Preussiche Jahrbücher, Band 157 

(July-September 1914), p. 6. Translated in Mosse, Crisis of German Ideology, 17. 

83 Mosse, Crisis of German Ideology, 4-5. 

84 Gmelin, Die Tat, 32. Translated in Mosse, Crisis of German Ideology, 17. 
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simply that landscape shapes the identity of those who live in that landscape, but rather 

incorporates the twofold move Jennings described: more than descriptive, the operation 

of displacement led to material effects on the inhabitants of the land. The nuanced 

emphasis of “each people” suggested that not everyone belonged in a particular 

landscape. With time, racially configured boundaries arose to separate some from others, 

while uniting others together in place. 

For Völkisch ideology, the language and imagery of “being rooted in place” came 

to describe the essential and transcendent relationship between landscape and the 

cultivation of the soul. Rootedness conveyed the sense of humankind’s correspondence 

with landscape through the soul, and in turn the Volk. Importantly, the imagery of being 

rooted in place served as a strong contrast to urban dislocation, which was defined as 

being “uprooted.”85 In this way, rootedness functioned as a criticism of the Industrial 

Revolution that had become a great economic boon to France, England, and the United 

States; simultaneously, the imagery of being rooted in place proved to be a construct 

against which “outsiders” or “foreigners” could be excluded. If one had no roots, it was 

impossible to have a connection to the life force of nature. Therefore, “unrooted” people 

(immigrants and Jews) were stigmatized as lacking a properly functioning soul. To be 

rootless was to be condemned. In contrast, to be rooted was to have membership in the 

85 Mosse, Crisis of German Ideology, 16. The Volk’s culture, ascribed to landscape, radically 
countered the mechanical, industrial civilization unfolding as a result of the Industrial Revolution. The 
imagery of civilization was set in contrast to culture. Riehl would define modernity in negative terms as 
that which is contrived and devoid of ingenuity. Only nature could be genuine, for nature was the only 
entity that was infused with both the life force and historical meaning of a people. To be separated from 
landscape by modern conventions would rob both the individual and the Volk of any significance or life-
giving power. 
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Volk, which gave humankind its humanity.86 Identity became grounded in an 

essentializing way to the land in a way that really had little to do with relational life on 

the land. 

Rootedness and the Displaced Body of Christ 

These early conceptions of rootedness will develop over time. We have yet to see 

the full effect of displacement in Germany.87 Yet before we move forward to see how the 

Völkisch concept of rootedness will be entangled with Christian theology, we must first 

return to Willie Jennings’s account of displacement. As previously mentioned, according 

to Jennings, the operation of displacement distorted two key theological doctrines. The 

first distortion, of the logic employed to affirm the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo, we have 

begun to examine. The distorting interpretation of the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo that 

ordered the understanding of world as gift toward the colonial desire for land inextricably 

led to a distortion of the second key Christian doctrine: the affirmation that Christ is the 

creator of all things. We have already seen how for Bonhoeffer, this claim is foundational 

                                                
86 Mosse, 16. Ultimately, what unfolded in Germany in the 1930s was, as George Mosse describes 

it, the “ideal” bourgeois revolution: it was a revolution of the soul, that did nothing to threaten the 
economic interests of the German middle class, but rather concentrated its efforts against the enemy within 
the boundaries of Germany. This is why the Jew and the Jewish question would come to loom so large in 
Germany. The Jew stood as the representative of all the destructiveness of the modern technological 
developments. Within Völkisch thought, the Jew proved the object against which Völkisch thought could 
be defined over and against. In this sense, the Jew came to be the boundary against which the Volk could 
be defined. 

87 The transcendental and thus transitory reality of this ‘geographical’ ‘essence’ would become 
more pronounced as Hitler’s campaign for land began to achieve success in the late 1930s. Over time, the 
virtues from German landscape were, through German soldiers, and then settlers, planted in neighboring 
countries. Earlier interpretations of, for example, Slavic virtues were viewed as debased and ultimately 
divorced from Slavic land, as Slavic land became German land. Indeed Slavic peoples became altogether 
inconsequential once Hitler’s campaign for land began. In German media, the land in the Ukraine, land rich 
in agricultural resources, was described as “virgin territory” waiting for German settlers. There were over a 
million citizens of the Ukraine living on that land at the time. As one Nazi propaganda song for female 
colonists went: [In the Ukraine] “there are neither farms nor hearths, there the earth cries out for the 
plough.” See Snyder, Black Earth, 18. 
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for how we read that story of creation in Genesis. It is to Jennings’s account of this 

second, related theological mistake that we now turn. 

That we affirm that Christ is the creator of all things is first an affirmation that 

God is Trinity. God’s free act in Trinitarian love is what constitutes our relationally 

contingent structure. Importantly, this structure is not a continuity of some kind of 

“essence” shared between God and humans, but rather, the continuity of God’s act of 

creation is through the eternal Word (Logos) and in the Holy Spirit. Creation comes to be 

through the Son, the express image of the Father in the Holy Spirit.88 In Chapter Four we 

examined Bonhoeffer’s account of the relational structure of anthropology derived from 

the Chalcedonian affirmation of Christ’s human and divine natures. Jennings highlights 

for us the temporal and spatial implications of this relational structure. “Locating the 

Creator in space and time establishes the most important aspect of the incarnation. God 

has come and fully entered the reality of the creation.”89 When God enters the instability 

of space and time, a new point of stability between God and humankind is established. 

Christ is the source of stability and continuity between God and humankind. Christ is our 

gift; Christ is the way; Christ is the center. 

However, what Jennings will help diagnose is that through the operation of 

displacement, the God of creation, who created ex nihilo, and the act of redemption 

through the Person of Christ are separated. As Jennings describes it, in this unfolding 

88 As Bonhoeffer writes, “There is no continuum that ties God to, or unites God with, God’s 
work—except God’s word. God said…. The only continuity between God and God’s work is the word. 
That is, ‘inherently’ [‘an sich’] there is no continuum; were the word not there, the world would drop into a 
bottomless abyss. God’s word is neither the nature [Natur] nor the essence [Wesen] of God; it is the 
commandment of God.” DBWE 3:40-1. 

89 Jennings, Christian Imagination, 28. 
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theological error, the God of Creation is the God of Providence, providing the good gifts 

of the earth for Christian use and habitation. Meanwhile, God the Redeemer functions in 

a separate realm, cleansing us of our sins, but significantly, not mediating humankind’s 

relations with the earth or even relations with other humans. Thus, a rejection of the 

historical reality of the incarnation is enfolded into the theological interpretation of 

creation. Humankind’s stability is not located in Christ. Instead, Christ functions as a 

figural type, and thus the material reality of Christ’s Jewish flesh is inconsequential. 

Returning back to Acosta’s work we come to see that his logic led him toward the 

heresy of Docetism. Acosta’s logic is docetic inasmuch as it denied the materiality of 

Christ—that Christ became fully human. In the absence of this bodily materiality, a new 

form of materiality has emerged: the idea of divine providence without incarnational 

mediation. This Docetism is most clearly revealed in Acosta’s refusal to fully engage in a 

new spatial configuration of ecclesial life that located the joining of the European and the 

Native members together in the relational structure of Christ. Jennings argues that 

Acosta’s theological fallacy is not that he denied incarnational presence. The doctrine of 

Christ is still present in Acosta’s theology. Rather, Acosta’s profound mistake was that he 

rejected any notion of incarnational practice. Echoing Bonhoeffer’s account of the 

analogia relationis, Jennings continues: “The point here is the continuation of the logic 

of the incarnation. Incarnational logic here is not analogical, but participatory; it is the 

logic of discipleship and mission, the going forth in the triune name. The denial of 
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incarnational practice is precisely the failure to go forward as the Son came forward and 

wishes to go forward in intimate joining.”90 

The affirmation that Christ is the creator of all things, as we have repeatedly seen, 

is a central tenet of Bonhoeffer’s interpretation of the Genesis account of creation. He 

understood the heretical implications for conceptions of stability invoked when a 

distinction is made between the God who is redeemer and the God who is creator. “What 

has been created belongs to the [free] Creator. It means also, however, that the God of 

creation, of the utter beginning, is the God of the resurrection. The world exists from the 

beginning in the sign of the resurrection of Christ from the dead. Indeed it is because we 

know of the resurrection that we know of God’s creation in the beginning, of God’s 

creating out of nothing. The dead Jesus Christ of Good Friday and the resurrected κυριος 

of Easter Sunday—that is creation out of nothing, creation from the beginning.”91 A 

Chalcedonian understanding of Christology provides the material grounding that makes 

possible the affirmation that Christ is both the Creator and Redeemer of all things. When 

Christ is removed as the one through whom relational life “for others” is made possible, a 

distorting, asymmetrical relation between peoples unfolds. 

90 Jennings, The Christian Imagination, 113. Along this same line of thought, Bonhoeffer writes: 
“Now not only does God command and God’s word comes to pass; now God enters into creation and so 
creates freedom. Humankind differs from the other creatures in that God is in humankind as the very image 
of God in which the free Creator looks upon the Creator’s own self. This is what the older dogmatic 
theologians meant when they spoke of the indwelling of the Trinity in Adam. In the free creature the Holy 
Spirit worships the Creator; uncreated freedom glorifies itself in view of created freedom. The creature 
loves the Creator, because the Creator loves the creature. Created freedom is freedom in the Holy Spirit, but 
as created freedom it is humankind’s own freedom. How does this created existence of a free humankind 
express itself? In what way does the freedom of the Creator differ from the freedom of that which is 
created? How is the creature free? The creature is free in that one creature exists in relation to another 
creature, in that one human being is free for another human being…. Human beings exist in duality, and it 
in this dependence on the other that their creatureliness consists.” DBWE 3:63-4. Italics original. 

91 DBWE 3:34-5. 
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The Supercessionist Consequences of Displacement’s Distorted Christology 

Through his examination of colonial displacement in the New World, Jennings 

concludes that a central manifestation of the heretical distortion of Christology created by 

the operation of displacement was the replacement of Israel as the chosen people of 

God—the act of supercessionism. The Christian intellectual tradition in the New World 

denied its most fundamental starting point: the divine Word entering flesh in space and 

time to become particularly, specifically, Jewish flesh.92 The particular form of 

supercessionism that unfolded within colonialism in the New World began with the 

comparative thinking of displacement. The material effect begins with positioning 

Christian identity fully within European (white) identity and fully outside the identities of 

other (non-European) peoples. The space between these identities, Christian on the one 

side and non-Europeans on the other, became the logical framework for an evaluation of 

all peoples.93 

However, this kind of comparative discernment was enacted in yet another way in 

the European context. In the Iberian Peninsula of sixteenth century, two groups of 

Christian peoples, the moriscos (converted Muslims) and conversos (converted Jews) 

were already suspect members of the body of Christ. There existed within the European 

church the possibility that these converts might return to their former faiths. The deeper 

fear was that they were secretly practicing their former faiths within the Christian body. 

This fear and suspicion, argues Jennings, indicates a profound theological distortion. It 

                                                
92 Jennings, Christian Imagination, 113. 

93 Ibid., 33. With the racial optic functioning, supercessionism served as a tool of internal 
eradication of potentially threatening members of Christ’s body. What unfolds over time is a racial 
purification of the ecclesial body of Christ. 
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presents the possibility of discerning Christian identity divorced from a relational 

structure ordered toward the person of Christ and fills the conceptual vacuum with the 

European as the normative center of identity. The very process of becoming Christian 

took on new markers that were racial and aesthetic. To be Christian was to be European. 

European Christians reconfigured God’s love for the people of Israel and moved it to a 

new location with new visual markers. “If Israel’s election had been the compass around 

which Christian identity gained its bearings and found its trajectory, now with this 

reconfiguration the body of the European would be the compass marking divine election. 

This body, the white body, would be the discerning body for the whole of the ecclesial 

body.”94 

Without Christ’s Jewish body as the point of stability, the idea of an elected 

people became more of a trope than a living, embodied reality. This shift opened the door 

for new “theologies of replacement,” which discarded the identity of the church as Israel. 

As this new mode of theological interpretation grew, “Israel” became a construct or type 

that functioned in illustrative, but not tangible ways. Here again, Docetism is at play. 

Jesus, rather than disclosing the God of Israel as the God of redemption for Jews and 

Gentiles alike, instead affirms what the human can make of herself. The final result, 

Jennings describes, is an invitation for peoples to look inward in search of a theological 

reiteration of the collective self.95 In this turn inward, the materiality of Jesus’s Jewish 

flesh—the body opened to all of humanity, the particular made universal—is denied.96 

94 Ibid., 33. 

95 Jennings, Christian Imagination, 152; cf., Harvey, Taking Hold of the Real, 204. 

96 As an example of this kind of supercessionism, Jennings turns to the hymns of Isaac Watts 
(1674-1748), the famous British minister, hymn writer and theologian as one who implemented this 
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Rootedness, Supercessionism, and the German Volk 

By 1932, strands of German theology would merge with the Völkisch concept of 

rootedness to produce a new form of supercessionism, providing the means by which the 

German National Church could join forces with Hitler’s political party. Recall that thus 

far, we have seen that the Völkisch concept of “roots” functioned as an image to critique 

urban industrialization and also functioned as an image to prevent “foreigners” from fully 

participating in German landscape. In light of Jennings’s mapping of national 

supercessionism, we can now come to see a third function the concept of “rootedness” 

offered by Völkisch theorists. 

Volk and the Kingdom of God.  The concept of being rooted in place also 

highlighted for the Volk its essential connection to history. The significance of the 

German Volk could now be read back through time, enriching its cultural meaning and 

identity enfolding within its narrative a long trajectory that threaded all the way back to 

creation. In the Völkisch understanding of history, exemplified in the work of the 

German Biblical scholar Paul de Lagarde, historical development involved progression 

from an original source: from revelation and inner faith to a conscious mystical 

particular supercessionist, figurative approach toward Israel. Watts famously embedded his translation of 
the Psalms within a pronounced English nationalism to make the Psalms more accessible to his British 
readership. With this kind of interpretive lens, supercessionist theology forged a new path for the church: 
Watts removed Israel from the story of God’s salvation of the world, and replaced Israel with Great Britain. 
It was no longer necessary to understand Christian identity as unfolding within Israel’s covenantal life with 
God. The story of Israel was reduced to an example of how God relates to a nation. Through the act of 
translation, the political actions of potentially any nation could now be interpreted as the potentially 
sanctioned actions of God’s chosen people. The crowning accomplishment of displacement is that Western, 
mostly Gentile, Christians no longer needed to interpret their story inside another story—the story of Israel. 
Instead, displaced from the center of the story, Israel comes to be one moment in the larger story of 
Western Civilization. See Jennings, Christian Imagination, 217-18; Carter, Race, 261. 
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relationship with God.97 History, for Largarde, was the expression of a religious spirit, 

which manifested itself through continuous revelation. The Volk functioned as the 

organic receptacle for the continual revelation of the life-giving religious spirit. Personal 

revelation would come within the confines of the community— an understanding of 

revelation and communal life that was reified with a nod toward the example of Christ, 

who proclaimed his gospel to the community of the apostles. In Lagarde’s framework, 

the Apostles were woven into the framework of the Volk. Through this construct, the 

Volk and its members were recipients of a continual spirituality that was the source of all 

creativity. Israel’s story, for Lagarde, was one Volk’s story among many Volks. Now 

there was a new elected body, the German Volk, who served as the discerning body, able 

to detect holy effects. According to Lagarde, God’s kingdom was the Volk.98 

Within this new account of revelation and the Kingdom of God, the German 

social framework bypassed the story of Israel and was reimagined and reified through the 

construct of the Volk. Being rooted to both nature and history was the means by which a 

person could be located within a generative and creative state, which in turn, could 

transform the Volk to achieve its larger creative task: its destiny. 

Volk and creation.  Emanuel Hirsch will take this Völkisch concept of history and 

destiny and integrate it into his theological anthropology. Recall in Chapter Four, we 

began our evaluation of Hirsch’s theology and his account of the Volk as the culmination 

of human meaning and identity. There we saw that Hirsch proposed a new kind of social 

97 Mosse, Crisis of German Ideology, 34. 

98 Ibid. (see also fn 8). For more on Lagarde’s contribution to the integration between Völkisch 
thought and Christian theology, see Peter Vierek’s Metapolitics: From Wagner and the German Romantics 
to Hitler (New York: Transaction Publishers, 1965). 
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framework that integrated three Greek concepts: horos, nomos and logos. According to 

Hirsch, horos is the “uncrossable boundary” within which human life is confined. This 

boundary cannot be crossed (by individuals or groups) without destructive ramifications. 

Nomos is defined as “the condition of order, life and thought” within the horos. Nomos 

then corresponds to the law and order within a society. Nomos and horos together make 

way for the third concept, logos, which is the “self-expressive, living spirit,” a living and 

dynamic form of reason.99 

The nature of the boundaries proposed by Hirsch, with his account of horos, was 

not the geographical boundaries of nation-states. Geographical boundaries did not 

accurately represent the scope of the German Volk. Instead, the boundaries of identity 

necessary for Hirsch’s theological ordering are cast as racial boundaries. Following 

Völkisch ideology, Hirsch believed that each different race of people have their own 

Volk, with their own purpose and destiny. The Volk provides the shape and meaning of 

life. Therefore, anyone who denies the boundaries of their Volk will lose their roots and 

will ultimately be destroyed.100 Moreover, as we will see in time, those located within the 

racial boundaries of horos without the proper roots must be weeded out. 

With Hirsch’s constructs of horos, nomos and logos, we comes to see that history 

and destiny are held in tension together in the formation of the Volk’s horos, or 

boundary. For Hirsch, it was necessary to invoke a new ordinance of creation that could 

function as a theological account of the horos. The ordinance of a Volk would fulfill this 

99 Hirsch, GG, 3, 5. Quoted in Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler, 152. 

100 Hirsch, GG, 37. Quoted in Ericksen, Theologians Under Hitler, 152. 
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need.101 According to Hirsch, a Volk serves as an institution created by God in order to 

enable those who share the same historical destiny “to prosper in peace and harmony.”102 

Hirsch believed that only through the particular ordinance of the Volk could 

human beings achieve fulfillment as moral and responsible beings. Given that a divine 

ordinance is a revelatory agency of God, what logically followed from Hirsch’s 

invocation of a Volk as an ordinance of creation was that a Volk or a nation, in its 

historical, natural reality expresses the very will of the Creator. Here the echoes of 

Acosta’s fea hija analogy ring in German landscape. The God of Creation and the God of 

Redemption are separated, and Germany’s destiny is unfettered by Christ. Specifically, 

what is distorted through this theological error is a proper understanding of the human 

soul. For Hirsch, a human ‘has’ a soul; the soul of the Volk. Relations with others are not 

made possible through the mediation of Christ, but rather, others are encapsulated within 

the Volk, whose meaning is derived through self-interpretation. One fundamental, 

material implication of this understanding of the soul was that Hirsch believed that the 

great Volks of history had emerged directly from the creative will of God, and each Volk 

had the task of fulfilling a role peculiar to itself for the world. This conviction, which was 

widespread in the Völkisch movement, led Hirsch and many other theologians, to feel 

101 While Barth and Bonhoeffer, who reject conceptions of natural theology apart from the 
Revelation of Christ, would reject the concept of “ordinances of creation,” Hirsch was not the only 
Christian theologian to employ such a construct. Gogarten, Althaus and Brunner in varying ways also 
employed the idea of ordinances of creation. Jean-Loup Seban, “The Theology of the Nationalism of 
Emanuel Hirsch” in The Princeton Seminary Bulletin (1986), 173. 

102 Hirsch, GG, 80. Seban, “Theology of the Nationalism,” 161. 
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more closely related to the Völkisch movement than to a church that did not hold this 

conviction.103 

Volk and sin.  In his book Creation and Sin, Hirsch expands upon his framework 

of nomos, horos, and logos by turning to the question of how such a framework informs 

our articulation of theological anthropology.104 In the introduction to this volume, Hirsch 

opens his investigation by questioning how it might be possible to be Christian in the 

current (German) historical context. The answer to this question, argued Hirsch, can be 

found in an analysis of the relationship between creation and sin. This should be the 

starting point of any investigation into the nature of theological anthropology because, 

through such an examination, we can clarify our questions regarding what Hirsch 

perceives to be the fundamental ambiguity within Christian anthropology: the paradoxical 

reality that the human being is both the object of divine creation and the subject of human 

sin.105 

According to Hirsch, if we are able to fully grasp all that is at stake in this 

ambiguity, it is important to first cast aside abstract ideality. There will be no evaluation 

of the Genesis account of creation and the story of humankind’s banishment from God’s 

103 Hirsch follows Johann Gottfried Herder on this line of argumentation. Herder argued that what 
formed any existing Volk on earth was an organic unity of life. This unity was underpinned by the divine 
will of the Creator. Herder, in his philosophy of history attended in great detail to the Völkisch spirit, which 
he identified as an agent of historical development. The Völkisch state was the embodiment of such an 
organic community, sharing a common language, culture and history. Fichte took this further to argue that 
the phenomenon of the Volk was a historical, divine revelation that follows its own course. For a detailed 
genealogy of Hirsch’s intellectual influences, see Seban, 162. 

104 Recall that this book, written in 1931, was the source of the title of Bonhoeffer’s winter class 
covering the same topic of theological anthropology. It is this book in particular that Bonhoeffer wants to 
address in his lectures. 

105 Hirsch, Creation and Sin, p. iii, 3, 5, 6, 9, 10. Translated in Seban, “The Theology of Emanuel 
Hirsch,” 166. 
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garden here. Instead, argued Hirsch, matters of creation and sin must be examined within 

historical reality. Once again the constructs of horos, nomos and logos provide the shape 

of Hirsch’s logical framework. Hirsch identifies two fixed poles that would function as 

the perimeter boundaries of his investigation: the poles of nature and history. Through 

history and nature, the “uncrossable boundary” of the racially constructed horos is 

shaped. Within these confines, the meaning of human identity can be found. 

Recall that as we explored in Chapter Four, Hirsch’s account of God’s activity in 

the world was identified in the formation of racial boundaries. Hirsch established the 

racial boundary of horos by claiming that in order for this boundary to be firmly 

established, God is also present in the shaping of the boundary. Indeed God holds history 

in check. The implication of this claim is that God is located outside of history, and plays 

an ancillary role alongside history.106 In Creation and Sin this claim will be more fully 

developed along explicitly Christological lines. 

Hirsch falls perfectly into Jennings’s account of displacement when he explains 

that to begin a theological evaluation of creation and sin within the poles of nature and 

history, a crucial differentiation needs to be made between God’s activity as Creator and 

God’s activity as Redeemer. Such a distinction, argued Hirsch, would help address the 

aforementioned paradoxical reality that the human being is both the object of divine 

creation and the subject of human sin. 

Hirsch further expanded upon the framework of his logic by claiming that it is 

also important to recognize that knowledge of faith is always self-knowledge in the light 

of the divine word. Knowledge of God and creation begins in self-reflection. Hirsch 

106 Chapter Four explores this claim as stated by Hirsch in GG, 44. 
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qualifies this starting point by acknowledging that to access the true self, and thus the 

knowledge of faith, it is necessary to take into account both the reality of God’s judgment 

upon humankind, and God’s hiddenness from Creation. 

To discern both God’s judgment and God’s hiddenness, it is important not to 

separate the revelation of God from creation. According to Hirsch, this is a theological 

mistake that Barth makes in his return to orthodoxy.107 Because Hirsch denies the 

material reality of Christ’s mediation, he must locate the material reality of revelation 

elsewhere. Hirsch argues that to separate revelation from creation is to separate God from 

natural-historical reality. But there is no natural-historical reality apart from God. For 

Hirsch, God is present in the created particularities of the existence of historical 

communities and in the unfolding historical process. With the starting point of revelation 

established, then Hirsch can define the Logos as “a fountain of youth for cultures caught 

up in the aging process of secularizing separation from divine life.”108 Within this new 

framework, the task of the theologian is now to identify this source of the life force 

within history, so that the Volk can remain potent in its shaping of history.109 

Here again, we find the reversed logic Jennings identified in his account of 

displacement. For Hirsch, landscape, creation, space, and time are translated through the 

self to find meaning. There is no need for Christological mediation. Indeed, Hirsch 

                                                
107 Stroup, “Political Theology and Secularization Theory,” 345. 

108 Stroup. “Political Theology and Secularization Theory,” 345. 

109 Quoting from Heidegger, Hirsch argues that through this process the Germans can avoid 
becoming a weak, vegetating people unfit for history; instead, close to the power of God, they can 
experience the truth that “All that is great stands in the storm.” (Heidegger’s 1933 rendering of Plato’s 
Republic). Hirsch, Lage, 16, 29. Hirsch is quoting Heidegger, “The Self-Assertion of the German 
University,” 480. Quoted in Stroup, 345. 
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believes that to interpret space and time through the lens of Christological mediation is to 

veer into abstraction. For Hirsch, revelation is found only within historical categories. 

There is no room in his theology for miracles, divine preexistence, or physical 

resurrection. God is revealed in history through general revelation, and is present to 

humankind in an encounter with the boundary and ground of being. God is recognized to 

be behind all of history and meets us in historical events— events that we are continually 

called upon to shape by the act of decision.110 

Volk and human freedom. According to Hirsch, the present moment was the time 

for the German Volk to promote Protestant inwardness and establish freedom from 

Jewish “legalism.” After all, the New Testament made clear that Jesus was liberated from 

the conscience of Jewish legalism.111 The legalism of Judaism was a mistake that 

attempted to falsely mediate the revelation God intended to reveal to humankind. Such 

mediation was not necessary, because God was speaking not only in Jesus as Savior, but 

as God the Creator. As the Creator, God was presently speaking in the orders (horos), 

blood and law (nomos) of the various nations. Hirsch would go as far as to write that 

110 Hirsch, Deutschlands Schicksal: Staat, Volk, und Menschheit im Licht einer ethischen 
Geschichtsansicht 3d edition; (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1925) 21-23. Quoted in Stroup, 347. 
In this way, Hirsch offers a particular form of double revelation. In a form similar to the theology of Paul 
Althaus, Friedrich Gogarten and Emil Brunner, Hirsch also perceived a differentiation between a general 
revelation from God and a special revelation from God. Hirsch established his nationalistic theology on 
such a twofold revelation. The general revelation for Hirsch was revealed in the natural-historical reality 
and identified the God of the revelation of the Lord of history. God was thus knowable to humankind 
through the consciousness. Whereas in Brunner, in his Natur und Gnade (Tubingen, 1952, pp. 117-132), 
any natural knowledge of God would be precluded by the special revelation which provided the means 
through which the general revelation could be known, Hirsch makes no such prerequisite for humankind’s 
access to general revelation.  

111 Indeed, Hirsch would affirm the historical-critical argument that began to circulate in Biblical 
Studies in Germany that Jesus actually had a non-Jewish ancestry. See Hirsch, Wesen, 158-65. For a history 
of this development in German Scholarship see Gösta Lundström, The Kingdom of God in the Teaching of 
Jesus: A History of Interpretation, trans. Joan Bulman (Richmond: John Knox, 1963), 125-6, 131 n. 7. 
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“Das Volk… ist der verborgene, und damit der wahre Suverän” [“The Volk… is the 

hidden, and thus the true Sovereign”].112 Hirsch qualifies this claim by emphasizing that 

the revelatory capacity of a Volk only occurred within the particular Volk whose 

conscience recognized its divine mission. The concept of Volk as Sovereign agent did not 

pertain to just any accidental majority who might win at the election polls.113 

At work in Hirsch’s account of revelation is a continuous act that provides a new 

locus for creativity. It is within this new framework that Hirsch felt compelled to remodel 

Christian ethics in a way that addressed the needs of the current moment. Recall that in 

his earlier work, the greatest embodiment of freedom (defined as responsibility to the 

nomos of the Volk) could be found in the military officer. In Creation and Sin, Hirsch 

expands on this icon of freedom. Within the current moment, he notes that the consistent 

topic that is on the forefront of all discourse pertains to the world’s leader (Führer) and 

leadership (Führertum). From this, Hirsch drew the conclusion that this topic of discourse 

reveals the reality that there is a genuine need for leadership. In Hirsch’s theological 

assessment, the storm troopers of the NSDAP were the historical personification of what 

Christian leadership could be. This kind of leadership will emerge when the leader comes 

forth naturally from the natural historical context, guided by the Spirit of God.114 

                                                
112 Hirsch, “Suverän,” 7; Quoted in Stroup, 350. 

113 Ibid, 7. Here again is an example of an account of a culture constituted by geography in which 
racial transcendental are at play. 

114 In 1934, Hirsch would label himself a political theologian. He explained what this meant in the 
time since Hitler came to power: “I have sought to teach about the way everything connected with the Volk 
borders on the hidden divine Majesty; I have tried as a thinker and preacher to express as seriously… as 
possible the Gospel…on the basis of divine judgment…Not once have I had…the feeling of being in 
conflict with the will of the Führer to build up a Volk united in worldview [Weltanschaunung] and order of 
life [Lebensordnung]. On the contrary, there, in the place where it was proper for me to be, I understood 
myself as a helper in the work now going on among us Germans.” Hirsch, Christlich Freiheit, 53. 
Translated by John Stroup in “Political Theology and Secularization Theory,” 339. 
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Returning to Jenning’s account of displacement, we come to see that what is 

unfolding in Hirsch’s theological anthropology is a “becoming” that is facilitated by the 

German Volk, a collective agency born within a racial imagination. In Hirsch’s account 

of communal life, German Volkstum replaces landscape. German Volkstum is landscape. 

With the collapse of identity into the German Volkstum, there is loss of the collaboration 

between place and bodies, people, and animals. There is also a loss of possibility of new 

identities established in new spaces. Without this possibility, people are led into an “ever-

tightening insularity of collective identity and collective narration.”115 

This “process of becoming,” writes Jennings, weaves together the threads of 

memory, language and history with space and through this process, the moral content of 

identity is derived. When land is taken away from this process, and replaced with a 

transcendental racial optic, there is in effect, a disruption of moral vision. The claim that 

Jennings is making is that moral sensibilities are space-textured. 

The deep irony within Hirsch’s theology is that though he asserted that it is 

necessary to remain firmly planted in historical reality over and against the “fairy tale” 

picture of the Genesis garden, through Hirsch’s racial optic, he was led to abstraction. By 

connecting history with the God of Creation, but separating the God of Creation from the 

God of Redemption, Hirsch separates the God of Redemption from history. Here is a 

supercessionist Christianity without Jesus Christ; a sicut deus mimicry in which the role 

of creation is bifurcated. By separating the functional roles of Creator and Redeemer, 

Hirsch could then provide an account of sin and redemption that began and ended with 

the self. Thus was the beginning point of a new material reality. Mapping new relational 

115 Jennings, Christian Imagination, 63. 
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structures in place and time, humankind comes to inhabit the horror of a sicut deus 

geography. 

Humankind sicut deus is a relational form of existence. But life sicut deus entails 

a kind of conditioning not “for” others, but rather more along the lines of “free-for-my-

use.” The relations unfolding were “mitigated by God-like action in which the relation 

became as those conditioning to those conditioned,” the German Volk to the non-German 

Jew or Slav. What is fundamentally decisive about this relation is that there is indeed a 

creative agent at work, but it is an authority that is channeled through the German Volk. 

All peoples touched by the work of this agency get caught up in the creative work.116 

From this we come to see explicitly that no created beings are completely independent of 

others, but rather exist in a mutual interdependence. None could have their being apart 

from others, as they are relationally structured. When ordered sicut deus, ordered in 

violence, the interdependence itself is violent. 

Bonhoeffer and the Marred Landscape of Sicut Deus Life 

Returning to Bonhoeffer’s Creation and Fall, we come to see more clearly the 

infrastructure of the sicut deus life. Our landscape, and all life that exists within that 

landscape, are subsumed into an endless return to the self. Bonhoeffer brings us back to 

Adam. Now expelled from the garden, Adam lives in this cursed, sicut deus condition. In 

this new state, all other created things rebel against humankind sicut deus, against the 

creature who thinks it can live out of its own resources. The creatures of the earth 

withdraw communion from humankind, they become mute and enigmatic. However, the 

                                                
116 Jennings, Christian Imagination, 60. 



240 

creatures of the earth cannot escape the fall, for they too find their being in God’s 

relational world. With this fall, they themselves become subject to humankind. They fall 

into dividedness as well. “The trees and the animals, which once immediately represented 

God’s word as the Creator, now in often grotesque ways point instead as though to the 

incomprehensibility and arbitrariness of a despot who is hidden in darkness.”117 

As sicut deus, humankind cannot live without enmity between it and God, and 

cannot live without another human being, cannot live without the other creatures. In 

conscience and in remorse, one human being constantly seeks to imagine the presence, 

the reality of another in his or her life. “Humankind accuses itself, torments itself and 

glorifies itself only in order to lie its way out of the dreadful loneliness of a solitude in 

which no voice echoes in its own. Humankind knows about the life it has lost. It knows it 

must die.”118 

The nature of this life sicut deus is life on the way to death, and thus is death 

itself. And as we have noted, Adam’s obsessive desire is for unbounded life. This desire 

is limitless. The fruit of the knowledge of good and evil leaves within Adam an 

indescribable thirst for life. This thirst grows, and takes a strange form. “Adam lives out 

of Adam’s own resources, is imprisoned within Adam, and thus can want only Adam, can 

hanker only after Adam; for Adam has indeed become Adam’s own god, the creator of 

Adam’s own life. When Adam seeks God, when Adam seeks life, Adam seeks only 

Adam.”119 And yet, it is precisely this existence in and for oneself that plunges Adam into 

117 DBWE 3:134. 

118 DBWE 3:142. Italics original. 

119 DBWE 3:142. 
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ever-deeper thirst. Adam feels an infinite, unquenchable thirst for life. Adam’s thirst 

produces such suffering, that Adam wants both. Adam wants to be sicut deus, but desires 

the fruit from the tree of life. This way is barred from Adam. 

That the world is ordered sicut deus leads Bonhoeffer to describe a harrowing 

scene. Adam and Eve, living in the world sicut deus find their way to a new form of 

community, living in a new way. In the world of death, Adam and Eve become the proud 

creators of new life. They become the proud creators of Cain. Cain is the first human to 

be born on the earth that is cursed. It is with Cain that history begins. History is born 

from the one who exists in an unquenchable thirst for life. Adam and Eve, in their thirst 

for life, beget a murderer. “The human being who may not eat from the tree of life grasps 

all the more greedily at the fruit of death, the destruction of life.”120 Cain’s relation to 

God is not one of love, but of hatred. Cain’s response to the God of life is to murder life. 

Cain murders out of hatred for God. Cain’s hatred is great. Because his hatred is so great, 

Cain himself is great. He is greater than Adam, and thus his obsession for life is greater. 

As descendents of this encapsulating history, murder and obsession for life is our 

heritage, our present, and our destiny. 

Thus we come to see the nature of the life we have in light of the life we lost. 

Bonhoeffer writes that the barrier to the tree of life provides the boundary of human 

existence in a sicut deus world. This is the current boundary, not Hirsch’s boundary of 

horos and nomos. The boundary that exists “separates paradise from the ground on which 

Adam toils.” This boundary is where the tree of life stands. “God drove Adam out, and 

placed the cherubim in front of the garden of Eden with a naked, whirling sword, to guard 
                                                

120 DBWE 3:145 
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the way to the tree of life.” The boundary has not shifted. It stands planted where it 

always was, at the tree of life in the center, now where no one may set foot. “But Adam 

now stands in another place. The limit is no longer in the center of Adam’s life; instead it 

assails Adam from outside.”121 

The Reparative Landscape of the Cross of Christ 

And yet, Bonhoeffer, in the midst of this bleak and spiraling story of death-ful 

life, offers hope. There is an end to this murderous history, an end to all of history: This 

hope is located in the very center of the story. Christ on the cross, the murdered Son of 

God. The murder of Jesus by humankind was the last great assault on the boundary of the 

Garden gates. 

Under the whirling sword, under the cross, the human race dies. But Christ lives. 
The trunk of the cross becomes the wood of life, and now in the midst of the 
world, on the accursed ground itself, life is raised up anew. In the center of the 
world, from the wood of the cross, the fountain of life springs up. All who thirst 
for life are called to drink from this water, and whoever has eaten from the wood 
of this life shall never again hunger and thirst. What a strange paradise is this hill 
of Golgotha, this cross, this blood, this broken body. What a strange tree of life, 
this trunk on which the very God had to suffer and die. Yet it is the very kingdom 
of life and of the resurrection, which by grace God grants us again. It is the gate 
of imperishable hope now opened, the gate of waiting and of patience. The tree of 
life, the cross of Christ, the center of God’s world that is fallen but upheld and 
preserved—that is what the end of the story about paradise is for us.122 

At the tree we know what we were and what we lost, ensnared in endless, unquenchable 

desire. While we were made imago dei, creatures living in obedience, bound to our 

Creator as the source of our being, as sicut deus, we become bound to the depths of our 

own knowledge. While in imago dei we are creatures living in obedience, as sicut deus, 

121 DBWE 3:144. 

122 DBWE 3:146. 
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we exist as creator-human beings perched on the divide [Zwiespalt] between good and 

evil. Imago dei, sicut deus—the unbreachable divide.123 But, here in the garden anew, we 

come at last to agnus dei. It is through Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God, that we come to 

know “the human being who is God incarnate, who was sacrificed for humankind sicut 

deus, in true divinity slaying its false divinity and restoring the imago dei.”124 

A return to the tree that is at the center of life is a return to the Eucharistic bread 

and wine God offers us. This bread and wine cannot be grasped or possessed; it is only 

received. God comes to us in the material reality of a body. “That is why where the 

original body in its created being has been destroyed, God enters it anew in Jesus Christ.” 

But the human body is not the limit of Christ’s bodily presence to us, as Bonhoeffer 

continues, “… and then, where this body too is broken, [He] enters the forms of the 

sacrament of the body and blood. The body and blood of the Lord’s Supper are the new 

realities of creation promised to fallen Adam. Because Adam is created as body, Adam is 

also redeemed as body (and God comes to Adam as body), in Jesus Christ and in the 

sacrament.”125 It is through the body that the glory and wonder of God is most fully 

revealed to us. It is through the body that the fullness of creation is made known to us, 

and it is through the body that the presence of God is made sacramentally known to us, 

even as it makes of us one Body. This is the redemptive nature of our boundaries. The 

boundary of God comes to us, not as that which encloses us, as Hirsch envisioned, but 

rather, as that which opens us. The boundary of God does not protect us or separate us 

                                                
123 DBWE 3:113. 

124 DBWE 3:113. Bonhoeffer offers this hope to his students in a lecture offered the day after 
Hitler assumed power in Germany. 

125 DBWE 3:79. 
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from the world. It is not, as Hirsch argued, a preserving feature that maintains stability 

through similarity. Rather, it is a boundary that opens us up in self-giving love for the 

world. The Eucharistic feast is to be shared. Thus communally nourished, by the body, 

through the body, and in the body of Christ, we are able to go forth, casting a redemptive, 

Eucharistic vision on our neighbors and the earth and all that inhabits this earth. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I have provided a reading of Bonhoeffer’s Creation and Fall that 

draws particular attention to Bonhoeffer’s claim that there is no account of humankind 

imago dei that does not entail earthly life. The earth, in Bonhoeffer’s understanding, 

provides the means of space, place and time, through which our participatory life with 

God unfolds. When our life with God is disordered, so too is our life on earth. Moreover, 

when our life on earth is disordered by errant desires ordered toward the self over and 

against our neighbors, our life with God is disordered. By contextualizing Bonhoeffer’s 

account of humankind imago dei on earth within his own unfolding historical realities, 

and with the aid of Jennings’s account of displacement, I have hoped to show with 

greater clarity the nature of Bonhoeffer’s work. 

Jennings has been an important guide in this chapter, because what Jennings 

offers us is a descriptive account of how sin made manifest through distorted desire for 

land found its way historically into the very workings of the logic employed to interpret 

theological doctrine in the colonization period. In turn, Jennings has helped us to identify 

the precise nature of the theological heresies manifest in Hirsch’s account of creation and 

sin. When the God of Redemption and the God of Providence are divorced from one 

another, cataclysmic repercussions for land and people come to be. 
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It is important to note that when Jennings describes displacement as a theological 

operation that unfolded through the process of colonization, he identifies displacement 

occurring historically on a devastating scale. What this dissertation hopes to make clear is 

that, following Jennings, this act continued into the twentieth century, and indeed 

encapsulates us still today. But also, following Bonhoeffer, the act of displacement 

precedes the colonial moment. Its origin lies in the garden. Bonhoeffer’s diagnosis of sin 

begins in the garden, because the ground of the garden is the very ground from which we 

lost our way. Importantly, it is also in the garden that Bonhoeffer’s diagnosis of sin ends. 

Through Christ, we are invited, once again, to return to the ground that we have lost. This 

return that Bonhoeffer sheds light upon means that what Bonhoeffer has to offer is more 

than description; what Bonhoeffer offers is the proscriptive cure for our deathly life. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Confess 

“You are Peter and on this rock I will build my Church.” 
—Matthew 16:18 

“Get behind me Satan!” 
—Matthew 16:23 

We come to the conclusion, recognizing our identity as those dispossessed of the 

Garden. This dispossession brings us to the boundary of human life, which is the location 

of both our death and our hope. 

Along the way, we have examined Bonhoeffer’s earliest works, Sanctorum 

Communio and Act and Being, to identify his understanding of the relationship between 

anthropology, epistemology, and the nature of community. Through these early texts we 

have come to see that when thinking about theology, not only is the content of theology 

involved, but also doctrinal practices- forms of embodiment in relation to God and others 

that cohere and shape doctrinal practices. These practices will lead us to encounter the 

truth of God. We have come to see that claiming theological doctrine “as such” for our 

own purposes, without those relations, theological doctrine is prone to function as a 

“clanging symbol,” a form of clamorous aesthetic which ultimately sends us on a 

trajectory of evasion—a sicut deus, enclosed posture by which we prove to be the judge 

of how things are to go. 

Through our reading we have come to see that sin has material effect, not only for 

the sinner, but also for all of creation—society, landscape, and the creatures with whom 
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we share the soil. We have come to see that, contra Hirsch, the nature of creaturely 

boundaries established by God are not established to keep some out and others in, but 

rather exist at the center of humankind, as an invitation to a life of obedience before the 

one in whose image we are made. This invitation leads us to the Word, the Image of God 

who is Jesus Christ. 

 We examined Bonhoeffer’s understanding of the Word, Jesus Christ, in his 

Christology lectures. In the months in which Hitler rose to messianic status in Germany, 

Bonhoeffer offered his students a particular image of the Word of God. As Bonhoeffer 

stated: “The assertion that this person is God is the vertical Word from above that neither 

takes anything away from nor adds anything to Jesus Christ, but rather qualifies this 

entire human being as God. It is God’s judgment about this human being! It is God’s 

Word, which takes the human being Jesus Christ and qualifies him as God… Because 

Jesus is himself God’s judgment about him; he points both to himself and to God.”1 

 Following Bonhoeffer’s interpretation of Chalcedon, we come to recognize the 

Word as Icon. The Word acts as a threshold that leads us through and in to the life of 

God, rather than a depiction of the Word. Confronted by the Image of the Word, our 

speech about God must be chastened by first listening: hearing what we do not usually let 

ourselves hear. In Creation and Fall, the implications of the initial silence become even 

more explicit. We were not present at the beginning. Rather, as creatures, we must listen 

and receive the Word who was the beginning, is now, and will be. Bonhoeffer’s 

understanding of human freedom as a relation is a fitting effect of the Word as Icon. 

Rather than a Word that is observed, the Word as a “Who” is encountered. 
                                                

1 DBWE 12:353-54. 
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We examined in greater detail the anthropological implications of the vertical 

Word. We saw that because of the communicatio idiomatum—the communication of 

human and divine properties—the Incarnation is itself open and receptive. Through the 

exchange of properties humanity is opened to encounter divinity without being 

swallowed up or overcome in the encounter. This reality means that, following Maximus, 

the vertical exchange of properties between divinity and humanity in Christ also makes 

possible a lateral exchange between humans. This is the exchange that takes place on the 

horizontal plane of historical relations between human beings as they are reordered as 

new creation in the Incarnation. Through the Incarnation, human nature, bound to the 

word of the Creator and deriving life from the Creator, reopens the isolated self to God, 

self, and others. This is the redeeming and thus the reconciling work of agnus dei, who 

restores the imago dei of humankind.2 

In light of this iconic understanding of Christ, Bonhoeffer can make the claim that 

human beings are most fully themselves only as they receive themselves from other 

human beings. In receiving themselves, one from another, humankind in fact receives 

God and thereby is most fully human. For Bonhoeffer, the enfolding of created being into 

the divinity and humanity of Christ is an ecclesial act. In the body of Christ, the many are 

drawn together, with one another and with the Trinitarian God. In this way, Jesus Christ 

continues his healing work of salvation in the Church and by means of the Church that is 

his body.3 

2 DBWE 3:113. 

3 On Bonhoeffer’s orders of knowledge, see DBWE 12:308. On the material effects of the 
disordering of knowledge of Christ, see Jennings, The Christian Imagination, 26. 
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 This understanding of Christ’s body means it is possible to say that the Church, as 

a visible community, is already the image of God, who holds the whole world in all its 

distinction and difference together, drawing all in unity and yet leaving each to its own 

being and variety 

 Returning to the Question with which We Began 

In the introduction, I proposed that the central question we would explore in this 

dissertation is how we live in the light of the ground that we have lost. I framed our 

examination of Bonhoeffer’s life and thought with the image of the frescoes that cover 

the altar space of the Brancacci chapel in Florence. I noted that within the frescoes, the 

loss of Eden’s hallowed ground was the beginning point by which we come to know the 

story of Peter—and I argued that like the spectators of Masaccio’s frescoes, we could 

find ourselves in the center of this story. 

 My reading of the witness of Bonhoeffer’s work and life in 1933 culminates in 

this chapter, in a sermon he offered on July 23, 1933. This sermon would prove to be the 

last sermon he would ever preach in Berlin, at the end of the last semester in which he 

would teach at the University of Berlin. The sermon is a reading of the witness of Peter. 

It is here that Bonhoeffer offers a clarifying vision of the ground upon which the church, 

in light of the Fall and of the Cross, now resides. Bonhoeffer’s vision sharply resists the 

conventional vision of the Church’s dwelling place that was taking root in Germany on 

that July morning in 1933. 

Who Do You Say That I Am? 

Bonhoeffer was not able to finish the Christology lectures that he offered at the 

University of Berlin as he had originally intended. The summer course was the only time 
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in his teaching career that he ever cancelled classes. While these lectures were unfolding 

in the classroom, in the city of Berlin and all across Germany, the church was confronted 

by the NSDAP’s attempt to gain control of its administration. In defiance of German law, 

Hitler had called national church elections for Sunday, July 23, to allow the German 

Christians to put in place Christian leaders more to his liking under the slogan “Build the 

new Church of Christ in the new State of Adolf Hitler.”4 

The week before the election was to take place, Bonhoeffer and his students 

formed the Young Reformers, a group that began a counter-campaign under the slogan 

“Church must remain church.” He and his students worked day and night, passing out 

pamphlets, attempting to garner support. On the evening of July 17, the Gestapo entered 

the offices of Bonhoeffer’s counter-campaign and confiscated all the pamphlets that held 

the names of the candidates who opposed Hitler’s church leadership. Not to be swayed, 

on the morning of the 18th, Bonhoeffer and his friend Pastor Gerhard Jacobi drove to the 

Gestapo offices and insisted that they might speak with the head of the Gestapo, Rudolf 

Diels.5 Perhaps because Jacobi arrived in his military uniform, the two were granted a 

meeting. The two men reminded Diels that the state had promised a free election, but that 

the previous days’ events were a clear sign of electoral interference. Diels acquiesced, 

and returned some of the pamphlets to the men. 

However, that brief win was to no avail. The night before the election was to take 

place, Hitler went on the radio during an interval of the Wagner Music Festival in 

Beyreuth, and said he expected that in support of all he had achieved, the people on 

4 DB-ER, 295. 

5 DB-ER:295. 
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Sunday would elect those forces “that are exemplified by the German Christians who 

stand firmly upon the foundation of the Nationalist Socialist State.”6 Hitler’s chosen 

leaders would go on to win the election by nearly 70 percent of the vote.7 

The sermon Bonhoeffer offered on the morning of the national elections resonates 

with and indeed could be interpreted as the culmination of his Christology lectures and 

Creation and Fall. Bonhoeffer addresses the congregation at Dreifaltigkeitskirche 

(Trinity Church) with a sermon entitled “Who Do You Say That I Am?” Here the fullness 

of the question of encounter, “Who are you?” is developed. Countering the image of the 

“new” church “within” the new state of Hitler, where Christians stand firmly “upon the 

foundation of the Nationalist Socialist State,” Bonhoeffer directs the Church to hear the 

witness revealed in Matthew 16:13-18: 

Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his 
disciples, “Who do you say that the Son of Man is?” And they said, “Some say 
John the Baptist, but others Elijah, and still others Jeremiah or one of the 
prophets.” He said to them, “But who do you say that I am?” Simon Peter 
answered, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the Living God.” And Jesus answered 
him, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed 
this to you, but my Father in heaven. And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this 
rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it. 

In his sermon, Bonhoeffer admits that if the church could have her way, she 

would avoid the current decisions with which she is confronted. “We would rather not 

have to keep insisting on our cause, and would gladly avoid the terrible danger of self-

righteousness over against other people. If we had our way, we would remove ourselves 

tomorrow or better yet, today, join the quiet folk in the countryside, and leave the quarrel 

                                                
6 DB-ER:296. 

7 DB-ER:296. 
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and self-righteousness to other people.”8 But, Bonhoeffer continues, thankfully, it is not 

up to us. “With God, we get just what we don’t want.”9 We are compelled to make a 

decision. Others will judge us for our decision. However, we cannot hide, and wherever 

we come out, we will differ with others. 

Though the Church is “creaking and groaning,” and is “collapsing and crumbling” 

here and there, Bonhoeffer encourages the congregation that it still has the promise of the 

eternal church, against which the gates of hell cannot prevail. The church resides “on the 

rock, which Christ has built and continues to build through all the ages.”10 Recalling that 

Bonhoeffer located the question of Where? as part of the Christological question Who?, 

we come to recognize the significance of the church’s locale. Bonhoeffer asks the 

congregation, “Where is this church? Where can we find it? Where can we hear its 

voice?”11 The location of the church may prove surprising. Bonhoeffer invites the 

congregation to return to the Holy Scriptures so that “anyone who has ears to listen may 

hear.”12 

“It is a lonely place where Christ has gone with his disciples, on the edge of a 

heathen region, where he can be alone with them. This is the place where, for the first 

time, he promises them, as his legacy, his eternal church.” Bonhoeffer invites the 

congregation to contemplate the location and the nature of Jesus’s revelation of the 

church to his disciples. The church is not revealed at the climax of Christ’s miraculous 
                                                

8 DBWE 12:477. 

9 DBWE 12:477. 

10 DBWE 12:477-78. 

11 DBWE 12:478. Regarding the “Where” structure of Christ, see DBWE 12:324 and DBWE 1:45. 

12 DBWE 12:478. 
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healing ministry.13 It is not made known to the experts of theology: the Pharisees and 

right-thinking scribes. The church is not located in the midst of the adulating crowds who 

sing “Hosanna” to him on Palm Sunday and then cry “Crucify him!’ on Good Friday. 

Instead, the Church is located in a quiet, away place.14 It is there that Christ speaks to his 

disciples about the mystery and the future of the church. 

But, to be clear, this location is not an indication that the church is to retreat from 

the realities of the world. Rather, its location reveals that Jesus meant to communicate 

that the building of this church could not begin with the scribes, the priests, or the 

crowds. Rather it was this little group of disciples, his followers, who were called to build 

the church. Christ did not reveal the church in the heart of Jerusalem, the holy city of 

God’s temple. The obscurity of the location guaranteed there would be no hope to make 

waves of this new event in the masses of people in any visible way. Moreover, the timing 

of Christ’s revelation of the church was significant: This was no holy day, no high feast, 

no measure of time that might invite the crowds or the Pharisees to be particularly 

attentive to the presence of God in their midst. “Instead, he gave the promise of his 

church in the face of death, immediately before his first foretelling of his passion. So it is 

a church of a little flock, a church far out in a quiet place, a church in the face of death, 

about which we are speaking here”.15 

                                                
13 DBWE 12:478. 

14 Recall that in the Christology lectures, Bonhoeffer argued that Christ will come to us in the most 
unassuming of ways. “Because Jesus wants to be our freedom, he must first become a stumbling block for 
us before he can become our salvation. Only by being humiliated can Christ become pro nobis. If he had 
documented himself by performing miracles, we would indeed believe, but then Christ would not be our 
salvation, because that would not be faith in God become human but only recognition. But that is not faith. 
Faith exists when I yield myself to God, [to the extent that] I will wager my life on God’s Word, even and 
especially there where it goes against all visible appearances.” DBWE 12:358. 

15 DBWE 12:478.  
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Within this context, Bonhoeffer raises Jesus’s “decisive” question: “Who do 

people say that the Son of Man is?” He relates some of the potential responses that could 

be offered by the disciples. Some say John the Baptist, others, Elijah, still others say 

Jeremiah or one of the prophets. These are, as Bonhoeffer narrates the scripture, nothing 

but opinions. Opinions are based on answers to questions that begin with “what?” or 

“how?”16 He adds to the possibilities: “Some say you are a great man, others, that you are 

an idealist, others, that you are a religious genius, others, that you are a hero, the greatest 

of leaders. Opinions, more or less serious opinions—but Christ doesn’t want to build his 

church on opinions.”17 

Now, Bonhoeffer says, Christ asks the disciples directly: “But who do you say 

that I am?” The answer to this question is the culmination of the Christology lectures: “In 

this unavoidable, face-to-face situation with Christ, there is no ‘perhaps,’ no ‘some say,’ 

no opinions anymore, but only silence, or else the one answer that Peter now gives: ‘You 

are the Messiah, the Son of the Living God.’”18 

Recall that in Chapter Three, we examined the significant role that silence plays 

in encounter. Silence, argued Bonhoeffer, is not “mystagogical prattle,” but “a prayer and 

a crying out.”19 The response of silence to Jesus’s question is not a dismissive silence, but 

rather is a framing silence, erupting in light of the question “Who?” The silence is an 

16 In the Christology lectures, Bonhoeffer marks the distinction between the question of “who” and 
the questions of “how.” The “who” question is one humans constantly try to avoid. “In our everyday 
speech, the question ‘Who are you?’ does exist. But it can always be dissolved in the ‘how question.’ Tell 
me how you exist, tell me how you think and I’ll tell you who you are.” DBWE 12:303. Italics original. 

17 DBWE 12:478. 

18 DBWE 12:478. 

19 DBWE 12:300. 
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aspect of Christological grammar that prohibits evasion, and instead brings us directly to 

the location of encounter. In the moment of this encounter, something new is “truly 

visible.”20 No longer are the disciples exploring the identity of Christ in the realm of 

opinions or perspectives. “Here the name of God has been named; the name of the 

Eternal has been spoken; the mystery has been brought to light. This is no longer human 

thinking but rather the very opposite; this is divine revelation and confession of faith.”21 

In the encounter, Christ responds to Peter ‘s confession with joy. “Blessed are you, 

Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father in 

heaven… you are Peter, the rock, and on this rock I will build my church.” 

Given the critical moment that the church found itself in the morning that 

Bonhoeffer delivered this sermon, the latent content of the following portion of the 

sermon could not have been mistaken. The church, Bonhoeffer reminded them, is the 

church of Peter. It is a church established on the rock of confessing Christ (not on the 

foundation of the NSDAP, as the rallying cries of the German Christians proclaimed). It 

is not the church of opinions, but of revelation. It is not a church about what people say, 

but a church in which Peter’s confession is being made and spoken anew. It is a church 

that does nothing other than always and only makes this confession, “whether in singing, 

praying, preaching, or action.”22 

But, Bonhoeffer warns, being the church of Peter is not something to be claimed 

with pride. In contrast to the grandeur of Peter ascribed in the gilded cupola of St. Peter’s 

                                                
20 DBWE 12:479. 

21 DBWE 12:479.  

22 DBWE 12:479. 
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Basilica in Rome, Bonhoeffer invites the congregation to evaluate the person of Peter in 

contrast to one of Jesus’s other disciples: Judas. 

Peter, the confessing, believing disciple, denied his Lord on the same night in 
which Judas betrayed him; Peter stood there by the fire that night and was 
ashamed, while Christ was standing before the high priest. Peter was the fearful 
one of little faith who sank into the sea. He was the disciple to whom Jesus said, 
“Get behind me, Satan!” Even after that he was the one who kept faltering, kept 
denying and falling down, a weak vacillator, subject to the whim of the moment.23 

The church on the rock Christ has established is the church who shares in the 

weakness of Peter. It is a church that also keeps denying Christ and falling down. It is a 

church that is disloyal and of little faith. It is a church that is afraid, and continually looks 

away from its mission, and instead turns to the opinions of the world. “The church of 

Peter is the church of all those who are ashamed of their Lord, at the very moment when 

they should be standing up for him.”24 

Bonhoeffer notes that the difference between Peter and Judas was that, whereas 

Judas, in shame and pride, hung himself in his failure, Peter went out and wept bitterly. 

This is the only difference between the two. 

The church of Peter is the church that can not only confess, not only deny; it is the 
church that can also weep. By the rivers of Babylon—there we sat down and there 
we wept when we remembered Zion [Psalm 137]. That is being church, for what 
does this weeping mean, if not that we have found the way back, that we are on 
our way home, that we are the prodigal son who falls weeping on his knees before 
his father [Luke 15]. The church of Peter is the church of divine sorrow, which 
leads to joy.25 

In a mirror image of Adam and Eve’s expulsion from the Garden of Eden, in the 

vision Bonhoeffer shares with the congregation of Trinity Church in July of 1933, we 

23 DBWE 12:479. 

24 DBWE 12:479. 

25 DBWE 12:480. 
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discover the church, as the Prodigal Son, returning to the ground she has lost. Like Adam 

and Eve, the church is weeping, but this time, with tears of joy. 

Inhabiting this ground will take instruction. Living on this ground, the Church 

must learn the nature of her relation to Christ. Far from the grandeur of the new vision of 

German Christian identity, Bonhoeffer reminds the congregation that it is not their job to 

build on the rock. That is God’s job. Only Christ can build the church. “Anyone who 

proposes to build the church is certainly already on the way to destroying it, because it 

will turn out to be a temple of idolatry, though the builder does not intend that or know it. 

We are to confess while God builds. We are to preach while God builds. We are to pray 

while God builds.”26 Bonhoeffer goes on, “Church, if you do your own part, then that is 

enough. But make sure you do it right. Don’t look for anyone’s opinion; don’t ask them 

what they think. Don’t keep calculating; don’t look around for support from others. Not 

only must church remain church,27 but you, my church, confess, confess, confess…. 

Christ alone is your Lord; by his grace alone you live, just as you are. Christ is 

building.”28 

Conclusion 

On the morning of the church defeat, the sermon Bonhoeffer offered was not a 

rallying cry to make things come out right. Rather, it was, in a dark moment of failure, a 

call to envision the world anew. Recall in the introduction of this dissertation, Abraham 

Heschel offers a distinction between conventional forms of seeing and the prophetic 
                                                

26 DBWE 12:480. 

27 Bonhoeffer’s campaign slogan. 

28 DBWE 12:481. Note the three calls to confess in relation to Peter’s three denials of Christ. 
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vision. According to Heschel, conventional seeing operates with given patterns and 

coherences. It is a way of seeing the world within the given constructs of the past. In 

conventional seeing, our sight is suffused with knowing, to the point that at times our 

sight is impaired by our habits of seeing. Instead of feeling painfully the lack of knowing 

what we see, we see what we already know.29 Through conventional seeing, we become 

blind to the suffering in our communities; we become blind to the sin in which we are 

complicit. Because our seeing is suffused with knowing, we leave no space for hope, but 

instead collapse either into apathy or fear (or both). We do not want to be surprised by 

prophetic vision. We want to be safe. We want to establish stability in our world. We 

want boundaries that we can depend upon. We secure our stability, oftentimes at the 

expense of others. 

Prophetic imagination bears witness to a different way of seeing the world. It 

shakes us from our apathy and fear, that we might be attentive to the realities and the 

possibilities of the world in which we live. Bonhoeffer, on the morning of the chuch’s 

defeat, called the church to this new vision. The time had come to see with new eyes her 

position, as the Church built on the rock of Peter. 

What we come to see through Bonhoeffer’s prophetic vision is that the difference 

between Peter and Judas was not that Peter was more faithful. While we may desire a 

vision of good and evil, or heroes and villains, this distinction is not present between the 

two disciples. 30 The difference between Peter and Judas is simply that Peter confessed. 

29 Heschel, The Prophets, xvi. See Chapter 1, p. 5. 

30 Völkisch ideology, as we explored in Chapters Three, Four, and Five, was characterized by a 
marked ethical dualism. Good and evil, light and darkness, purity and corruption. See Scholder, Churches 
and the Third Reich, vol. 1, 1010. In contrast, Bonhoeffer, in Creation and Fall offered this distinction 
between those who divide knowledge of others between good and evil and those who derive knowledge of 
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Peter acknowledged that Jesus is Lord. Judas attempted to bear his sin on his own. Peter 

opened himself up to the living Lord. Judas turned away and cut himself off from the 

source of his life. Peter lived into the encounter. This is why he is the rock upon which 

the Church is built. 

 The Stability of our Confession: Christ Incognito 

 Admittedly, the location of our joy, this rock, is incredibly shaky ground. The 

rock of Peter is a rock of sin, failure, betrayal, confession, acknowledgement, 

forgiveness, redemption, and reconciliation. However, even given its contingencies, it is 

ground we we cannot defend. To defend our ground, to protect the ground of Christ, is 

our constant temptation. We see this fortress mentality too, in the life of Peter. After 

confessing that Jesus was God, and after hearing the joyful promise that Peter himself 

would be the rock upon which Christ would build the church, only five verses later, in the 

Gospel of Matthew, Peter himself set out to build upon and defend his newly given 

terrain. “But Jesus turned and said to Peter, ‘Get behind Me Satan! You are a stumbling 

block to Me. You do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men.”31 

In Peter, we come to see the complexity of sin. Peter has confessed Christ as 

Lord, but then, we see him ground this knowledge in his own capacities for good. Christ 

becomes a possession to defend. “Lucifer comes clothed in white.” Evil “takes the form 

                                                                                                                                            
others from participating in the knowledge of God: “Imago dei—humankind in the image of God in being 
for God and neighbor, in its original creatureliness and limitedness; sicut deus—humankind like God in 
knowing out of its own self about good and evil, in having no limit and acting out of its own resources, in 
its aseity, in its being alone. Imago dei—bound to the word of the Creator and deriving life from the 
Creator; sicut deus—the creator-human-being who lives on the basis of the divide between good and evil.” 
DBWE 3:113. 

31 Matthew 16:23 
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of light, of beneficence, of faithfulness, of renewal…of historical necessity, of social 

justice.”32 Our attempts to shore up, stabilize or encapsulate Christ within our 

preconceived vision of how things are supposed to go are satanic acts. These actions are 

our attempt to make God in our image. J. Kameron Carter argues that this “fortress 

mentality” of the church is the basis of tyranny. In self-enclosure, humankind may 

‘export’ itself, but will never ‘receive’ itself from others.33 This enclosure leads to 

division, the root of sicut deus, in their quest to be like gods, humankind makes their own 

reality. 

As Bonhoeffer reminds us, quoting Matthew 16:8, Jesus told Peter: “On this rock 

I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail.” Note the significance of 

the phrase. The scripture does not say, “Hades cannot prevail against the gates of the 

Church.” Rather, the gates of Hades, those gates that attempt to encapsulate the body of 

Christ towards the desires of humankind, will not prevail. The gates of Hades cannot 

cordon redeemed ground. 

This is why Bonhoeffer is so clear that Peter is not to be confused with the 

majesty of St. Peter’s basilica in Rome. Peter was simply another Judas. There is no good 

guy, no hero here. If we return to Sanctorum Communio, we may recall that Bonhoeffer 

corrected Kant’s anthropology by recognizing that the line between “ought” and “is” is 

not the external boundary of humanity, but rather cuts down the center of every human.34 

In Creation and Fall, the desire for epistemological clarity was constitutive of 

32 DBWE 6:77 

33 Carter, Race, 352. 

34 DBWE 1:45. 
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humankind as sicut deus: “Imago dei—humankind in the image of God in being for God 

and neighbor, in its original creatureliness and limitedness; sicut deus—humankind like 

God in knowing out of its own self about good and evil, in having no limit and acting out 

of its own resources, in its aseity, in its being alone. Imago dei—bound to the word of the 

Creator and deriving life from the Creator; sicut deus—the creator-human-being who 

lives on the basis of the divide between good and evil.”35 

 Peter witnesses both to the truth of encounter, and the reality of human failure in 

light of the encounter with God. Peter witnesses to the fragility and contingency of the act 

of confession. In Peter, we come to see the one who beholds his Creator. In Peter we also 

see the one who falls, who pursues false forms of stability by first attempting to protect 

God. “Confess. Confess. Confess.” We are continually invited to return to encounter the 

one in whose image we are made. 

 
Christ Incognito.  If we cannot build our own ground, where do we find our stability? 

Just as Peter is not found in the cupola in Rome, Christ does not come in the temple in 

Jerusalem. “Christ comes to us as a beggar among beggars, an outcast among outcasts; he 

comes among sinners as the one without sin, but also as a sinner among sinners.”36 

Christ, incognito, is the source of our stability. “He stands in my place, where I should be 

standing. He stands there because I cannot, that is, he stands at the boundary of my 

                                                
35 DBWE 3:113. 

36 DBWE 12:36. 
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existence and nevertheless in my place.”37 Present in humility, Christ brings us to a 

different kind of awareness.   

Christ beckons us to listen: Encountering God in silence, we hear what we do not 

usually let ourselves hear. Christ beckons us to see: Encountering Christ incognito 

through my neighbor, we see what is before us with new eyes. Christ beckons us to taste: 

Christ present in the bread and wine of the Eucharistic feast, we taste redeemed creation. 

“Unlike believers in the redemption myths, Christians do not have an ultimate escape 

route out of their earthly task and difficulties into eternity. Like Christ (‘My God…why 

have you forsaken me?’), they have to drink the cup of earthly life to the last drop, and 

only when they do this is the Crucified and Risen One with them, and they are crucified 

and resurrected with Christ. This-worldliness must not be abolished ahead of its time; on 

this, the New Testament and the Old Testament are united. Redemption myths arise from 

the experience of boundaries. But Christ takes hold of humans in the midst of their 

lives.”38   

The Terrain of our Confession 

Thus, we come to see that the ground we inhabit as Christ-existing-as-community 

is not new ground as much as it is a new way of inhabiting the ground. 

He who would flee from the world, seeking in the kingdom a place removed from 
his trouble, does not believe…Whoever evades the Earth finds not God but only 
another world, his own better, lovelier, more peaceful world. He finds a world 
beyond to be sure, but never God’s world, which is dawning in this world. 
Whoever evades Earth in order to find God finds only himself. Whoever evades 
God in order to find the Earth does not find the Earth as God’s Earth; he finds a 

37 DBWE 12:324. 

38 DBWE 8:477-78. 
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jolly scene between good and evil, pious and impious, which he kindles himself—
in short, he finds himself. He who loves God, loves God as the Lord of the Earth 
as it is; he who loves the Earth, loves it as God’s Earth.39 

The cross of Christ is firmly planted in the soil of this earth. The cross exists at the center 

of human existence. Here is the location of our death, as those convicted of sin, and the 

location of our hope, as those redeemed in joy. Once fleeing the Garden, like the Prodigal 

son, now we return. To love God is to love the particularities of this earth in the context 

of the neighbors with whom we abide. 

Confessing our Hope 

 In a culture fragmented by cynicism, consumerism, and an obsession for security, 

it is far easier to look for the heroes and heroines who will fulfill our desire for stability. 

Heroes and heroines who look like us allow us to vilify the other, to the extent that the 

other fails to exist as an “other” in our eyes.40 Thus, no space remains for the possibility 

of redemption on either side. 

The deep importance of confessional hope is laid before us now. This kind of 

hope is not one of evasion, but rather a hope that confesses it is possible to love the 

neighbor. The hope that Bonhoeffer offers is a local hope, and an ecclesial hope. It is a 

hope that pronounces that we are with and for others. It is the hope we extend and we 

receive from our neighbor—that together, through the redemptive work of the Body of 

Christ, it is possible to carry a burden too great to bear alone.41 “I hear another human 

                                                
39 DBWE 12:488. 

40 As with Hirsch’s comparative gaze, which ultimately led to the uprooting of those in the 
community who did not align with racially constructed anthropological ideals. 

41 “My sin is no longer sin, my death no longer death, because the community of faith is with me.” 
DBWE 2:123. 
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being tell me the gospel. Someone offers me the sacrament: you are forgiven. Someone 

along with the community of faith prays for me. And I hear the gospel, join in the prayer, 

and know myself bound up in the word, sacrament and prayer of Christ’s community of 

faith, the new humanity.”42 That is the location of our consolation. Losing ourselves, we 

receive ourselves. The measure, the limit, and thus the possibility of Christ’s redemptive 

ecclesial body are found in our relational structure. Bonhoeffer’s hope does not allow us 

to escape earthly life, but rather, invites us deeper into the fragility of earthly life. 

42 DBWE 2:121. 
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