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By JOHN MACQUARRIE

Many theologians have had large
books written about dmrthought
and speculati Here, h , on
the 25th anniversary of its subject’s
death, we have a massive volume
devoted to a theologian's life. The
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Mr. Macquarrie, who has taught
theology at the University of Glas-
gow and the Union Theological Semi-
nary, has recently been appointed
Lady Margaret Professor of Divinity
at Oxford. His most recent book is
“Three Issues in Ethics.”
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Dietrich Borhoeffer c. 1940.
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fascinating episode — the rise
fall of Nazism. To be sure, it is
the fascination of horror. It provokes
tnthlsdaythegmtqumonand

How was it possible for this mon-
strosity to emerge at the center of
European civilization? We see in this
biography the young Bonhoeffer's
promising career diverted by the rise
of National Socialism. He is increas-
ingly engulfed by it, and eventually
destroyed.
Yet it would be a superficial under-
of Bonhoeffer that id
eredhha{mplyasamancwghtm
the events of his time, like a fly in
a spider’s web, He himself understood
his career as the continually deepen-
ing response to a vocation that finally
demanded everything he had. The
best-known of his books published in
his lifetime was “The Cost of Disci-
pleship,” and perhaps the word “dis-
cipleship” is the key to his theology.
What does it mean to be a disciple?
Whereas his Lutheran training had
stressed “grace alone” as that which
makes the disciple, Bonhoeffer shifted

a famous distinction between “cheap
grace” and “costly grace.™ Cheap
grace is nominal Christianity, grace
“sold on the markct," “thrown away
at cut prices,” to quote Bonhoeffer's
bttmg words. Costly grace is obedient
ipleship, and he understood this
mculuﬂy as obedience to the Ser-
mon on the Mount.

In the concrete, as Bethge makes
clear thls theologlc:l problem of
for Bon-
hoeffer the agonizing question of the
Christian’s obligation to participate
in political realities. He might have
remained an academic theologian, as
did many others; and then he might
have survived, as they did. It was
not simply an external fate that
overtook Bonhoeffer. He was follow-
ing an ideal of discipleship.

If there is a constant thread that
holds his life story together, it is the
thread that leads from his early
political disinterestedness to his final
implication in a political conspiracy.
Rightly or wrongly, this was how
his understanding of discipleship un-
folded. And clearly his dilemma has
a continuing relevance beyond the
circumstances of Nazi Germany.

Bonhoeffer was a most unlikely
candidate for the role he came to
fulfill. In appearance, he was round-
faced, bespectacled, mild. Yet his
physique was powerful, and he must
have had a tremendous supply of

No doubt when Bonhoeffer first
turned to theology he expected that
life would continue to be secure, like

world and prided itself on “scientific’
theology. But soon he felt himself
drawn to a man who in those days
was revolutionizing theology and had
emerged as a sharp critic of the
pundits of Berlin—Karl Barth. Later,
Barth was to take a leading part in
the struggle of the church

Hitler. He became one of the great
influences in Bonhoeffer’s life and a
loyal friend, even if the two men did
not always agree.

Bonhoeffer was a student at Union
Theological Seminary, New York, in
1930-31. Here he made lasting friend-
ships, but the American experience
brought a new challenge to Bonhoef-
fer's conception of theology. Although
he tended to despise what he found
at Union because the intellectual
dimension of theology seemed sacri-
ficed in the interests of social ac-
tivism (it was the time of the Depres-
sion), his year there helped him to
discover that German academic the-
ology was equally one-sided, though
in a different way.

For on his return to Germany he
soon learned that theology cannot
be pursued in quiet isolation, Chris-
tianity in Germany was facing its
greatest challenge, and this became
acute after Hitler came to power in
1933. Many churchmen conformed to
the new regime, but Bonhoeffer and
Barth were among those from several
religious traditions who resisted.

The young man who had criticized
the activism of American Christianity
now became deeply involved in the
ecclesiastical and civil politics of
Germany. A change was taking place
in his und ding of both discipl
ship and theology. He even began to
question the omnicompetence of
German theology. “It seems incon-
ceivable,” he wrote, “that in the
whole of the world just Germany,
and in Germany just a few men,
have understood what the Gospel is.”

These were incredibly busy years
in Bonhoef- (Continued on Page 30)
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