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Stellvertretung as Vicarious Suffering  

in Dietrich Bonhoeffer 

 

Abstract 

 

Stellvertretung represents a consistent and central hermeneutic for Bonhoeffer.  This thesis 

demonstrates that, in contrast to other translations, a more precise interpretation of Bonhoeffer’s 

use of Stellvertretung would be ‘vicarious suffering’.  For Bonhoeffer Stellvertretung as ‘vicarious 

suffering’ illuminates not only the action of God in Christ for the sins of the world, but also Christian 

discipleship as participation in Christ’s suffering for others; to be as Christ: Schuldübernahme.  In this 

understanding of Stellvertretung as vicarious suffering Bonhoeffer demonstrates independence from 

his Protestant (Lutheran) heritage and reflects an interpretation that bears comparison with broader 

ecumenical understanding.  This study of Bonhoeffer’s writings draws attention to Bonhoeffer’s 

critical affection towards Catholicism and highlights the theological importance of vicarious suffering 

during a period of renewal in Catholic theology, popular piety and fictional literature.    

 

Although Bonhoeffer references fictional literature in his writings, and indicates its importance in 

ethical and theological discussion, there has been little attempt to analyse or consider its 

contribution to Bonhoeffer’s theology.  This thesis fills this lacuna in its consideration of the 

reception by Bonhoeffer of the writings of Georges Bernanos, Reinhold Schneider and Fyodor 

Dostoevsky.  Each of these writers features vicarious suffering, or its conceptual equivalent, as an 

important motif.  According to Bonhoeffer Christian discipleship is the action of vicarious suffering 

(Stellvertretung) and of Verantwortung (responsibility) in love for others and of taking upon oneself 

the Schuld that burdens the world. 

 

 

Samuel Paul Randall 
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A Note on Translation 

In some places where the original text is provided this is followed by a translation for comparison in 
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‘Vivendo, immo moriendo et damnando fit theologus,  
non intelligendo, legend aut speculando’ 

(Martin Luther). 
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Introduction 

Bonhoeffer’s preferred term for the Church was ‘Gemeinde’ and in a summary of his 1927 doctoral 

dissertation Sanctorum Communio, Bonhoeffer described the Gemeinde as:  

Christus als Gemeinde existierend und als Kollektivperson zu verstehen, und diese ruht auf 

dem soziologischen Grundgesetz der Stellvertretung.1   

(Christ existing as the church-community and to be understood as ‘collective person’, and 

this rests on the fundamental social law of Stellvertretung.)  

 

The description of the Stellvertretung of Christ in this ‘ecclesial’ formula not only indicates that 

salvation was dependent upon Christ, but also suggests the need for the Gemeinde as the Body of 

Christ to become actively involved in Christ’s Stellvertretung.  This understanding of Stellvertretung is 

confirmed by Bonhoeffer’s friend and biographer Eberhard Bethge who describes it as Bonhoeffer’s 

‘most profound idea’.  According to Bethge, Christian discipleship for Bonhoeffer was a participation 

in Christ’s suffering for others, as communion with the Crucified One: ‘vicarious suffering’. 2  Bethge 

considers that this concept was central to Bonhoeffer’s theology and expressed by him from 

Sanctorum Communio until the last year of his life.3   

 

‘Stellvertretung’ is revealed throughout Bonhoeffer’s writings as a consistent and central 

hermeneutic and his account of Stellvertretung goes further than the accounts of representation and 

substitution offered in his most significant Protestant sources.  In order, therefore, to enrich our 

understanding of Bonhoeffer’s conceptual use of the term it is necessary to explore the 

contemporary theological, literary and spiritual context which feeds into Bonhoeffer’s account.  This 

thesis offers a primary contribution to knowledge in terms of being the first full length exploration of 

                                                                 
1 DBW 9, pp. 477-478. 
2 DB-EB, p. 456.   
3 Ibid. 
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Stellvertretung in Bonhoeffer’s writings.  It argues that the conceptual theological form of 

Stellvertretung involves offering vicarious suffering in Christ on behalf of others.  This understanding, 

although absent from Bonhoeffer’s usual Protestant sources, has significant resonance with more 

Catholic examples of spirituality and theology, and can be found in Bonhoeffer’s intellectual, spiritual 

and cultural context.  In service of this the dissertation also contributes to knowledge by bringing 

Bonhoeffer into conversation with figures who are not usually considered in relation to his work, and 

through exploration of the broader theological, spiritual, ecclesial, literary and intellectual culture in 

which Bonhoeffer wrote.  Given that it is Bonhoeffer’s application of Stellvertretung to the Gemeinde 

that distinguishes him from the usual Protestant understanding, the important ecclesial 

consequences of Stellvertretung are also derivatively articulated.  

 

The thesis begins by contextualising Bonhoeffer’s writings in his Protestant milieu and the 

importance of Luther to Bonhoeffer.  The inspiration of Karl Holl and Karl Barth for Bonhoeffer’s 

understanding and use of Stellvertretung is then considered and the suggestion by some scholars 

that either of these provided the primary stimulus.  Although Bonhoeffer is indebted in part to these 

figures he goes beyond their understandings of Stellvertretung in terms of the capacity of the 

Christian disciple to actively engage in sharing in the sufferings of Christ for others.  Bonhoeffer’s 

application of Stellvertretung to the Gemeinde is not a traditional Protestant understanding and 

consequently alternative sources are considered.  The remainder of Part One explores Bonhoeffer’s 

Catholic context including the evidence in his writing of his engagement with, and appreciation for, 

aspects of Catholic theology including the writings of Romano Guardini and Karl Adam and his visit to 

Rome.  Vicarious suffering as it occurs in Catholic theological discourse is then considered with an 

assessment of the writings of Hans Urs von Balthasar, Edith Stein and Pius XII’s encyclical Mystici 

Corporis Christi. 
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Part Two explores the broader cultural context in which Bonhoeffer’s theology was formed in its 

consideration of fictional literature.  Although he demonstrates a consistent interest in literature and 

considers fiction an important medium for exploring ethical themes and theological concepts the 

importance of fictional literature to Bonhoeffer’s theology has not previously been considered.  This 

was a period marked by a flourishing Catholic literary revival and ‘Literatur der Stellvertretung’ 

including the novels of the French Catholic writer Georges Bernanos, and the German essayist and 

poet Reinhold Schneider.  Although Bernanos’ importance to Bonhoeffer is stated by Bethge a 

consideration of Bernanos’ writings has not previously received scholarly attention and the potential 

influence of Schneider has also been neglected in Bonhoeffer studies.  It was also during the early 

twentieth century that Germany experienced a ‘Dostoevsky Renaissance’, however, the importance 

of Dostoevsky’s writings to Bonhoeffer has not previously been considered and this thesis also 

addresses this lacuna.   

 

Part Three is the heart of this thesis and begins by arguing that Stellvertretung is a Grundkategorie 

for Bonhoeffer.  A chronological exploration of this concept is then provided, using Stellvertretung as 

a lens to offer a distinctive interpretation of the Bonhoeffer’s corpus, including his books, 

fragmentary lecture notes, correspondence, fiction and poetic writings.  This chronological approach 

informs an understanding of Bonhoeffer’s exegetical use of Stellvertretung in his writings and the 

hermeneutical significance that he gives to this Grundkategorie. 

 

In addition to Stellvertretung and its grammatical derivatives other important relevant translations 

are discussed in Part Three as they occur in Bonhoeffer’s writings including his understanding of 

Schuld and Schuldübernahme.  Further attention is given in Part Three to the fictional literature that 

Bonhoeffer references, including additional consideration of the influence of Bernanos and 

Dostoevsky.     
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Part Four begins with etymological considerations which support the premise that Stellvertretung 

should be translated ‘vicarious suffering’ in the Bonhoeffer corpus, in contradistinction to the 

editorial translation in DBWE of ‘vicarious representative action’.  This section then considers the 

important implication for Bonhoeffer’s understanding of Stellvertretung as vicarious suffering in his 

application of this concept primarily to Christology and derivatively also to the Gemeinde.   

 

This thesis argues that Bonhoeffer’s Christological-Stellvertretung ecclesiology, of co-suffering with 

Christ for others, represents an important aspect of Bonhoeffer’s theology which has hitherto been 

ignored or remained hidden.  ‘Vicarious suffering’ more accurately ‘describes’ Bonhoeffer’s use of a 

fundamental Christological concept in his missional understanding of the relationship of the 

Gemeinde to the wider world.  Bonhoeffer came to understand that the Church, as the continuing 

presence of Christ, was called by its existence as the Body of Christ to suffer, and he believed that 

this suffering by the Gemeinde could function vicariously for others.    



12 
 

Part One 
Bonhoeffer’s Theological Heritage and Context 

 

In July 1925 Bonhoeffer submitted an essay to Reinhold Seeberg, his Berlin professor of Systematic 

Theology, on the ‘Historical and Pneumatological Interpretation of Scripture’.4  Bonhoeffer’s essay 

discusses the ‘dialectical’ understanding of Scripture associated with Karl Barth and ‘Karl Holl’s 

interpretation of Luther’s hermeneutics’.5   The essay indicates his early theological independence 

and provides an insight into the disagreements in the German Protestant Church during this period 

in scriptural interpretation and the related issues of Christology6 and ecclesiology.7   

 

According to Bonhoeffer, when historical, textual and literary criticism provides the only 

hermeneutical method the consequence to Christian faith is ‘disintegration’ and fragmentation and 

this profoundly effects Christology:  

Yes, even the person of Jesus is stripped not only of the divine but also of human majesty.  

He disappears unrecognizably among various rabbis, teachers of wisdom, and religious 

Schwärmer.8   

 

Bonhoeffer’s professor of New Testament at Tübingen, Adolf Schlatter, described the contemporary 

debates in Protestantism over Christology as Kampf um Jesu willen.9  The public disagreement 

between Schlatter and Adolf von Harnack, another of Bonhoeffer’s professors, over the veracity of 

                                                                 
4 ‘Läßt sich eine historische und pneumatische Auslegung der Schrift unterscheiden, und wie stellt sich die 
Dogmatik hierzu?’ DBW 9, pp. 305-323/ DBWE 9, pp. 285-300. 
5 Editorial summary, DBWE 9, p. 285, n. 1. 
6 Ibid., pp. 286, 293, 295. 
7 Ibid., p. 298. 
8 Ibid., p. 286-287. ‘Schwärmerei’ was Luther’s pejorative term for ‘radical’ reformation groups outside 
established Protestant Church structures.   
9 Schlatter, Adolf, Rückblick auf meine {seine} Lebensarbeit, ed. Theodor Schlatter, 2nd edition (Stuttgart: 
Calwer, 1977), pp. 80-81, 92, 97ff. 
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Jesus’ miracles was fundamentally a disagreement about Christ.10  According to Schlatter, with Kant 

and Hegel arose a neue Christologie that differed significantly from the historical Christology of the 

New Testament and the Church.11  Bonhoeffer references Schlatter’s Das christliche Dogma (1923) in 

the bibliography for his essay and held Schlatter in high regard as a biblical scholar.12  Schlatter gave 

Bonhoeffer a confidence in the ‘authority’ of Scripture and a firm foundation for Christology, a 

perspective ‘which diverged significantly from the liberal-Protestant view of the Bible as a ‘“source-

book” for religious ideas’.13  

 

Schlatter, Harnack and Seeberg were among ninety-three intellectuals who signed the 1914 ‘Aufruf 

an die Kulturwelt’ in support of Germany’s 1914 war.  Barth described the signatories as ‘hopelessly 

compromised’ and it was their action which provided the stimulus to his Römerbrief. 14  Der 

Römerbrief I (1919) and the revised Der Römerbrief II (1922)15 created considerable consternation 

and was described as a ‘bomb’ which fell on the ‘playground of theologians’. 16  Barth described 

Schlatter’s critical review of Römerbrief as a ‘high-calibre missile’. 17  The issue for Schlatter was not 

Barth’s Christology or pneumatology but rather his belief that in Römerbrief the experiential 

connection between the believer and Christ was weakened.18  Bonhoeffer’s professor of Church 

                                                                 
10 Bräutigam Michael, Union with Christ, Adolf Schlatter’s Relational Christology (Eugene, Oregon: Pickwick 
Publications, 2015), p. 5, n. 15; cf. Neuer, Werner, Adolf Schlatter: A Biography of Germany’s Premier Biblical 
Theologian, trans. Robert W. Yarbrough (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1995), p. 82.   
11 Schlatter, Adolf, Die philosophische Arbeit seit Descartes: Ihr ethischer und religiöser Ertag, 4th ed. (Stuttgart: 
Calwer, 1959), pp. 143-145.  Quoted: Bräutigam, Union with Christ., op. cit., p. 50. 
12 DBWE 8, p. 707, DBW 11, p. 588, DBWE 13, p. 496, DBWE 14, p. 174, DBWE 17, p. 476.  
13 Rumscheidt, Martin, ‘The Formation of Bonhoeffer’s Theology’, in:  The Cambridge Companion to Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer, ed. John W. De Gruchy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 52. 
14 Busch, Eberhard, Karl Barth: His Life from Letters and Autobiographical Texts, trans. John Bowden 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976), 81. 
15 Barth Karl, Der Römerbrief, Zweite Fassung (Zürich: Theologischer Verlag, 1999 [1922]; Eng. Trans.: The 
Epistle to the Romans, trans. Edwyn Hoskyns (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1933). 
16 Adam, Karl, ‘Die Theologie der Krisis’, in: Hochland: Monatschrift für alle Gebiete des Wissens, 
der Literatur und Kunst, XXIII (Munchen: Kempten, 1925/26), p. 271. 
17 Barth, Karl, and Thurneysen, Eduard, Karl Barth-Eduard Thurneysen, Briefwechsel 1913-1921, Vol. 1, ed. 
Eduard Thurneysen (Zürich: Theologischer Verlag, 1973), p. 66, cf. Schlatter, Adolf, ‘Karl Barth’s “Römerbrief”’, 
in: Die Furche, 12 (1922). 
18 Schlatter, Adolf, ‘Karl Barth’s “Epistle to the Romans”’, in: The Beginnings of Dialectical; Theology, ed. James 
M. Robinson, trans. Keith R. Crim (Richmond, VA: John Knox, 1968), pp. 124-125, cf. Schlatter, ‘Römerbrief’, 
op. cit. 
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History, Karl Holl, urged Schlatter to produce his own Romans commentary to ‘kill’ Barth’s 19 and he 

refused to share a platform with Barth at a theological conference.20  Harnack considered that 

Barth’s theology gave ‘grievous offence’ was ‘shocking’21 and in correspondence with Bonhoeffer 

described Barth as exercising contempt for academic theology and being ‘unscholarly’.22   

 

Erik Peterson, the Dean of the Faculty of Evangelical Theology at Bonn University, in Was ist 

Theologie (1925) criticised ‘Barth’s’ dialectical theology suggesting that it lacked a concrete and 

tangible object from which to draw, or a binding dogmatic foundation on which to stand.23  Both 

Peterson and Harnack believed that a ‘simplistic Biblicist’ position lay behind Barth’s theology.24   

 

In his essay Bonhoeffer states that Christian faith depends upon the belief in a verifiable, historical 

revelation,25 but that the pneumatological understanding was both essential and primary.26  

According to Bonhoeffer the Bible is not only a word about God but God’s word itself and in his 

essay quotes Luther, scriptura sacra est sui ipsius interpretes.27   

 

A further related issue in German Protestantism was the relationship of the ‘invisible’ 

(pneumatological) to the ‘visible’ (historical) aspect of the Church. 28  In Die Kirche (1929) Peterson 

                                                                 
19 ‘Briefe Karl Holls an Schlatter’, in Stupperich, p. 306 Quoted: Bräutigam, Union with Christ, op. cit., pp. 88-89. 
20 Neuer, Adolf Schlatter, op. cit., p. 643. 
21 Zahn-Harnack, A. von, Adolf von Harnack (Berlin, 1951), p. 414f. quoted Scholder, Klaus, The Churches and 
the Third Reich I: Preliminary History and the Time of Illusions 1918-1934, trans. John Bowden (London: SCM 
Press, 1987), p. 50. 
22 DBWE 10, pp. 196-197; cf. ed. n. 4. 
23 Peterson, Erik, ‘What is Theology?’, in: Theological Tractates, ed. and trans. Michael J. Hollerich (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2011), pp. 1-14. 
24 Peterson, Theological Tractates, op. cit., p. 16. 
25 DBWE 9, p. 285. 
26 Ibid., p. 298. 
27 Ibid., p. 290. 
28  Karl Ludwig Schmidt believed that the fundamental issue in Protestantism was the Church and the 
relationship between its pneumatological and historical reality.  Schmidt, Karl Ludwig, ‘Kirchenleitung und 
Kirchenlehre im N.T.’ in: Christentum und Wissenschaft, 8 (1932), p. 241ff., esp. 254 ff.  Schmidt was a 
colleague of Barth, known to Bonhoeffer (DBWE 11, p. 275) and the editor of Theologische Blätter (DBWE 16, 
p. 280).   
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criticised Harnack’s conviction that Protestantism was dependent on the remnant of a Catholic 

tradition which Harnack described as ‘the aroma of an empty bottle’.  Harnack believed that 

Protestantism should adopt a model of Church that represented a privatised community.29  Barth 

rejected both the liberal subjectivism and relativism of Harnack and the traditional ‘objectivism’ 

espoused by Peterson, who believed that the institutional nature of the Church was primary. 30  It 

will become evident from this thesis that Bonhoeffer did not support Harnack’s understanding of 

ecclesiology, but that he also considered Peterson’s position as ‘peculiar’ because of his 

understanding of the Church as Stellvertreter. 31 

 

In his essay for Seeberg, Bonhoeffer demonstrates support for ‘Barth’s’ dialectical understanding of 

revelation32 and among the texts he references are the journal Zwischen den Zeiten and Barth’s Der 

Römerbrief II, which he first read in the winter of 1924-1925.33  However, it would be wrong to 

assume that Bonhoeffer simply adopted ‘Barth’s’ dialectical theology as his hermeneutical 

methodology.  In Sanctorum Communio Bonhoeffer is critical of Barth’s theology in its relationship to 

ethics34  but it was ecclesiology that was potentially the most contentious.  In his editorial Afterword 

to Sanctorum, Joachim von Soosten writes:  

                                                                 
29 Peterson, Erik, Die Kirche (Munich: C. H. Beck, 1929), p. 69, Hollerich, Michael, ‘Erik Peterson’s 
Correspondence with Adolf von Harnack and an Epilogue’, in: Pro Ecclesia 2 (1993), p. 338. Peterson, Erik, 
‘Correspondence with Adolf von Harnack’, in: Theological Tractates, op. cit., pp. 26-27. Harnack’s essay 
appeared in the Sitzungsberichte der Berliner Akademie der Wissenschaften.  C.f. Hütter, Reinhard, Suffering 
Divine Things: Theology as Church Practice (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2000), p. 5; 
30 Barth, Karl, ‘Church and Theology (1925)’, in: Karl Barth, Theology and Church: shorter Writings, 1920-25 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1962), p. 293.  Peterson converted to Catholicism in 1930. 
31 DBWE 1, p. 281, n. 141.  Joachim von Soosten describes Stellvertretung as the ‘centre’ of Bonhoeffer’s 
theology and that it is the concept of ‘Stellvertretung’ which connects ecclesiology to Christology. Nachwort, 
DBW 1, p. 310; DBWE 1, p. 294.  See Part Four and the discussion of Stellvertretung and the Gemeinde. 
32 DBWE 9, p. 292-293. 
33 Ibid., p. 299.  For a discussion of Barth’s influence on Bonhoeffer see: Pangritz, Andreas, Karl Barth in the 
Theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, trans. Barbara and Martin Rumscheidt (Grand Rapids, Michigan, and 
Cambridge: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2000).  Zwischen den Zeiten was founded by in 1922 by Barth with Friedrich 
Gogarten, George Merz, and Eduard Thurneysen as a forum for dialectical theology.    
34 DBWE 1, p. 169, n. 28. 
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Bonhoeffer’s view of the church as a revelational reality established in Christ could only have 

been interpreted by Barth as ‘being homesick’ for Roman Catholicism.35   

 

Soosten references an article by Barth ‘Das Schriftprinzip der reformierten Kirche’ (1925),36 which 

Bonhoeffer also references in Sanctorum. 37   Bonhoeffer was evidently aware of Barth’s misgivings. 

Barth was opposed to any suggestion of ‘revelation’ other than Christ and that included ‘Church’.  In 

1925 he wrote:  

Christ’s bestowal of his power on his Church cannot be reasonably understood to mean that 

he had partially relinquished his own power, that in relation to the Church he had ceased to 

be wholly God.38   

 

It is evident from the above that Bonhoeffer formulated his Christo-ecclesiology of Stellvertretung 

independently and during a period when there when there were disagreements and controversies in 

the German Protestant Church regarding both Christology and ecclesiology.39    

 

Bonhoeffer’s early essay also indicates something of his writing ‘style’ and interests.  In the essay he 

references fictional literature (Goethe and Indian Vedic poetry), he distinguishes between ‘Catholic’, 

‘Protestant’, and Schwärmerei  belief and practices. 40  Characteristically his essay references various 

historical and contemporary theologians and theologies41 and includes additional unacknowledged 

                                                                 
35 Ibid., p. 293 
36 Barth, Karl, ‘Das Schriftprinzip der reformierten Kirche’, in: Zwischen den Zeiten 3/3 (1925), pp. 215-245 
37 DBWE 1, p. 233, n. 102. 
38 Barth, ‘Church and Theology (1925)’, op. cit., p. 293. 
39 Scholder, The Churches and the Third Reich 1, op. cit., p. 39. 
40 Bonhoeffer’s negative attitude to Schwärmerei and Frommen is evident throughout his writings.  DBWE 1, p. 
250; DBWE 4, p. 146; DBWE 11, p. 359; Clements, Keith, DBWE 13, p. 163, n. 13; DBWE 6, pp. 56, 230, 248, 
344. Frommen: Kelly, Geffrey B., DBWE 5, p. 39, and n. 16; p. 45, and n. 21; DBWE 8, p. 500. 
41  In his essay he quotes or references: Tertullian, Munzer, Augustine, Calvin, Barth, Beck, Perrone, Dibelius, 
Schweitzer, Overbeck, Holl, ‘liberalism’, the ‘Catholic church’, ‘Catholics’ and Schwärmerei. 
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quotations and references.42  However, the theologian who is quoted most frequently in his essay 

and who provides him with a touchstone for many of his theological deliberations is Martin Luther.     

 

This section of the thesis continues with a consideration of the relevance of Luther’s writings to 

Bonhoeffer with a focus on Luther’s understanding of the importance of suffering to Christian 

discipleship.  In his study of Bonhoeffer’s reception of Luther, Michael P. DeJonge asserts that 

according to Luther, suffering ‘is not an essential mark of the church’.43  Although Bonhoeffer’s 

understanding of Stellvertretung differed from his important Lutheran heritage, a ‘Lutheran’ 

foundation for Bonhoeffer’s theology of Stellvertretung is provided by Luther’s understanding of the 

theologia crucis and his Christology.  It is also supported through Luther’s emphasis on the mutuality 

that exists in the Gemeinde but, most significantly, Luther’s consistent belief in the necessity for 

suffering discipleship is, as will be seen, an essential aspect of Bonhoeffer’s understanding of 

Stellvertretung and in his application of this key concept to the Gemeinde.  Bonhoeffer develops 

Luther’s insights, and this included an understanding of ‘vicarious suffering’ that transcends and 

extends beyond its primary Christological focus to include the suffering of the Gemeinde as a 

necessary constitutive aspect of the Church.   

 

Attention in this section is then given to the suggestion in the scholarship that either Holl or Barth, 

two of Bonhoeffer’s important Protestant interlocutors, were the inspiration for Bonhoeffer’s 

understanding of Stellvertretung.  Although Bonhoeffer is evidently indebted to his Protestant 

predecessors and contemporaries it will be shown that his understanding of Stellvertretung as co-

suffering with Christ for others was not obtained from either Holl or Barth. 

 

                                                                 
42 Thurneysen’s ‘Schrift und Offenbarung’ is one of the ‘background’ documents in this essay but it is not 
referenced in the text of the essay, the foot-notes, or the bibliography. 
43 DeJonge, Michael P., Bonhoeffer’s Reception of Luther (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017, pp. 118-119, 
n. 65. 
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 Martin Luther – Bonhoeffer’s ‘Nullpunkt’ 

The ‘Luther Renaissance’ began in 1900 with the publication of new editions of the Reformer’s 

writings which were to prove of inestimable value to Bonhoeffer. 44   Luther for Bonhoeffer was the 

‘traditionale Nullpunkt’45 and references to the Reformer’s writings are pervasive throughout the 

Bonhoeffer corpus. 46  Consequently, in any consideration of Bonhoeffer’s theology, including his 

understanding of the concept Stellvertretung, Luther is of primary importance. 47    

 

In the scholarship it is the Reformer’s early writings that are considered of particular significance to 

Bonhoeffer,48 including Luther’s emphasis on ‘community’ in his sermons from 1519 onwards.49  

Michael P. DeJonge50 and Charles Marsh51 both suggest that it is Luther’s Sermon von dem 

hochwürdigen Sakrament des heiligen wahren Leichnams Christi (1519) that provided Bonhoeffer 

with inspiration for his understanding of the Stellvertretung nature of the Gemeinde.52  According to 

Clifford Green, who edited the English edition of Sanctorum Communio, the section of Bonhoeffer’s 

thesis that describes the Gemeinde as Miteinander (‘with-each-other’), Füreinander (‘being-for-each-

other’), and the principle of Stellvertretung is ‘almost completely based on Luther’s sermon’.53   

 

                                                                 
44 Cochrane, Arthur C., The Church's Confession Under Hitler (Pittsburgh: Pickwick, 1976), p. 62. 
45 Daub, Hans Friedrich, Die Stellvertretung Jesu Christi.  Ein Aspekt des Gott-Mensch-Verhältnisses bei Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer (Berlin: LIT Verlag, 2006), p. 570. 
46 Krötke, Wolf, ‘Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Martin Luther’, in: Bonhoeffer’s Intellectual Formation, ed. Peter Frick 
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), p. 79; DeJonge, Bonhoeffer’s Reception of Luther, op. cit., pp. 1, 53; cf. Sorum, 
Jonathan, ‘Bonhoeffer’s Early Interpretation of Luther as the Source of His Basic Theological Paradigm’, in: 
Fides et Historia 29, n. 2 (1997), p. 35; Soosten, Afterword, DBWE 1, p. 305; Amelung, Eberhard, and Strohm, 
Christoph, DBWE 11, p. 393, n. 16. 
47 Gremmels, Christian, ed. Bonhoeffer und Luther.  Zur Sozialgestalt des Luthertums in der Moderne, 
Internationales Bonhoeffer-Forum, no. 6 (Munich: Chr. Kaiser, 1983), p. 9. 
48 Soosten, Joachim von, Die Sozialität der Kirche; Theologie und Theorie der Kirche in Dietrich Bonhoeffers 
‘Sanctorum Communio’ (Munich: Chr. Kaiser, 1992); cf. Barker, H. Gaylon, The Cross of Reality.  Luther’s 
Theologia Crucis and Bonhoeffer’s Christology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2015), pp. 5, 153. 
49 DBWE 11, p. 393, n. 16. 
50 DeJonge: Bonhoeffer’s Reception of Luther, op. cit., pp. 245-246. 
51 Marsh, Charles, Strange Glory.  A Life of Dietrich Bonhoeffer (London: SPCK, 2014), p. 409, n. 44. 
52 WA 2, p. 750 / LW 35, p. 62.   
53 Green, editorial note, DBWE 1, p. 178, n. 160; cf. DBWE 1, pp. 178-208. 
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Bonhoeffer describes Luther’s sermon as ‘herrliche und tiefe Gedanken zu der Frage’,54 and quotes 

the passage which refers to the mutuality of the Gemeinde in Luther’s Altdeutsch:  

Du must der anderenn geprechen und durfft dyr zu hertzen lassen gehen als weren sie deyn 

eygen und deyn vormugen dar bieten als were es yhr eygen, gleych wie dir Christus ym 

sacrament thut.55  

(You must open your heart to the weaknesses and needs of others as if they were your own, 

and offer your means as if they were theirs, just as Christ does for you in the sacrament.)   

 

Bonhoeffer writes that Luther calls this ‘durch Liebe ineinander verwandelt werden’ 56 (being 

changed into one another through love), and that this provides a succinct description of the internal 

life of the Gemeinde in bearing one-another’s burdens as Füreinander.57  This, as DeJonge and Green 

indicate, is a description of the Gemeinde as Stellvertreter.58   Bonhoeffer writes: 

This is what Luther then calls ‘being changed into one another through love’.  Without 

implying any mystical notions of blurring the boundaries of the concrete reality of I and You.  

Luther is simply saying that now I no longer want anything but the You…. It must come to 

the point that the weaknesses, needs, and sins of my neighbour afflict me as if they were my 

own, in the same way as Christ was afflicted by our sins.59 

 

In Sanctorum Bonhoeffer then quotes from Luther’s essay Tesseradecas consolatoria pro 

laborantibus et oneratis.60  Although the Bonhoeffer secondary literature highlights the importance 

                                                                 
54 DBW 1, p. 117. 
55 WA 2, p. 750 / LW 35, p. 72. DBW 1, pp. 117-118, n. 41.  
56 DBW 1, p. 118. 
57 DBWE 1, p. 178. 
58 Ibid., p. 180.   
59 Ibid. pp. 179-180. 
60 Ibid. p. 180. 
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of Luther’s Sermon it is Luther’s description of the ‘sanctorum communio’ in Tesseradecas that 

Bonhoeffer describes as having ‘incomparable beauty’.61 

 

Luther wrote the Tesseradecas as a consolation and an encouragement for his protector Duke 

Frederick, Elector of Saxony, who in 1519 had become sick and seemed likely to die.62  The 

Tesseradecas was considered by Luther to be more than just private correspondence and it was 

published in 1520 and then reissued in 1535.  In the Tesseradecas Luther criticised those who 

venerated relics that represented Christ but rejected the suffering that Christ had sanctified with his 

own blood.63  Luther urged Duke Frederick to revise his own life narrative – to interpret the story of 

his suffering in a new way.  Instead of focusing on his sufferings Luther suggested that the Duke 

should seek to transform these into an opportunity for personal growth and use his suffering to 

assist others.  In Sanctorum Bonhoeffer provides a summary of Luther’s Tesseradecas64 and in the 

footnotes he includes the Latin version and the text eorum merita meis medebuntur peccatis (my 

sins will be healed by their merits).65  

 

Bonhoeffer’s appreciation for Luther’s Tesseradecas is noteworthy but he is not the only theologian 

to recognise its ecclesiological significance.  Hans Urs von Balthasar references Tesseradecas in 

Katholisch, Aspekte des Mysteriums.66  Balthasar wrote Katholisch to highlight aspects of ecclesiology 

that he considered were characteristic of the Catholic Church and it is here that Balthasar 

pronounces Tesseradecas an ‘herrlichen Text’.67  Balthasar notes that Luther in his essay ‘describes’ 

the vicarious relationship between the members of the Body of Christ, which includes the possibility 

                                                                 
61 Ibid.   
62 ‘Fourteen Consolations for Those Who Labor and Are Heavy Laden’, WA 6, p. 130ff / LW 42, p. 116ff. 
63 WA 6, pp. 99-134 / LW 42, pp. 119-166. 
64 Ibid. 
65 WA 6, p. 130ff.  After ‘eorum merita’ Bonhoeffer inserts ‘!’ in the text. DBW 1, p. 118, n. 46.   
66 Balthasar, Hans Urs von, Katholisch, Aspekte des Mysteriums (Einsiedeln: Johannes, 1975), pp. 41-42.  
67 Ibid., p. 47. 
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of suffering as merita. 68  According to Balthasar the basis for the communio is both natural (e.g. 

‘alms’) and supernatural (übernatürlich).  The übernatürlich represents the good that is ‘fruitful 

beyond the individual’.69 Balthasar describes this as ‘réversibilité des mérites’.70  In his discussion of 

Stellvertretung in Katholisch Balthasar favourably references Bonhoeffer.71   

 

Balthasar praises Bonhoeffer’s view regarding ‘merit’ as this relates to the sanctorum communio and 

to suffering, and he suggests that Bonhoeffer demonstrates a comparable Catholic ecclesiology, 

including the sanctorum communio as the Kreuzgemeinde – the community of the cross.72  

Balthasar’s assessment of Bonhoeffer’s ecclesiology was based upon Bonhoeffer’s understanding of 

Stellvertretung as an essential defining characteristic of the sanctorum communio, a perspective that 

Balthasar described as ‘richtig’.73   

 

Given Balthasar’s endorsement of Bonhoeffer it is perhaps not surprising that Bonhoeffer recognised 

that in his description of vicarious suffering he had ‘come alarmingly close’ 74  to what he considered 

represented ‘Catholic teaching’; however, he expressed no regrets about this.75  For him the 

‘decisive difference’ was not the possibility of vicarious suffering or its theological (Christological) 

basis but that ‘we do not acknowledge any person as having overflowing merits that could be used 

on behalf of another’ as in the ‘Roman Catholic doctrine of the treasury of merits’.76   

 

                                                                 
68 Ibid.  In the text Balthasar references Luther WA 10 III, p. 219, and he suggests that Luther was not afraid to 
use the word ‘Werke’ when describing the desire of Moses to be rejected in the place of (anstelle) the sinful 
people or St. Paul’s desire to be accursed (anstelle) instead of his Jewish brethren. 
69 Balthasar, Katholisch, op. cit., p. 48. 
70 Ibid., p. 47. 
71 Ibid., p. 48, cf. DBW 1, p. 99. 
72 Balthasar, Katholisch, op. cit., p. 49. 
73 Ibid., p. 48. 
74 DBWE 1, p. 183. 
75 DBW 1, p. 121. 
76 DBWE 1, p. 183. 
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Contrary to DeJonge’s assertion regarding the importance of suffering to Luther’s ecclesiology   

Bonhoeffer in Sanctorum quotes Luther’s Tesseradecas and its description of the ‘sharing of 

burdens’ within the Gemeinde and this includes a sharing of suffering and death.77  Furthermore, this 

is not the only place where Luther describes the importance of suffering to Christian discipleship.   

 

In December 1521 the ‘Zwickau prophets’ Nicholas Storch, Thomas Drechsel and Mark Stübner 

arrived in Wittenberg claiming to have received revelations directly from God.  Philip Melanchthon, 

who was evidently impressed with them, wrote to Luther asking his advice as to how they and their 

message might be authenticated.  Luther replied (13th January 1522) that Melanchthon should 

‘inquire whether they [had] experienced spiritual distress’.  For Luther the only credible evidence as 

to whether they were from God was ‘The sign of the Son of Man’: suffering, ‘the only touchstone’ for 

authenticity.78  

 

In his discussion of Psalm 59 Luther described the suffering, persecutions and temptations that are 

experienced in the world as the ‘pot of Moab’ because Luther believed that suffering was an 

essential aspect of Christian discipleship.79  Consequently, Luther was critical of those who believed 

that veneration of relics of the cross was beneficial,80 and of those who went on pilgrimages to view 

relics ‘but who do not welcome the suffering that made the bones and relics of the martyrs holy’. 81  

Luther also condemned those who attempted to avoid suffering by carrying symbols of Christ’s 

passion.82  The ‘true’ relics for Luther were those of the suffering and the cross of the individual 

Christian.  He believed that the primary reason why suffering was to be welcomed by the Christian 

                                                                 
77 DBWE 1, pp. 180-181. 
78 ‘To Philip Melanchthon, Wartburg, January 13, 1522’ LW 48, ‘Letters I’, no. 112, pp. 364-372; WA, Br 2, pp. 
424-427 (Latin). 
79 This sermo was on the Vulgate Psalm 59: 10 (60:8). 
80 WA 56, pp. 18-20 / LW 25, pp. 288-289. 
81 WA 1, pp. 35-37 / LW 31, p. 226.  
82 WA 2, pp. 19-20 / LW 42, p. 7.   
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was because Christ suffered83 and bestows his suffering on his followers,84 which is a gift and a 

grace.85  In his Dictata super Psalterium and the lecture on Psalm 6986 Luther criticised those who 

believed that indulgences would provide them with easy access to heaven, arguing that people 

should embrace a proper humilitas fidei.   

 

Luther’s Sermon vom Leiden und Kreuz was preached at Coburg during the ‘Diet of Augsburg’, and 

here Luther described suffering as an inevitable human experience but also as a means of being 

conformed to Christ. 87  The choice, according to Luther, was straightforward: either the Christian 

suffered, or he/she denied Christ.88 Luther describes the Christian as a ‘Christopher’, a ‘Christ bearer’ 

and like this saint he/she is called to carry Christ, who is also the source of their peace in their 

suffering.89 

 

Col. 1: 24 has been closely associated in theology with vicarious suffering, 90  and although Luther 

wrote no commentary on Colossians, he referred to Col. 1: 24 several times, referencing the verse in 

his lectures, his commentaries and in his sermon at Coburg (Sermon vom Leiden und Kreuz), and in 

his posthumously collected Tischreden.  

 

The first known reference to Col. 1:24 by Luther was in his lecture on Psalm 88, where he discussed 

the mutual responsibility of the saints towards each other.91  However, in his lecture on 1 Pet. 1: 11 

Luther wrote that Col. 1: 24 was referring to the sufferings of both Christ and Christians:  

                                                                 
83 WA 32, 335, AE 21, 45. 
84 WA 32, 30; AE 51, 199. 
85 WA 51, 194; AE 51, 392. 
86 WA 3, pp. 13-22 / LW 10, pp. 351-384.  
87 WA, 32, pp. 28-39 / LW, 51, pp. 197-208. 
88 Ibid., p. 30 / Ibid., p. 199. 
89 Ibid., p. 39 / Ibid., p. 208. 
90 See: The Catechism of the Catholic Church (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1994), p. 338, para. 1508, and p. 
668; cf. Steedman, Robin Anthony, Colossians 1:24 and Vicarious Suffering in the Church, unpublished thesis 
(University of Birmingham, 2013); Kremer, Jakob, Was an den Leiden Christi noch mangelt, Bonner biblische 
Beiträge, 12, Bonn: Hahnstein, 1956.  
91 WA, 4, p. 33 / LW, 11, p. 187. 
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For just as faith, the name, the Word, and the work of Christ are mine by reason of my belief 

in Him, so His sufferings are also mine; for I suffer for His sake.  Thus Christ’s sufferings are 

also mine; for I suffer for His sake.  Thus Christ’s sufferings are fulfilled in the Christians 

every day until the end of the world.92  

 

In his Lectures on the Minor Prophets and his lecture on Zechariah Luther again references Col. 1:24.  

Luther taught that all believers had their own ‘divinely imposed cross to bear so that [they] complete 

that which is lacking in Christ’s afflictions, as we have it in Colossians’.93  Luther again references the 

Colossians passage in his commentary on Gal. 6: 14 where he describes ‘the cross of Christ’ as ‘the 

afflictions of all the faithful whose sufferings are the sufferings of Christ’.94  

 

Luther’s references to Col. 1:24 in Tischreden occur on three occasions: quoting the passage once as 

part of an explanation of the doctrine of merits and twice as part of an explanation about the 

difference between the sacrificial suffering of Christ and the inevitable sufferings of his followers.95 

 

Luther’s writings demonstrate his belief that, for the Christian disciple, suffering is essential and 

inevitable and a ‘sign’ of faithfulness and of mutuality in the sanctorum communio.  For Luther the 

call to follow Jesus faithfully included suffering and each believer had his/her own divinely chosen 

cross to bear.  There is also no indication that Luther considered St. Paul’s experience of suffering as 

plenipotentiary in character but rather in exemplum.  His fundamental Christological emphasis 

meant that the suffering of the disciple was ‘Christ’s suffering’, however Luther did not believe that 

the suffering of the Christian disciple had meritorious benefit for others.96  It is here, as will be 

                                                                 
92 WA, 12, p. 279 / LW, 30, p. 23. 
93 WA, 13, p. 668 / LW, 20, p. 151. 
94 WA, 40, II, p. 171 / LW, 27, p. 134. 
95 Luther, Werke, Tischreden, vol. 4, p. 493, no. 4779; vol. 5, p. 216, no. 5526 and p. 327, no. 5711.  
96 Rittgers, Ronald K., The Reformation of Suffering.  Pastoral Theology and Lay Piety in Late Medieval and Early 
Modern Germany (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), p. 322, n. 191. 



25 
 

shown, that Bonhoeffer distinguishes himself.  Part Three and the analysis of Bonhoeffer’s writings 

will demonstrate that vicarious suffering for Bonhoeffer, not only refers to the mystery of salvation 

through the suffering and death of Christ, but also to the idea that those who are members of 

Christ’s Body potentially participate in the self-giving life of Christ for others.  Bonhoeffer came to 

believe that the suffering of the Christian disciple could function vicariously for others.  

 

Karl Holl and the Luther Renaissance  

According to Dejonge ‘Bonhoeffer developed his notion of Stellvertretung in critical conversation 

with the Lutheran tradition’97 and DeJonge references Karl Holl (1866-1926).  Other theologians, 

including Hans Friedrich Daub,98 Heinrich Assel99 and Joachim von Soosten,100 also attribute a Holl-

Lutheran influence on Bonhoeffer’s understanding of Stellvertretung.  This assertion, however, is 

questionable.  

 

Among the ‘events’  in 1917 celebrating the 400th anniversary of the publication of Luther’s Theses 

was a commemorative lecture by Holl which provided a catalyst for the Luther Renaissance.101  Holl’s 

1921 Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Kirchengeschichte, a collection of essays on Luther, established Holl 

as a significant interpreter of the Reformer.102  Holl criticised Troeltsch and other liberal 

interpretations of Luther, and he also challenged the then dominant Catholic ‘psychological’ view of 

Luther promoted by Heinrich Denifle and Hartmann Grisar.  According to Holl the issue for Luther 

which sparked the Reformation was not the controversy regarding the papacy or the sale of 

                                                                 
97 DeJonge, Bonhoeffer’s Reception of Luther, op. cit., p. 244. 
98 Daub, Die Stellvertretung, op. cit., pp. 157ff, 389, 569.   
99 Assel, Heinrich, ‘The Use of Luther’s Thought in the Nineteenth Century’, in: The Oxford Handbook of Martin 
Luther’s Theology, ed. Robert Kolb, Irene Dingel, and L’ubomír Batka (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), p. 
56.  
100 DBWE 1, pp. 290-294. 
101 Holl was described by von Harnack as ‘the renewer of Lutheranism’.  Rupp, E. Gordon, The Righteousness of 
God: Luther Studies (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1953), p. 30. 
102 Holl, Karl, Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Kirchengeschichte, Vol. 1, Luther (Tübingen: Siebeck, 1921).  For an 
analysis of Holl’s theological contribution to the Luther Renaissance see: Barker, The Cross of Reality, op. cit., 
pp. 33-76. 
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indulgences but the quest for the ‘true Church’.  Holl sought to demonstrate Luther’s relevance to 

the modern context103 and to challenge the dominant individualism by emphasising a communitarian 

understanding of human existence.104  

 

Soosten suggests that Holl made an important connection for Bonhoeffer between ‘Luther’s’ 

doctrine of justification and the description of the Church as a community. 105 Bethge considers that 

Holl’s ‘Luther influence’ on Bonhoeffer lay in Holl’s interpretation of Luther’s doctrine of justification 

and the importance of Luther’s phrase cor curvum in se, which became a key motif for Bonhoeffer.106  

 

It is evident that Holl was important in Bonhoeffer’s theological development.  However, a 

consideration of Holl’s influence regarding Stellvertretung needs to take into consideration 

Bonhoeffer’s criticism of Holl, the important differences between Holl’s understanding of ‘Church’ 

and that of Bonhoeffer and the significant differences in their Christology which, for Bonhoeffer, was 

the basic interpretation for Stellvertretung.     

 

At the Theologische Konferenz der Mittelstelle für ökumenische Jugendarbeit in Berlin, April 1932, 

the conference participants, who included Bonhoeffer, addressed the issue of the social crisis in 

Germany at this period.  At the conference W. Stählin, who had worked with Bonhoeffer,107 stated 

that the Protestant church should do all it could to ‘win back the perceptions and powers that the 

churches [had] lost’.108  Stählin suggested various responses including highlighting the ‘Bedeutung 

priesterlicher Stellvertretung und Dienst der Heiligen für das Sein der Kirche’ 109 (the meaning of 

                                                                 
103 Cochrane, The Church's Confession, op. cit., p. 61.  
104 Evidenced in the title of Holl’s essay: ‘Was hat die Rechtfertigungslehre dem modernen Menschen zu 
sagen?’, in: Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Kirchengeschichte, Vol. 3, Der Westen (Wissenschaftliche 
Buchgesellschaft, 1965), pp. 558-567. 
105 DBWE 1, p. 293. 
106 DB-EB, p. 46; DBWE 2, pp. 46, 58, 80, 89, 137. 
107 DBWE 11, p. 9; cf. pp. 346-355. 
108 Ibid., p. 322. 
109 Ibid. 
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priestly Stellvertretung and service of the saints for the existence of the Church).  Stählin, who was 

‘conservative’ in his political views and in his understanding of the role and purpose of the Church in 

society, used the expression Stellvertretung as a fundamental church concept but when Stählin 

spoke of the Church he was referring to the Volkskirche.  Bonhoeffer opposed Stählin at the 

conference because of Stählin’s understanding of the Volk as Schöpfungsordnung (order of creation), 

as opposed to his own preference for Erhaltungsordnung (order of preservation).110   

 

The Schöpfungsglaube ‘valorised the Volk along with the family and State as God-ordained. 

Schöpfungsglaube promoted the nation as divine because it both transcended the individual and 

[also] fought the supposedly disintegrating forces of liberal rationalism and materialism’.111 It was 

not Holl’s Christological understanding which formed the foundation of his concept of 

Stellvertretung but rather his understanding of the Volk.  In Holl’s usage Volk signified a 

‘homogeneous group, centred on Luther’s teachings and organised on a religious basis’112 and 

consequently he excluded both Catholics and Jews.113 

 

Holl suggested that it is the Volkskirche as Schöpfungsordnung which communicates the experience 

of justification as the power of self-sacrifice and Stellvertretung, and Stählin shared Holl’s 

interpretation.  Holl ‘led the development of a theology of nationalism’114 and it is perhaps not 

surprising that some of the theologians associated with the Luther Renaissance, including Emmanuel 

                                                                 
110 For a discussion on the difference between Schöpfungsordnung and Erhaltungsordnung see Rüter, Martin, 
and Tödt, Ilse, Afterword, DBWE 3, pp. 148-149. 
111 Steigmann-Gall, Richard, The Holy Reich: Nazi Conceptions of Christianity, 1919-1945 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 34. 
112  Riddock, Sonia, ‘‘Karl Holl and the Fatherland Party, 1917-1918: A German Liberal Protestant Embraces the 
Right’, in: Canadian Society of Church History (2000), p. 49; cf. Holl, Karl, Gesammelte Aufsätze zur 
Kirchengeschichte, vol. 3, op. cit., pp. 167-168. 
113 Riddock, ‘Karl Holl’, op. cit., p. 49; cf. Wallmann, Johannes ‘Karl Holl und seine Schule’, in: Tübingen 
Theologie im zwanzigsten Jahrhundert, Beiheft 4, ed. Eberhard Jüngel (Tübingen: Siebeck, 1968), p. 9. 
114 Kupisch, Karl, ‘The Luther Renaissance’, in: Journal of Contemporary History, 2 (1967), p. 44. 
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Hirsch and Paul Althaus, subsequently became closely identified with nationalistic impulses 

associated with National Socialism.115   

 

Bonhoeffer emphasised Luther’s Christology116 and he described Holl’s view as ‘a peculiarly meagre 

estimation of Christology in Luther’.117  Holl, according to Bonhoeffer, had a ‘liberal view of Jesus’118  

and this is evident in Holl’s Urchristentum und Religionsgeschichte (1925), where Jesus is described 

as only an ‘extraordinary person’ and as ‘God’s instrument and messenger’.119  This fundamentally 

contradicts Bonhoeffer’s important ‘High Christology’. 

 

Although the noun ‘Stellvertretung’ was unknown to Luther, Bernd Janowski believes that a 

comparable expression: ‘unserer Stelle’ was used in Luther’s hymn about Christ: Christ lag in 

Todesbanden.120 

… Jesus Christus Gottes Sohn/ an unserer Stelle ist gekommen / Und hat die Sünde abgetan, / 

damit dem Tod genommen / All sehen recht und sehen gewalt, / da bleibt nichts dem Tod 

gestalt, / Die Stachel hat er verloren.121   

(Jesus Christ the Son of God / came in our place / and removed sin / and with this took death 

/ everything is right and in control, / death has lost its force, / death has lost its sting.) 

 

                                                                 
115 Ericksen, Robert P., Theologians under Hitler: Gerhard Kittel, Paul Althaus and Emmanuel Hirsch (Yale 
University, 1985). 
116 Pfeifer, Hans, ‘The Forms of Justification’, in: A Bonhoeffer Legacy: Essays in Understanding, ed. A. J. Klassen 
(Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1981), p. 20.  According to Barker, it was Holl’s Christological deficiencies in 
his interpretation of Luther which were criticised by various scholars including Gogarten, Althaus and Iwand.  
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The Christological focus of Luther was an important aspect of Bonhoeffer’s Stellvertretung theology, 

including that Christ’s death was extra nos et pro nobis – reconciliation was ‘for us’ but also ‘outside’ 

us in Christ.  

 

Bonhoeffer considered that ‘Holl’s Luther’ had an unevangelischer concept of sin and repentance 

and verkehrte (wrong/twisted) ideas about an individual’s righteousness and relationship with 

God.122  Although Holl’s theology remained of interest to Bonhoeffer,123 Holl’s Christology and 

ecclesiology were at variance with Bonhoeffer’s, and it therefore seems unlikely that he provided 

the inspiration for Bonhoeffer’s understanding of Stellvertretung and in his application of this 

concept to the Gemeinde.  

  

Stellvertretung and Karl Barth 

In his inaugural lecture at the University of Berlin on 31st July 1930 Bonhoeffer presented a critique 

of Holl’s theological anthropology, and of Holl’s characterisation of Luther’s religion as a ‘religion of 

consciousness’.124 In his lecture Bonhoeffer insisted that the assurance of faith relied entirely on 

God’s initiative extra nos sed pro nobis.  In this lecture Bonhoeffer suggested that a ‘spirited 

opposition' to Holl’s view came from dialectical theology. 

 

Dialectical theology as a theological ‘movement’ developed in the post-First World War period as a 

counterpoint to a dominant liberal theology and was parallel to that of the Luther Renaissance.125  

The emphasis in dialectical theology was on the nature and judgment of God and the Divine ‘No’ to 
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all human efforts, including and especially to the religious search for righteousness before God.  

Barth wrote:  

There is no way from us to God from our position, not even a negative way (via negativa).  

There is no is no ‘via dialectica’, or ‘paradoxa’.  If even a way were to be found, the god who 

stands at the end of the human way will have already ceased being God.126  

 

Thus, any dialectical apprehension of God transcends every dialectical method.  However, because 

of God’s grace His ‘No’ is not His final word.  God’s ‘No’ is answered by His ‘Yes’ and the dialectic 

therefore finds its only resolution in God.  Although dialectical theology is closely associated with 

Barth and the publication of his Römerbrief, other theologians shared Barth’s concerns and were 

united in their opposition to traditional liberal Protestantism including Eduard Thurneysen, Rudolf 

Bultmann, Friedrich Gogarten and Emil Brunner.   

 

Karl-Heinz Menke believes that it was Barth who was the crucial inspiration for Stellvertretung.  He 

writes ‘almost all Catholic and Protestant theologians of the twentieth century have taken 

Stellvertretung into the centre of theology because of Barth’.127 Joseph Ratzinger suggests that it was 

Barth’s interpretation of Romans 9-11 in Church Dogmatics, II/2 that provided the crucial impetus 

and inspiration for Stellvertretung as a theological concept.128  However, although Barth’s influence 

on Bonhoeffer is considerable, 129 it is unlikely that this included his understanding of Stellvertretung.   
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In CD II/2 Barth described the nature of Christian existence in the world as Erwählung.130 The 

Stellvertretung life of the Church is the life of those who live with the Rejected One, the one who 

was rejected in their place, and in this they also participate in their election.   Barth writes: 

In the One in whom they are elected, that is to say, in the death which the Son of God has 

died for them, they themselves have died as sinners.131   

 

The section discussing the doctrine of election had been published in Switzerland in March 1942, 

and copies had been smuggled into Germany where Bonhoeffer obtained a copy.132 Bethge writes 

that Bonhoeffer asked to see Barth’s CD II/2 in Tegel prison, although he had earlier seen the section 

in draft form of The Doctrine of God which discussed ‘God’s election’ and ‘the command of God’.133  

Although CD II/2 was important to Bonhoeffer’s theological understanding, including his use in Ethik 

of the expression ‘Gnadenwahl’ (free gracious election),134 his understanding of Stellvertretung 

predates the publication of CD II/2; thus Barth cannot in this case have been the primary influence 

on Bonhoeffer’s Christo-ecclesiological interpretation of Stellvertretung as vicarious suffering. 

 

Additionally, the presentation in CD II/2 of the vicarious death of Christ by Barth is an ‘inkludierende 

Stellvertretung’ in that the Christian disciple is included in Christ’s vicarious suffering.135  By contrast 

Bonhoeffer’s position could be described as Existenz Stellvertretung, which would be described as ‘a 

vicarious offering of one’s life as an equivalent substitution for the forfeited life of another’.136   
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In contrast to Holl, Bonhoeffer’s more ‘orthodox’ Chalcedonian Christology was something he shared 

with Barth, although there were differences of emphasis.137  According to John D. Godsey, Barth 

emphasized Christ’s divinity whereas Bonhoeffer stressed ‘the hiddenness of divinity in the 

humiliated One’. 138  Bonhoeffer’s theology was a theologia crucis and in this he followed Luther.139  

The theologia crucis has been described as ‘one of the most powerful and radical understandings of 

Christian theology which the church has ever known’,140 revealing God through the suffering of the 

cross.141 

 

It was in the Heidelberg Disputation of 1518 that Luther presented his theologia crucis, and Thesis 20 

of the Disputation has been described as its ‘pivotal statement’.142 Here Luther wrote, ‘God wished 

again to be recognized in suffering, and to condemn “wisdom concerning invisible things” by means 

of “wisdom concerning visible things”’.  God, according to Luther, was hidden in His suffering 

(absconditus in passionibus) but revealed in the passiones et crucem.143  The cross, for Luther, was 

‘the paradigm of God’s working’.144  

 

Luther wrote ‘CRUX sola est nostra theologia’.145 The ’cross’ in Luther’s Thesis 21 speaks both of 

God’s works and that of the Christian.  Craig Hinkson describes this as a ‘deliberate ambiguity’ which 
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141 Ibid., pp. 150-151.  See ‘Disputatio contra scholasticam theologiam’ (1517) WA 1, pp. 221-228 / LW 31, pp. 
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demonstrates that ‘epistemology and ethics are intimately related’.146  A fundamental aspect of the 

theologia crucis as proposed by Luther and affirmed by Bonhoeffer was that God is experienced 

through suffering and that God makes himself known in suffering,147 in Anfechtung.  In 

acknowledging Anfechtung as the essential experience of the Christian ‘we come face to face with a 

crucial determinant of Christian suffering [for Luther]: that it is voluntarily incurred… Christians 

voluntarily embrace suffering’.148   

 

Anfechtung, which can also be translated as ‘trials’ or ‘conflicts’, was an important theological 

concept for Bonhoeffer 149 and in this he followed Luther, although Luther also understood it as ‘an 

experience of sinfulness and separation from God’.150  Both Bonhoeffer and Luther believed that as a 

voluntary choice it could represent an experience of Christian discipleship. 151  In Luther’s Auslegung 

deutsch des Vaterunsers für die einfältigen Laien the Reformer compared Christians who sought to 

avoid suffering to knights who fled from attack.152 It is suffering, according to Luther, that enables 

the Christian to become Christi operatio seu instrumentum.153 The true Christianus is a Crucianus 

(Crosstian),154 and faith is living in Anfechtung in trust and hope.155  Bonhoeffer followed Luther in 

this understanding of Anfechtung. 
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In his discussion on the active and visible witness of the community of faith in chapter six of 

Nachfolge (‘Die Bergpredigt’) Bonhoeffer criticises the ‘so-called Reformation theology’ which ‘even 

dares to call itself theologia crucis’.156 Although the phrase ‘theologia crucis’ is not common in 

Bonhoeffer’s writings, according to Bethge the concept is pervasive. 157   

 

H. Gaylon Barker suggests that an important difference between Barth and Bonhoeffer lay in their 

‘Christological orientation’158 however, Barth was aware of the importance of Luther’s theologia 

crucis, as is evidenced in his lectures at Göttingen in 1922.159  The theology of both Barth and 

Bonhoeffer developed and the relationship between them was multi-layered, reciprocal and 

personal, particularly after their initial meeting in 1931.160     

 

Bonhoeffer’s understanding of Christ as contemporaneously present in the Church has been 

described as a ‘post-Barthian, Lutheran theology’.161  An exclusive ‘theologia gloriae’ Christology 

would have created difficulties for Bonhoeffer in describing Christ, the Church and ethical 

responsibility in terms of Stellvertretung.  Furthermore, Bonhoeffer’s emphasis was on a theologia 

crucis - the Exalted One as the Crucified One,162 and, following from this Christology, it was 

Bonhoeffer’s ecclesiology that was ‘entirely absorbed with this concept’. 163   
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It is possible that Bonhoeffer’s emphasis on Christology and the theologia crucis provides, not only 

the foundation for his understanding of Stellvertretung, but also as an interpretive ‘key’ to his 

consistently positive toward Catholicism.  In his biography, Bethge states that the loci classici of 

Christology, essential to Bonhoeffer’s theology was, according to Bethge, a distinctive characteristic 

of Catholicism during this period and that this contrasted to Protestantism.164  Certainly Protestant 

theology did not offer a unified Christological theology, as the arguments in Germany in the late 

nineteenth century over the Apostolikumsstreit confirm.165  This next section considers Bonhoeffer’s 

‘Catholic’ context and the significant prevalence in Catholicism during this period of vicarious 

suffering, both in theological discourse and in popular piety and belief.  If Bonhoeffer did not 

‘discover’ in his Protestant interlocutors the possibility of Christian discipleship ‘as participation in 

Christ’s suffering for others, as communion with the Crucified One’,166 as Bethge describes 

Bonhoeffer’s ‘most profound idea’, then it is necessary to consider alternative options.   

 

Bonhoeffer’s Catholic Context 

Rittgers’ study of the Reformation period regarding confessional differences and the rejection of 

‘penitential theology’ indicates that Protestant theology ‘rejected the coupling of suffering and 

salvation in traditional penitential theology and piety, alleging that it promoted works-

righteousness’.167  According to Rittgers ‘suffering became confessionalized’.168  In a study of 

Germany during the Weimar Republic and Third Reich, and therefore contemporaneous to 

Bonhoeffer, Helena M. Tomko asserts that the theological differences regarding atonement and 

‘reparation’ for sins was the defining feature of religious life during this period. 169    
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Schlatter describes the divisions between the Catholic and Protestant confessional communities as a 

‘sheer abyss’.170  Schlatter came from a Reformed and ‘pietist’ background but he was engaged in 

‘ecumenical’ theology and included among his most significant influences the Catholic philosopher 

Franz von Baader (1765-1841).  However, it is not surprising given the confessional ‘abyss’ that 

Bonhoeffer in his writings consistently differentiates between ‘Catholic’ and ‘Protestant’ concepts, 

belief and practices and he does so, not only with regard to theologies of justification,171 but also 

Scripture,172 ecclesiology,173 sources of authority,174 the significance of natural revelation,175 differing 

approaches to community,176 ethics,177 and sacramental theology including Eucharist,178 ordination179 

and confession’.180  Bonhoeffer is not alone in identifying such confessional differences.181  This was 

a period when contact between the Roman Catholic and Protestant churches was ‘uncommon’.182 

Klaus Scholder’s history of this period details the various historical, political and religious conflicts 

and decisions that contributed to confessional divisions.183 In light of this Bonhoeffer’s attitude 

towards Catholicism, described by Bethge as ‘critical affection and affectionate criticism’,184 is 

notable although not unique. 
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At the beginning of the twentieth century the Catholic Church in Germany demonstrated 

considerably more cohesion than its Protestant counterpart.  In addition to historical circumstances 

particular to the German area detailed in Scholder’s study, other factors that contributed to this 

cohesion include the 1917 Codex Juris Canonici, uniform priestly formation through the compulsory 

Neo-Scholastic theological manuals,185 and the 1919 ‘Anti-Modernist Oath’.186  During the pontificate 

of Pius X (1903-1914) any theologian who set aside Neo-Scholasticism was excommunicated and 

their publications placed on the ‘Index of Forbidden Books’. 187   However, the Codex and the 

measures to enforce theological conformity also indicate that dissension and differences were an 

issue.  Pope Leo III’s Satis Cognitum (1896) acknowledges the tensions between those who stressed 

the ‘visible’ church and those who emphasised its ‘spiritual’ reality.188 It would appear from Pius XII’s 

1943 encyclical Mystici Corporis Christi, that these differences remained unresolved.189 

 

Bonhoeffer in his writings, not only indicates an awareness of differences between ‘Catholic’ and 

‘Protestant’ theology, he also reveals that he is alert to developments and differences in 

contemporary Catholic theology.  In a discussion of ‘community’ the variety of ‘Catholic’ views are 

reviewed including ‘traditional Catholicism’, that of the ‘Volksverein für das katholische Deutschland’ 

and the ideas of community presented in Romano Guardini’s writings.190  
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Bonhoeffer and Catholicism 

Heinrich Ott,191 William Kuhns,192 Brendan Leahy,193 Hans Urs von Balthasar194 and Ernst Feil195 are 

among those who believe that notable similarities exist between Bonhoeffer’s theology and 

contemporaneous Catholicism or that Catholic theology represent an important source of 

inspiration.  Feil’s hypothesis is that Bonhoeffer assimilated various ‘constructive’ insights from the 

Catholic tradition and that, because of this creative contact, he gained ‘at the beginning of his 

theological development a fundamental impression through his experience with the Catholic Church, 

which he [then] formulated ecclesiologically already in his Sanctorum Communio’.196 Leahy suggests 

that Bonhoeffer’s concept of Christus als Gemeinde existierend that he develops in Sanctorum bears 

comparison to the central communio ecclesiology of Vatican II.197 

 

Kuhns identifies five different concepts in Bonhoeffer’s writings that coincide with what he considers 

to be a traditional Catholic understanding of the Church: the idea of ‘community’, the nature of 

authority, anthropology, a ‘relational’ understanding of the Church and the centrality of the 

incarnation.198  However, this thesis suggests that a further ‘Catholic’ concept exists that is evident in 

Bonhoeffer’s writings but which hitherto has remained unacknowledged in the scholarship: 

Bonhoeffer’s understanding of Stellvertretung as ‘vicarious suffering’ and the possibility for the 

Christian disciple to co-suffer with Christ for the needs of the world.   
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There are indications in the Bonhoeffer corpus of the ‘presence’ of significant Catholic writers 

including the Thomistic theologian Josef Pieper (1904-1997) and the theologian and literary critic 

Romano Guardini (1885-1968).  Pieper, ‘one of the few bright instances of Christian, indeed Roman 

Catholic opposition to German National Socialism in the post-World War I period’,199 applied 

Thomistic philosophy to critique Nazi policies and propaganda.  Bonhoeffer's copy of Pieper's Zucht 

und Mass (Temperance) was heavily marked 200 and Pieper’s expression ‘selbstlose Selbstliebe’ 

(selfless self-love) is utilized by Bonhoeffer in a letter to Eberhard on October 9th, 1940 and again in 

May 6th, 1944. 201  In the October letter Bonhoeffer writes: 

I believe that a great deal of the exhaustion and sterility in our ranks is rooted in the lack of 

“selfless self-love.”  Since this topic has no place in the official Protestant ethic, we 

arrogantly disregard it.   It belongs, however, to that humanism for which we are 

redeemed.202 

 

Pieper’s phrase is also used by Bonhoeffer in his working notes for Ethik,203 and in Ethik he also 

adopts the phrase das Wirklichkeitsgemäß, from Pieper’s book on Aquinas.204  The concept of 

‘Wirklichkeit‘ (according to reality) provides one of the important focal points for Bonhoeffer’s Ethik.   

 

Jon Vickery writes that Pieper's writings ‘played a significant role in shaping Bonhoeffer's thought in 

opposition to National Socialism and to the various expressions of his own Lutheran Church that had 

conformed to National Socialist ideology’.205 Pieper's study Vom Sinn der Tapferkeit (Fortitude) 
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published in 1934 represented a critique of National Socialist propaganda exhorting sacrifice for the 

sake of Volk, Vaterland and Heimat.  Pieper struggled to find a publisher until Jakob Hegner, ‘the 

publisher of Claudel, Guardini and Bernanos’ agreed.206   

 

According to the editors of Ethik it was ‘Pieper’s reformulation of the theology of Thomas Aquinas’ 

and Guardini’s Dostoevsky’s interpretation which ‘may have encouraged [Bonhoeffer] to 

courageously and strongly reach out for the old and new Catholic wisdom in a way not at all 

customary in Protestant theology at that time’.207  The significance of Guardini’s study of Dostoevsky 

to Bonhoeffer’s understanding of Stellvertretung as ‘vicarious suffering’ is considered in Part Two of 

the thesis.  However, Guardini’s Christology and ecclesiology are also potentially significant for 

Bonhoeffer’s understanding of Stellvertretung.   

 

In 1932 Bonhoeffer was asked to write a review of Cord Cordes’ Der Gemeinschaftsbegriff im 

deutschen Katholizismus und Protestantismus der Gegenwart.  Among the books that Cordes cites 

for his study are various books by Guardini including Der Gegensatz (1925), Vom Geist der Liturgie 

(1918), Vom Sinn der Kirche (1922), and Liturgische Bildung (1923).208 In his study Cordes compares 

various ‘Catholic’ and ‘Protestant’ concepts of community including those in the Volksverein für das 

katholische Deutschland 209 and that of Guardini.  Bonhoeffer writes that the concept of community 

in Volksverein and in Guardini, 

characteristically appears to have priority over that of the institution, whereby sanctorum 

communio is understood non-traditionally as the community among the members of the 
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church on earth; furthermore, one sees here even more distinctly the spiritual [geistig] 

dimension of human sociality.210 

 

In Gedanken über das Verhältnis von Christentum und Kultur Guardini described his Christological-

ecclesiology as a spiritual movement through which a person comes to Christ and suggested that 

‘faith’ meant standing in a relation to the world as Christ stood, as a Stellvertreter presence.211  This 

Christo-ecclesial ethic was incompatible to National Socialist ideology and in his discussion of the 

importance of a communal ecclesiology in Von Sinn der Kirche, much of which can be read as a 

critique of the National Socialist idea of community, Guardini described vicarious suffering as a 

mystery which no rationalist can understand because of its ‘intuitive’ nature.212   

 

With the advent of National Socialism, Guardini believed that something ‘demonic’ was active in 

Germany which was ‘attacking the very character of personal existence’ 213 and in his 1935 essay Der 

Heiland, he condemned Alfred Rosenberg’s assertion that Christianity would eventually be replaced 

by re-formulated Teutonic myths and Nazi neo-paganism.  Der Heiland also ‘undercut the view of 

Hitler as Germany’s saviour, implicitly condemning the salutation, “Heil Hitler”’.214  Guardini was 

employed at Berlin University as the chair of Catholic Weltanschauung but in Nazi Germany there 

was no room for an alternative or competing Weltanschauung and in 1939 he was suspended from 

his Berlin professorship and refused a pension. 

 

In addition to Pieper and Guardini other examples exist in Bonhoeffer’s writings of his positive 

response to ‘new’ Catholic wisdom including Jacques Maritain (1882-1973) and Ernest Hello (1828-
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213 Krieg, Robert A., Catholic Theologians in Nazi Germany (Continuum, 2004), p. 118. 
214 Ibid. 



42 
 

1885).  Maritain is referenced by Bonhoeffer in his Die Zukunft der Christenheit and was considered 

by him to be an example of the ‘Catholicizing of humanitarianism’.215  Bonhoeffer also references 

Maritain in Ethik216 and again in correspondence with Bethge.217  Hello has been described as ‘a 

distinguished religious writer and advocate for renewal in the Catholic Church’.218  He is quoted by 

Bonhoeffer in Gemeinsames Leben,219 in a Christmas meditation (December 1939),220 and Hello’s 

Welt ohne Gott is referenced by Bonhoeffer in Ethik.221 Hello and Maritain shared a common 

Catholic heritage that was not only associated with renewal but was also a commitment to a Catholic 

theology and spirituality associated with vicarious suffering.  A further example of the ‘new Catholic 

wisdom’ which Bonhoeffer encountered, but has hitherto remained unacknowledged in the 

scholarship, was Karl Adam (1876-1966) professor of dogmatic theology at Tübingen University.  

 

In 1923 Bonhoeffer began his theological studies at Tübingen where the academic facilities were 

shared between the Catholic and Protestant theology departments.  Adam sought to build upon the 

legacy of the Catholic Tübingen ‘School’222 which ‘helped nourish a Catholic tradition in Germany 

that was more sensitive to biblical and historical studies’.223  In the term that Bonhoeffer began  

Adam delivered a series of lectures: Das Wesen des Katholizismus ‘to an audience of several hundred 

persons of mixed religious beliefs’.224  Given the significance of these lectures and Bonhoeffer’s 

various academic and personal interests which this section explores it is reasonable to suggests that 

he was among the ‘mixed’ audience.  Adam offered his listeners a compelling vision of the Church as 
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the mystical Body of Christ.225  It is a description of a renewed and ‘vigorous’ Catholicism presented 

in its historical post-war Sitz im Leben. 226  These lectures were published in 1924 and are considered 

one of the most important studies in Catholic ecclesiology prior to the Second Vatican Council.227   

 

There are features of Katholizismus that may have caught Bonhoeffer’s attention including the use 

of Protestant commentators.  Friedrich Heiler, a Protestant convert from Catholicism, is cited 

throughout Adam’s Katholizismus and Bonhoeffer also references Heiler in Sanctorum228 and in 

subsequent writings.229  Adam describes Heiler’s Das Wesen des Katholizismus (1920) as ‘containing 

much severe criticism of alleged defects in Catholic teaching and practice [but] characterised by a 

profound sympathy with Catholicism’.230  Adam also makes frequent references to Goethe but 

Dostoevsky,231  Paul Gerhardt and Johann Sebastian Bach, Bonhoeffer’s two favourite composers, 

are also cited.232  In Adam’s description of confession both Goethe and Harnack, the ‘great 

Protestant scholar and historian of dogma’233 are referenced in support of ‘the profound wisdom’ of 

the sacrament.234 

 

Adam’s description of the mutuality that exists between Christ and the Church in Katholizismus 

bears comparison to that of Bonhoeffer’s in Sanctorum Communio, including the choice of scripture 

passages 235 and his use of ‘Miteinander’ to describe the relationships between members of the 

                                                                 
225 Ibid., p. 58. 
226 Adam, The Spirit of Catholicism, op. cit. pp. 4-13. 
227 Adam’s Das Wesen des Katholizismus, was translated into fourteen different languages.  The references in 
this thesis are to the 1940 edition (Düsseldorf: Patmas-Verlag).  Robert Krieg believes Katholizismus helped 
contribute to Catholic ecclesial renewal and prepared the way for the Second Vatican Council. Krieg, Catholic 
Theologians, op. cit., p. 83.   
228 DBWE 1, p. 132, n. 23. 
229 DBWE 9, pp. 87, 529, DBWE 11, p. 82. 
230 Adam, Catholicism, op. cit., p. 1, n. 1. 
231 Ibid., pp. 29, 167. 
232 Ibid., p. 167. 
233 Ibid., p. 12. 
234 Ibid., p. 188. 
235 DBWE 1, p. 139; cf. Adam, Catholicism, op. cit., p. 15. 



44 
 

Gemeinde,236 however significant differences also exist.  The confessional disagreements between 

the traditional Protestant and Catholic understanding of the relationship between sanctification and 

justification are evident,237  as is Marian theology,238 the ‘Saints’,239 the papacy and episcopacy,240 the 

‘sacrifice’ of the Mass,241 and the importance of priestly celibacy.242 Adam’s understanding of the 

‘Church’ includes the Church Militant (ecclesia militans), the Church Triumphant (ecclesia 

triumphans) and the ‘Church Suffering’ - those in Purgatory (ecclesia patiens).243  However, the 

‘vision’ of the Body of Christ on earth that Adam presents is one in which all the people of God are 

included and each has a function.244  Adam writes: 

The Body of Christ of its very nature implies communion and co-operation, and so the divine 

blessing never works without the members, but only in and through their unity.245 

 

Adam summarises his understanding of the Catholic faith: ‘I find God, through Christ, in His Church.  I 

experience the living God through Christ realising Himself in His Church’.246  The Church, established 

through the ‘mystery of the Incarnation’, is ‘the mystical Body of Christ’:247 

The ‘many’, the sum total of all who need redemption, are in their inner relationship to one 

another, in their interrelation and correlation, in their organic communion, objectively and 

finally the Body of Christ.248 
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The Church ‘is permeated by Christ, and of necessity organically united with Him’.249  It is Christ who 

evangelises and Christ who baptises,250 and the living Christ is grasped ‘by means of the living 

Church’.251  

 

Adam’s Katholizismus is among the books that Bonhoeffer consulted for Sanctorum,252 in a paper on 

the Catholic Church,253 and in his Berlin lectures.254  In the bibliography for Sanctorum and  

subsequent references it is Adam’s 1924 edition that is acknowledged.255  However his library 

indicates that it was the 1926 edition he possessed.256   The significance of this is that the 1926 

edition contains two additional chapters, absent from previous editions but which are specifically 

devoted to a discussion of the sanctorum communio.  The first of these includes a discussion of the 

ecclesia patiens - the ‘saints’ in Purgatory and the ecclesia triumphans including the mediation of 

Mary.  It is the second chapter – Die Gemeinschaft der Heiligen (II) - that is notable from 

Bonhoeffer’s theology of Stellvertretung.  Here Adam describes the thesaurus ecclesiae which is the 

superabundance of the love and the penance the saints, ‘made precious by the Blood of Christ’, 

which is united with the merits of Christ is the Church’s treasury, 

that sacred family inheritance, which belongs to all the members of the Body of Christ, and 

which is at the service especially of its sick and feeble members.257 

Bonhoeffer in Sanctorum writes: 

The ‘treasury of merits’ is God’s love that in Christ created the [Gemeinde]; it is nothing else.  

The Roman Catholic doctrine of the treasury of merits is a rationalization, moralization, and 
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anthropomorphisation of the irrational fact that human beings can never do more than they 

ought, and that within the [Gemeinde] God nevertheless lets each person ‘enjoy’ the 

other.258 

 

The mutuality that Bonhoeffer stresses in his Sanctorum Communio is a feature of Adam’s 

Katholizismus.  Following his description of the thesaurus ecclesiae Adam discusses ‘vicarious 

expiation’ and the loving co-operative expiation of the members of the Body of Christ.259   

And the Church is desirous that her children should remember their priestly character, and 

in their private life, as well as in the liturgy, pray, offer and suffer, not for their own needs 

only, but also for the great and holy fellowship of all the redeemed in Christ.260 

 

The characteristics of the Prinzip der Stellvertretung that Bonhoeffer describes in Sanctorum 

Communio are present in Adam’s Die Gemeinschaft der Heiligen II including sacrifice, intercession 

and confession. 261   All the people of God are ‘priests’ offering intercession and suffering through 

baptism and ‘[e]very baptism is a consecration of the priesthood of Christ’.262  Adam describes the 

‘earthly fellowship’ of the sanctorum communio: 

It is the mysterious inner life of the Church, the mysterious exchange and commerce in 

functions and graces between its members, the mysterious process whereby the fellowship 

of Christ grows up organically into a ‘holy temple in the Lord,’ into the ‘habitation of God in 

the Spirit’.263 
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Although there are important differences between Adam’s understanding of vicarious suffering, 

particularly as it relates to the ecclesia patiens, and that of Bonhoeffer, his description of the 

sanctorum communio is notable including the function of ‘vicarious expiation’ and the importance of 

suffering and sacrifice which Adam states represents ‘an essential trait of the Church’:264   

[Die] Segensmacht der Gemeinschaft der Heiligen und von der Kraft der damit verwobenen 

[stellvertretende] Sühne.265 

(The blessed potency of the Communion of Saints and of the vicarious expiation which is 

interwoven with it.) 

 

Adam considers that it is in the ‘stellvertretenden Genugtuungsleiden’ (vicarious expiatory suffering) 

of the martyrs, confessors and others ‘as in no other practice of the Church, do the members of the 

Body of Christ co-operate in loving expiation’ (mitsühnender Liebe).266  

 

The dividing confessional issue for Adam was not between ‘Catholicism’ and ‘Protestantism’ but with 

‘the religion of German idealism’ which ‘menaces Protestantism’267  including the ‘so-called “critical” 

theology’.268  According to Adam ‘Kant’s “moral autonomy” is a product of Protestantism’269 and 

Protestantism presents the Church as an assembly of discrete individuals.270  A challenge Bonhoeffer 

also recognised.271 
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The DBW editors state that Adam’s Katholizismus was among the works that Bonhoeffer consulted 

for his ‘objection against Catholicism’. 272  However, Adam was writing as a Catholic theologian from 

the perspective of a revitalised Catholicism and, although he defends controversial encyclicals and 

dogmas,273  he presents an apologia for the Church and his communitarian vision would have 

appealed to Bonhoeffer.  Adam writes: 

Nowhere else, in no other society, is the idea of community, of fellowship in doing and 

suffering, in prayer and love, and of growth and formation in and through such fellowship, 

so strongly embedded in doctrine, morals and worship, as in the Catholic Church.274 

 

In any consideration of the impulses that shaped Bonhoeffer his biography is of considerable 

importance. 275   In 1924, following his studies at Tübingen and his ‘encounter’ with Adam’s 

ecclesiology, Bonhoeffer undertook a three month visit to Rome with his brother Klaus.  Bethge 

considered Bonhoeffer’s visit to Rome to have had a significant impact: 

Bonhoeffer’s attention was soon completely absorbed by the phenomenon of the church…  

He based his core theological principles upon this ambiguous but concrete structure.  His 

journey to Rome essentially helped him articulate the theme of ‘the church.’ The motive of 

concreteness – of not getting lost in metaphysical speculation – was a genuine root of this 

approach.276    
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During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries the practice of confession had fallen into 

disuse in Protestant Germany.  In Rome however, Bonhoeffer witnessed the importance of 

sacramental confession.  Bonhoeffer, who had his own Missal,277 spent hours in Santa Maggiore 

church where he was ‘touched’ by the seriousness and ardour with which the worshippers 

confessed.  Here he witnessed ‘the concretization of the idea of the Church that is fulfilled in 

confession and absolution’.278   He came to understand its theological and pastoral significance, both 

for Christian community formation and personal Christian discipleship.  Bonhoeffer came to take 

seriously the biblical injunction to confession and stressed its importance not just as a religious 

observation but as a theologically essential praxis.279   

 

In Rome he also observed the centrality and importance of the Mass in the devotional lives of the 

faithful.  Holy Communion was held in high regard in German Protestantism, particularly in the 

Lutheran High Church movement, but not generally as a regular daily or weekly experience.  

Bonhoeffer’s discussion of confession in Gemeinsames Leben includes the importance of regular 

Holy Communion.280   

 

At Evensong on Palm Sunday at the Trinità dei Monti Bonhoeffer witnessed the profession of forty 

young women who were becoming nuns.  This must have seemed to Bonhoeffer an example of the 

vitality of Catholicism and he thought it ‘almost indescribable’, an experience of true worship and 

‘an unparalleled impression of profound, guileless piety’.  It was following this ‘magnificent’ day that 

Bonhoeffer wrote in his diary: 
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It was the first day on which something of the reality of Catholicism began to dawn on me - 

nothing romantic etc.- but I think that I am beginning to understand the concept of 

‘church.’281 

 

Although agreement exists as to the significance of Bonhoeffer’s visit to Rome, attention needs to be 

given to the context of this comment.  It was Bonhoeffer’s observation of the Religious profession of 

the young women that left a profound impression.  Caution needs to be exercised in interpreting this 

experience, but members of a ‘Religious’ community can demonstrate a deeper vicarious 

commitment that they undertake on behalf of others.282   In 1932, and before she entered her 

monastery, Edith Stein described the monastic life as a freely chosen ‘assumption of suffering’ on 

behalf of ‘sinners’ and as a cooperation with Christ in the redemption of humanity.283  It was during a 

four month stay in Rome and her experience with the nuns of Santa Maris in Lucchesi in 1907 that 

the writer Gertrud von le Fort had ‘her first significant encounter with the Catholic Church’.284  This 

inspired her Hymnen an die Kirche (1924), which demonstrates ‘a formulated and unequivocal 

understanding of [vicarious suffering]’.285 

 

Bonhoeffer was sympathetic to Luther’s criticism of monasticism286 but he also described the 

monastery as ‘die Erkenntnis der teueren Gnade’ (the realization of costly grace).287  According to 

Bonhoeffer monasticism exists on the boundary of the Church, and that it is at this boundary where 

the awareness of discipleship and costly grace is preserved.288   
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Marsh describes Bonhoeffer’s Catholic sympathies as ‘a young man’s infatuation with the Holy 

See’.289 Contra Marsh, Catholic Rome became a permanent influence on Bonhoeffer.290  He told an 

acquaintance in Barcelona in 1928 that Catholic Rome had been ‘a real temptation’.291 This is 

notable given that his Spanish experience included encountering an uncultured clergy and an 

educated populace often vehemently opposed to the Church.292  In Barcelona, Bonhoeffer 

encouraged the congregation to rediscover the meaning of a word which for Protestants was,  

infinitely banal, .… indifferent and superfluous’ and associated with ‘boredom’.  That word 

was ‘church’.  ‘Church’ for Catholics evoked ‘tremendous feelings of love and bliss’, stirred 

‘the most profound depths of religious feeling’ and engendered ‘gratitude, reverence, and 

self-surrendering love.293   

 

Bonhoeffer believed that the concept of ‘Church’ was not being grasped fully by the nationalistic and 

provincial attitude of the German Protestant churches294 and his siblings described the Protestant 

Church as ‘ein kleinbürgerliches, langweiliges und schwächliches Gebilde’295 (a petty-bourgeois, 

boring and feeble institution).  In a sermon he preached on Ascension Day in 1933 in the Kaiser 

Wilhelm Gedächtnis Kirche, Bonhoeffer compared the ‘poor Protestant church’, which doesn’t offer 

much ‘earthly joy’, with the ‘Catholic’ experience of ‘inexpressible joy’ at the Lord’s presence in the 

sacrament of Holy Communion.296  Bonhoeffer in this sermon suggested that this should become the 

experience of all Christians because it was actually ‘archetypically Christian’.297 
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There are indications early in Bonhoeffer’s writings of his ecumenical interests and Catholic 

sympathies. 298 Bonhoeffer considered that the contributions of the Catholic Church to European 

culture could not be ‘overestimated’, that Catholicism had developed an unparalleled spiritual 

power and that it was a church of ‘infinite diversity’, which had succeeded in preserving unity in all 

its multiplicity.  It was also a church which succeeded in gaining ‘the love and respect of the masses’ 

and encouraging ‘a strong sense of community’.299  Bonhoeffer also commended Catholic ethics in 

his discussion of euthanasia which he described as ‘very instructive and more practical’ than those of 

Protestants.300  However, Bonhoeffer was critical of Catholic teaching regarding marriage, 

sterilization, and birth control which he described as ‘almost unbearably legalistic’.301  The 

theological basis for ethics for Bonhoeffer was fundamentally Christological302 and, although Feil 

suggests that it was this emphasis that distinguished him from his Catholic contemporaries,303 there 

were also Catholic ‘voices’, such as Guardini, who shared Bonhoeffer Christological emphasis. 

 

Bonhoeffer was not uncritical of the Catholicism he encountered.  His ultimate guide was not the 

Church and her traditions and dogmas, as he believed was the case with Catholicism, but the 

Scriptures.304  He also believed that an important difference existed between ‘confession and 

[Catholic] dogmatic teachings about confession’.305 Bonhoeffer was also critical of what he thought 

was the Catholic identification of the kingdom of God with the empirical Church because he believed 

that this meant all external forms of the Church were ‘immediately sanctioned, stabilized, and holy 
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in themselves’.306  However, criticism of the Catholic ecclesiology was not unusual during this period 

and similar sentiments were also expressed by contemporary Catholic theologians, including  

Guardini in Berlin. The Jesuit Alfred Delp wrote from Tegel prison in 1944: 

We must abandon our arrogant pretensions to reverence as a right. The Church must come 

to look upon herself far more as a sacrament, as a way and a means, not as a goal and an 

end in itself.307 

 

It is evident from the above that Bonhoeffer’s generally positive experience of Catholicism was 

important as was his appreciation of certain Catholic writers and theological concepts.  An important 

consideration in Bonhoeffer’s encounter with Catholicism, that has not previously been noted, was 

that this was a period when there was a resurgence in Catholic religious life in Germany.  Guardini 

described this as an event of ‘incalculable importance’ and that the Church was ‘awakening in 

people’s souls’.308  In many respects Guardini was at the centre of this renewal.  He worked with the 

flourishing Catholic youth movements Juventus and Quickborn and he not only wrote about 

liturgical renewal he practised it: introducing informal Masses, including Missa recitata, hymns in 

German and Versus populum.  Maria Laach monastery, which Bonhoeffer visited, had become a 

centre for this revitalised liturgical movement.309 There was also a flourishing literary revival which 

included ‘Literatur der Stellvertretung’.  An increase in public religious processions was a feature of 

this renewal and Bonhoeffer’s first recorded experience of Catholicism was the Corpus Christi 

procession at Rottenburg which he described as a positive expression of ‘genuine faith’.310   
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Public expressions of faith were also common in Spain and in 1928, during his year in Barcelona as 

an assistant pastor, he ‘refused to miss any of the bizarre lure of the [religious] processions and 

popular customs’311 and en route to Barcelona, during a stopover in Paris, he attended high mass at 

Sacré-Coeur in Paris.312  Although restrictions would be placed by National Socialism on Catholic 

Church schools, public events and youth groups attendance at Mass remained high and there was 

even an increase during this period in those participating in pilgrimages, public devotions and 

processions.313  In 1943, Pius XII (1876-1958) published Mystici Corporis Christi and the encyclical 

describes the ‘revived interest in the liturgy, the more widely spread custom of frequent 

Communion, and the more fervent devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus’.314  

 

Vicarious Suffering in Catholic Belief and Practice 

Menke in Stellvertretung. Schlüsselbegriff christlichen Lebens und theologische Grundkategorie, 

states that Stellvertretung represents the ‘essence of Catholic soteriology’.315  However, it is clearly 

not exclusively ‘Catholic’, and it would be more accurate to describe Stellvertretung as a central 

motif for Christology as will be shown in Part Four and the discussion of Stellvertretung and Christ.  

According to Menke, Erich Przywara (1889-1972) is among the theologians for whom Stellvertretung 

is a central concept316 and it is Przywara that Helena Saward credits as the theologian who 

stimulated the modern interest in vicarious suffering.317   

 

                                                                 
311 DB-EB, p. 101; cf. DBWE 10, p. 106. 
312 DBWE 10, p. 59. 
313 Conway, S. J., The Nazi persecution of the Churches 1933-45 (Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1968), p.172. 
314 Mystici Corporis Christi, para. 8.   
315 Menke, Stellvertretung, op. cit., pp. 17-18.   
316 Ibid., pp. 18, 68. 169, 263, 266f. 
317 Saward, ‘A Literature of Substitution’, op. cit., p. 181. 
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Przywara is known for an important debate with Barth from 1929-1932 over the analogia entis.318  

Their disagreement lay in a differing understanding of revelation, which Przywara located in creation 

while Barth understood revelation exclusively through Christ. 319   Barth famously described the 

‘Catholic’ analogia entis as the only reason for not becoming Catholic.320  

 

Bonhoeffer read Przywara’s Religionsphilosophie katholischer Theologie in preparation for his 

Habilitationsschrift Akt und Sein.321  In Akt und Sein he discusses Przywara’s version of the analogia 

entis and suggests that it moved towards the relational paradigm (analogia relationis) essential to an 

understanding of vicariousness in the concept of Stellvertretung.322   However, in Schöpfung und Fall 

Bonhoeffer follows Barth in dismissing any possibility for the analogia entis and emphasises the 

analogia relationis. 323  According to Bonhoeffer there is no 'being-free-from' without a 'being-free-

for’.324  Genuine ‘freedom’ was to be free for the other - God is the one in Christ who attests to being 

for humanity and ‘the analogia of humanity to God is not analogia entis but analogia relationis’.325  

In Ethik he writes that the basis of the Church’s message is not derived from natural law but rather 

from Christ and that here the Church of the Reformation distinguishes itself from the Catholic 

Church.326   

 

                                                                 
318 White, Thomas Joseph, ‘The Analogia Entis controversy and its Contemporary Significance’, in: The Analogy 
of Being, Invention of the Antichrist or the Wisdom of God, ed. Thomas Joseph White (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans, 2011), p. 1; cf. Kerr, Fergus, After Aquinas: Versions of Thomism (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002), p. 134, 
Johnson, Keith L., Karl Barth and the Analogia Entis (New York: T & T Clark, 2010), pp. 14, 93. 
319 The analogous similarity was traditionally understood, according to the formula from the 4th Lateran 
Council as: ‘inter Creatorem et creaturam non potest tanta similitudo notari, quin inter eos maior sit 
dissimilitudo notanda’: ‘within every “similarity, however great” is an ‘ever greater dissimilarity’.  Denzinger, 
Henry, The Sources of Catholic Dogma, trans. Roy J. Deferrari (St. Louis: Herder, 1957), p. 171.  Przywara, Erich, 
Analogia Entis, (Freiburg: Johannes-Verlag, 1996), p. 136; cf. O’Meara, Thomas F., Erich Przywara His Theology 
and His World (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2002).      
320 CD 1/ II, p. 144; KD 1/II, pp. 157f.  
321 DBWE 4, p. Kuske and Tödt, editors’ Afterword, p. 303. 
322 DBWE 2, pp. 27, 62ff. 
323 DBWE 3, pp. 64-65. Rüter, and Tödt, DBWE 3, p. 64. n. 20.  McGrath, Alistair, ed., The Christian Theology 
Reader (London: Wiley-Blackwell, 2006), p. 171. 
324 Ibid., p. 63   
325 Ibid., pp. 64-65. 
326 DBWE 6, p. 357. 
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Przywara’s post-war correspondence indicates an understanding of the significance of vicarious 

suffering,327 however it is unlikely that he was the primary stimulus for the interest in vicarious 

suffering as Saward suggests because his primary interest was in revelation and not ecclesiology or 

ethics.  Furthermore, he presents an ‘inadequate’ Christology328 and for Bonhoeffer it is Christology 

that is determinative and not ‘natural theology’: Christ is God’s ‘word’ to the world,329 the 

touchstone and the ‘mediator’ of creation.330    

 

Although Ratzinger suggested that it was Barth’s interpretation of Romans that provided the 

impetus for Stellvertretung in theological discourse, he also suggests that the concept ‘returned’ to 

Catholic theology through a spirituality associated with ‘Sacred Heart’ devotion and in Marian 

devotions associated with Lourdes (1858) and Fatima (1917). 331  This proposal is credible because of 

its evident adoption into the ‘popular’ religious lexicon and because of the resurgence of Sacred 

Heart devotion during this period. 332   

 

                                                                 
327 In a letter to Gertrud von le Fort (22.12.57), Przywara described vicarious suffering as a doctrine with far-
reaching existential consequences and that ‘all the members of one corpus mysticum, cooperate with one 
another and for each other, and in their vicarious acts truly, “fill the gaps of Christ's sufferings”’.  Quoted 
Saward: ‘A Literature of Substitution’, op. cit., p. 181. 
328 Balthasar, Hans Urs von, Theo-Drama, III, The Dramatis Personae: The Persons in Christ, trans. Graham 
Harrison (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1992), p. 220.  Przywara was also criticised by Henri Bouillard who believed 
he presented a ‘neo-scholastic misreading of Thomas’. (Karl Barth, I, Genèse et evolution de la théologie 
dialectique; ii, Parole de Dieu et existence humaine, Paris: Aubier/Montaigne, 1957 cf. Boersma, Hans, Nouvelle 
Théologie and Sacramental Ontology: A Return to Mystery, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013, p. 106).  
Henri De Lubac criticised Przywara’s suggestion that nature and grace occupied two distinct ontological spaces 
which he considered distorted patristic and scholastic thought: ‘Duplex Hominis Beatitudo’, in: Communio, 35, 
Winter (2008), pp. 599-612. 
329 Ibid., p. 356. 
330 Ibid., p. 399. 
331 Ratzinger, ‘Vicarious Representation’, op. cit., p. 217.  Lourdes is associated with the Marian apparition seen 
by Bernadette Soubirous. Lúcia Santos and Jacinta and Francisco Marto claim to have received six visitations 
from the Blessed Virgin Mary between May and October 1917 near Fátima. The revelation at Fatima 
specifically included an encouragement to offer suffering as a reparation for sin.   
332 For a discussion of the ‘popular religious lexicon see below and the section on Helmut Gollwitzer’s 
anthology. 
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Sacred Heart devotion is normally associated with ‘popular piety’ however it is referenced in at least 

one of the academic theological books read by Bonhoeffer: Adam’s Das Wesen des Katholizismus.333  

Theresa Sanders suggests that in its modern form Sacred Heart devotion combines a patristic 

understanding of the Church, a medieval focus on devotion to Jesus and a modern preoccupation 

with reparation for sin, including vicarious suffering. 334  Although examples of Sacred Heart devotion 

existed earlier,335 in the modern period devotion it has been associated with St. Margaret Mary 

Alacoque (1647-1690) 336 and the Polish Sister of the Blessed Sacrament, Sr. Maria Faustyna 

Kowalska (1905-1938).337  

 

The encyclical Annum Sacrum (1899) of Pope Leo XIII (1810-1903) encouraged devotion to the 

Sacred Heart and in 1928 Pope Pius XI (1857-1939) published Miserentissimus Redemptor, ‘a 

substantial teaching on vicarious suffering’. 338  In Miserentissimus, Pius ‘sanctioned’ the numerous 

‘pious confraternities’ which were promoting the worship of the ‘Divine Heart’.339 These 

confraternities of the Sacred Heart were, in their devotional practices, according to the Pope, 

making expiation or reparation for the sins of the world.340  In his Encyclical Pius encouraged the 

                                                                 
333 Adam, Katholizismus, op. cit., p. 271, n. 40; cf. Ciappi, Mario Luigi, ed., Towards a Civilization of Love.  A 
Symposium on the Scriptural and Theological Foundations of the Devotion to the Heart of Jesus (San Francisco: 
Ignatius, 1981).  Ratzinger has an essay in this anthology Leo Scheffczyk (ed.), ‘Atonement and the Spirituality 
of the Sacred Heart: An Attempt at an Elucidation by Means of the Principle of “Representation”’, in: Faith in 
Christ and the Worship of Christ: New Approaches to Devotion to Christ, trans. Graham Harrison (San Francisco: 
Ignatius, 1980). Faith in Christ includes the essay by Balthasar: ‘The Work and Suffering of Jesus: Discontinuity 
and Continuity’.  See also:  O’Donnell, Timothy T., Heart of the Redeemer.  An Apologia for the Contemporary 
and Perennial Value of the Devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1989).  Heart of the 
Redeemer contains papal statements and church documents which relate to Sacred Heart devotion and 
theology. 
334 Sanders, Theresa, ‘The Sacred Heart and the Church of the Poor’, in: The Journal for Peace and Justice 
Studies (1996), p. 1; cf. Rahner, Hugo, ‘The Beginnings of the Devotion in Patristic Times’, in: Heart of the 
Saviour, ed. Josef Stierli, trans. Paul Andrews (New York: Herder & Herder, 1957), p. 30. 
335 Merton, Thomas, What are these Wounds?  The Life of a Cistercian Mystic, Saint Lutgarde of Aywières 
(Dublin: Colnmore, 1948), p. ix.; 
336 Leo XII pronounced Margaret Mary Alacoque ‘Venerable’, in 1824, and in 1864, Pius IX declared her 
‘Blessed’.  She was canonized by Benedict XV in 1920.  
337 Sr. Faustina was canonised by Pope John Paul II in 2000. 
338 Hicks, Boniface, Victim Soul Spirituality in the Writings of Blessed Elizabeth of the Trinity, unpublished thesis 
(St. Vincent Seminary, Latrobe, 2000), p. 1. 
339 Pius XI, Miserentissimus Redemptor, para. 3. 
340 Ibid., para. 20. 
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faithful to prayer, to voluntary mortifications, to patiently bear their afflictions and to spend their 

life in an ‘exercise of expiation’.341  According to Miserentissimus the theological basis for the 

possibility of expiation lay in an understanding of the sanctorum communio as the Body of Christ,342 

in which ‘the expiatory passion of Christ is renewed and in a manner continued and fulfilled’,343  and 

the biblical rationale for this lay in Col. 1: 24.344  

 

In May 1932 Pope Pius XI published Caritate Christi compulsi, an Encyclical on the Sacred Heart in 

which the Pope stated that it was only the ‘love of a suffering God that saved the world’ but that the 

sacrifices and trials of the faithful could function efficaciously to hasten the hour of mercy and of 

peace.345 

 

It is evident from Bethge’s biography that Bonhoeffer was curious, attentive to his broader religious 

environment and open to unfamiliar experiences and ideas.  It is therefore unlikely, given the 

prevalence of vicarious suffering as a concept during this period, that this would have been ignored 

or missed by Bonhoeffer.  ‘Vicarious suffering’ as an interpretive hermeneutic demonstrably 

transcended traditional confessional boundaries as is evidenced in the testimonials of the victims of 

National Socialism in Helmut Gollwitzer’s anthology.346  Furthermore, it was an important feature of 

fictional literature that Bonhoeffer accessed as Part Two of this thesis demonstrates.  However, it 

was also during this period that two important ‘saints’ received considerable public attention and 

                                                                 
341 Ibid., para. 18. 
342 Ibid., para. 10. 
343 Ibid.  In para. 14, the text quotes Augustine and his reference to the Colossians passage: ‘Christ suffered 
whatever it behoved Him to suffer, now nothing is wanting of the measure of the sufferings.  Therefore, the 
sufferings were fulfilled, but in the head; there were yet remaining the sufferings of Christ in His body’. 
344 Miserentissimus, op. cit., para. 9.   
345 Pius XI, Caritate Christi compulsi, op. cit., para. 32. 
346 Du hast mich heimgesucht bei Nacht: Abschiedsbriefe u. Aufzeichn. d. Widerstandes 1933-1945, eds. Helmut 
Gollwitzer, Käthe Kuhn and Reinhold Schneider (München: Siebenstern Taschenbuch, 1954).  Eng. Trans.: 
Dying We Live: The Final Messages and Records of the Resistance (New York: Pantheon Books, 1956).  See 
below for a discussion of vicarious suffering as a trans-confessional hermeneutical motif. 
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who are associated with vicarious suffering in the literature.  Jeanne d’Arc (1412-1431) and Thérèse 

de Lisieux (1873-1897).  

 

Pope Benedict XV bull Divina Disponente described Jeanne as an exemplar of sanctity and 

commended her as ‘an object of veneration [and] of imitation’.347  She had been burnt at the stake 

for heresy in 1431 but in 1456 Jeanne was rehabilitated following a posthumous retrial which 

declared her a martyr unjustly executed.  Her cult in France had been encouraged over many 

centuries and the process of canonization began following a petition in 1869 by the French Catholic 

hierarchy.  Jeanne was beatified in 1909, canonized in 1920 and in 1922 declared a patron of France 

by Pius XI.   

 

According to Ivan Strenski, St. Jeanne’s life and martyrdom became for many a representative figure 

of vicarious suffering.348  Among those who dramatized Jeanne’s story during the early twentieth 

century were Georges Bernanos,349 Charles Péguy,350  Paul Claudel,351 Bertolt Brecht,352 Hilaire 

Belloc,353 and Vita Sackville-West.354 In addition Claudel wrote the libretto for Arthur Honegger’s 

oratorio, Jeanne d’Arc au bûcher (1938), and Carl Theodor Dreyer’s film, La passion de Jeanne d’Arc 

was screened in 1928.   

 

                                                                 
347 Benedict XV, Divina Disponente: http://www.maidofheaven.com/joanofarc_canonization.asp accessed 
October 2018. 
348 Strenski, Ivan, Contesting Sacrifice:  Religion, Nationalism, and Social Thought in France (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2002), pp. 45-46.  For a discussion of Jeanne as an archetypal figure of vicarious suffering see: 
Astell, Ann W., Joan of Arc and Sacrificial Authorship (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 
2003). 
349 Bernanos, Georges, Jeanne relapse et sainte (1934).    
350 Péguy, Charles, ‘Mystère de la charité de Jeanne d’Arc’ (1910).  
351 Claudel, Paul, L'annonce faite à Marie.  Mystère en quatre actes et un prologue (1912). 
352 Brecht, Bertolt, Die heilige Johanna der Schlachthöfe (1929-30). 
353 Belloc, Hilaire, Joan of Arc (1930). 
354 Sackville-West, Saint Joan of Arc (1936).  
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Bonhoeffer owned various books by Bernanos including his historical biography of Jeanne: Johanna: 

Ketzerin und Heilige.355 In Bernanos’ Johanna the saint is contrasted with the self-serving 

ecclesiastical dignitaries who are the antithesis of suffering service.  Bernanos begins Johanna with a 

tribute addressed to Péguy356 and Péguy’s Mystère de la charité de Jeanne d’Arc, emphasised the 

voluntary nature of vicarious suffering and the need for responsibility for others.357   

 

Not only did Bonhoeffer possess Bernanos’ Johanna, but he had also studied Bernard Shaw’s play St. 

Joan at Union Theological Seminary.358  However, the vicarious suffering Johanna was most obviously 

‘encountered’ by Bonhoeffer in his reading of Reinhold Schneider’s Macht und Gnade. 359  For 

Schneider, Johanna represents an example of a stellvertretende Existenz360 for whom Christ was the 

archetype. 361  Schneider’s influence on Bonhoeffer, including Macht und Gnade is discussed in Part 

Two. 

 

Part Two also explores the influence on Bonhoeffer of Bernanos’ writings and Thérèse is mentioned 

in all of Bernanos’ novels referenced by Bonhoeffer in DBW, where she is given the abridged form of 

her alternative name: Theresia vom Kinde Jesu (Thérèse de l'Enfant-Jésus et de la Sainte-Face).362  

Thérèse, a French Catholic Discalced Carmelite nun, described as ‘the greatest saint of modern 

times’363 died aged 24 following a slow and painful fight against tuberculosis.   Thérèse’s ‘cult’, 

following her death, ‘enjoyed almost immediate cross-generational, cross-class and truly trans-

                                                                 
355 This has also been translated as Die heilige Johanna, trans. Alastair Voigt (Zürich: Peter Schifferli, 1954) and 
is the German translation referenced in this thesis.  
356 Ibid., op. cit., p. 7. 
357 Péguy, Charles, ‘Mystère de la charité de Jeanne d’Arc’, in: Oeuvres Poétiques Complètes (Paris: NRF 
Gallimard Pléiade, 1960). 
358DBWE 10, p. 423.   
359 Schneider, Reinhold, Macht und Gnade: Gestalten, Bilder und Werte in der Geschichte (Leipzig: Insel, 1940). 
360 Balthasar, Hans Urs von, Reinhold Schneider, Sein Weg und sein Werk (Köln: Hegner, 1953), p. 13.   
361 Ibid., p. 46. 
362 Bernanos, Johanna, op. cit., p. 59.   
363 Descouvemont, Pierre, and Loose, Helmuth Nils, Thérèse and Lisieux (Toronto: Novalis, 1996), p. 5. 
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national appeal [and on] an unprecedented scale’.364  She was beatified in 1923 and canonized in 

1925 by Pope Pius XI following the bull Vehementer exultamus hodie which described her ‘heroic 

virtues’.365     

 

The considerable publicity which accompanied Thérèse’s beatification and canonisation drew 

attention to her self-offering as a sacrificial victim for others.366 In Thérèse’s Acte d’Offrande she 

describes herself as an offering chosen by God and as a ‘holocaust’,367 and in her autobiographical 

L'histoire d'une âme (Story of a Soul) published in 1895 Thérèse describes vicarious suffering as an 

offering of love for love.368   

 

Given his sympathetic attitude and his experience of Catholicism it is possible that Bonhoeffer 

‘discovered’ vicarious suffering as it relates to the Gemeinde through his encounters with ‘popular’ 

Catholic belief and practice such as Sacred Heart devotion or the attention given to Jeanne d’Arc and 

Thérèse de Lisieux.  However vicarious suffering as an interpretive narrative also united Protestants 

and Catholics who became ‘brethren in adversity’.    

 

Helmuth James Graf von Moltke in the trial before his execution in January 1945 wrote to his wife 

that he was being prosecuted ‘because of his friendship with Catholics’. 369  Von Moltke’s letters 

appear in an anthology of letters and statements from 43 victims of National Socialism collected by 

                                                                 
364 Drapac, Vesna, ‘Thérèse of Lisieux: The Appeal of a French Saint at a Time of International Crisis’, in: Papers 
for the George Rudé Seminar, 4 (Adelaide: Adelaide University, 2011), p. 118. 
365 Pius XI, Vehementer exultamus hodie: http://www.papalencyclicals.net/stt02002. In 1927 Thérèse was 
proclaimed as Universal Patron of Missions and in 1997 John Paul II proclaimed her ‘Doctor of the Church’. 
366 ‘On 9 June 1895, on the Solemnity of the Most Holy Trinity, [Thérèse] offered herself as a sacrificial victim 
to the merciful Love of God’. 
http://www.vatican.va/news_services/liturgy/saints/ns_lit_doc_19101997_stherese_en.html 
367 Thérèse de Lisieux, Histoire d’une âme, ed. John Clarke, 3rd ed. Ch. 9, Mss. B, (Washington: ICS, 1996), p. 
195. Mss. B 3v. 
368 Burton, Richard, Holy Tears, Holy Blood: Women, Catholicism, and the Culture of Suffering in France, 1840-
1970 (New York: Cornell University, 2004), p. 49. Nevin, Robert, Thérèse of Lisieux: God’s Gentle Warrior 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), p. 249. 
369 Dying We Live, op. cit., p. 130. 
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the Protestant theologian Helmut Gollwitzer.  These testimonies are from a variety of religious 

traditions and many of those featured describe their actions and experience in terms of vicarious 

suffering.370   Von Moltke was a member of the Kreisau resistance group along with Peter Graf Yorck 

von Wartenburg.  In his letter Wartenburg wrote that he hoped his death would ‘be accepted as an 

atonement for [his] sins and as a vicarious sacrifice in expiation of the guilt’ they all shared.371  

Although the Kreisau Circle was originally a Protestant lay group372  it eventually included three 

Jesuit priests: Lothar König, Alfred Delp, and Augustin Rösch.373  Delp described his death as a seed 

which he offered for the German people.374  

 

The use of ‘vicarious suffering’ as a hermeneutical interpretation by Delp and Wartenburg is not 

unusual and other examples not only occur in Gollwitzer’s anthology but also in other literature from 

this period.375  Reinhold Schneider, one of the editors of Du hast mich heimgesucht bei Nacht and 

whose poetry and essays Bonhoeffer accessed,376 described the testimonies of those who were 

victims of National Socialist violence as ‘Stellvertretung als Nachfolge’.377   

 

These biographical testimonials indicate that Stellvertretung provided for some of Bonhoeffer’s 

contemporaries a hermeneutical lens to explain their experience of resistance and suffering.  It is 

evident therefore that ‘vicarious suffering’ was not just an academic theological concept and neither 

                                                                 
370 Sherry, Patrick, ‘Redemption, Atonement and the German Opposition to Hitler’, in: Theology, SPCK, 
November (1995), pp. 431-40.   
371 Dying We Live, op. cit., p. 134. 
372 Van Norden, Günther, Opposition by Churches and Christians, in Encyclopaedia of German Resistance to the 

Nazi Movement, ed., Wolfgang Benz and Walter H. Peble (New York: Continuum, 1997), p.55. 
373 Augustin Rösch was, the Superior of Upper German Province of the Jesuits. 
374 Gollwitzer, Du hast mich, op. cit., pp. 100, 102. 
375 Prégardier, Elisabeth, Marianne Hapig: Tagebuch und Erinnerung (Annweiler: Mooshausen, 2007),  
Newman, Barbara, ‘St. Hildegard, Doctor of the Church, and the Fate of Feminist Theology’, in: Spiritus 13 
(2013),  Pottier, Joël, ‘Le Rôle de la stigmatisée Thérèse Neumann dans la résistance spirituelle au national-
socialisme’, in: Bulletin de la Société Française d’Histoire des Idées et d’Histoire Religieuse, 2 (1985), pp. 55–60; 
Vogl, Adalbert Albert, Therese Neumann, Mystic and Stigmatist 1898-1962 (Rockford: Tan, 1987);  Rothfels, 
Hans, The German Opposition To Hitler (Köln: Hegner, 1961), esp. p. 152 
376 See section on Schneider in: ‘Bonhoeffer’s Cultural and Religious Context’. 
377 Schneider, Reinhold, Verhüllter Tag, (Köln: Hegner, 1954), p. 100.   
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was it restricted to Catholic discourse.  However, as will become evident in the analysis of 

Bonhoeffer’s writings in Part Three, his use of Stellvertretung predates National Socialism and 

furthermore ‘vicarious suffering’ was a distinctive feature of Catholic theological discourse.  In order 

to explore how this concept was understood by some of Bonhoeffer’s Catholic contemporaries, the 

relevant writings of three theologians are now considered: Hans Urs von Balthasar (1905-1988), Pius 

XII’s 1943 encyclical Mystici Corporis Christi and the words and witness of Edith Stein (1891-1942). 

 

Stellvertretung as Vicarious Suffering in Catholic Theological Discourse: 

  Hans Urs von Balthasar, Mystici Corporis Christi and Edith Stein 

Following the success of Vom Geist der Liturgie (1918) Guardini was appointed the chair of Catholic 

Weltanschauung in Berlin in 1923 and it was his appointment that prompted Balthasar to attend.  

Guardini’s theological approach to literature was to provide a stimulus to Balthasar378 and it was 

Guardini’s interpretation of Dostoevsky that was to influence Bonhoeffer. 379  Balthasar became a 

friend and dialogue partner of Barth’s 380 and recognised the significance of Bonhoeffer’s 

understanding of Stellvertretung.381  It is possible that Balthasar and Bonhoeffer may have met, not 

only in Berlin during their university studies, but also in May 1942 during Bonhoeffer’s visit to 

Switzerland.382   

 

Stellvertretung was central to Balthasar’s theology 383 and fundamental to his understanding was 

Christ’s passion and the substitutionary nature and pro nobis character of Christ's suffering and 

                                                                 
378 Peterson, Paul Silas, The Early Hans Urs von Balthasar: Historical Contexts and Intellectual Formation (De 
Gruyter, 2015), p. 50. 
379 DBWE 6, p. 419. 
380 See: The Theology of Karl Barth, trans. Edward T. Oakes (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1992); Long, Stephen, 
Saving Karl Barth: Hans Urs von Balthasar’s Preoccupation (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2014). 
381 Balthasar, Katholisch, op. cit. pp. 48-49. 
382 DBWE 16, p. 281. 
383 Menke, Stellvertretung, op. cit., pp. 266-279;  Schumacher, Michelle M., ‘The Concept of Representation in 
the Theology of Hans Urs von Balthasar’, in: Theological Studies no. 60 (1999), p. 71, n. 94; Semeniuk, Gregory 
J., Salvation through the Father’s Representative, Sacrifice in the Biblical Theology of Hans Urs von Balthasar, 
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death determined for Balthasar all other doctrines. 384  According to Aidan Nichols Stellvertretung 

allows Balthasar to unite five different ideas of the atonement: The incarnate Son suffered and died 

for us- changing places with us.  Secondly, this redemptive act was ‘in its essence the Father’s giving 

up of the Son’ (or the Son letting himself be given up).  Thirdly, the purpose of the atonement was 

liberation from sin, death and the powers of evil.  Fourthly, the atonement made possible entry into 

the divine life of the Trinity.  Finally, the redemptive act by Christ revealed its source: the love which 

defines the essence of the Trinity.385  However, Balthasar also extends Stellvertretung to the 

Gemeinde.   

 

For Balthasar Christian discipleship includes the ‘gift’ of participation in the passion of Christ and this 

participation extends itself, although in a secondary manner, to the pro nobis of Christ's Paschal 

Mystery: ‘The sufferings of the God-man are all-sufficient, but within those sufferings a place has 

been left for the disciples’.386 This ‘gift’ of participation, according to Balthasar, does not suggest 

deficiency in Christ’s act or any repetition, representation or extension.  The disciple, because of the 

grace of God and as a member of the Body of Christ, participates in the pro nobis character of 

Christ's passion387  and the Christian’s ‘mission’ takes form from within Christ’s mission and ‘to be a 

Christian is a Gestalt’.388   

 

Balthasar writes that the Church, as the Body of Christ, must be co-crucified with Christ who is her 

Head because ‘to become a Christian means to come to the Cross’.389  The life of the Cross for 

                                                                 
unpublished thesis (Boston School of Theology, 2014), pp. 60-67; Nichols, Aidan, Divine Fruitfulness, A Guide 
through Balthasar’s Theology, beyond the Trilogy (London: T & T Clark, 2007), p. 177; cf. Balthasar, Hans Urs 
von, preface to Theo-Drama IV: The Action, trans. Graham Harrison (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1994), p. 11;  
Theologie der Drei Tage (Einsiedeln: Benzinger, 1970); Das Herz der Welt (Zürich: Arche, 1943), p. 185. 
384 Balthasar, Hans Urs von, Mysterium Paschale, trans. Aidan Nichols (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1990), p. 134. 
385 Nichols, Divine Fruitfulness, op. cit., p. 177).   
386 Balthasar, Theo-Drama IV, op. cit., pp. 387-388. 
387 Balthasar, Hans Urs von, The Moment of Christian Witness, trans. Richard Beckley (San Francisco: Ignatius, 
1994), pp. 34, 35-36. 
388 Balthasar, Hans Urs von, The Glory of the Lord, I, Seeing the Form, trans. Andrew Louth, John Saward, 
Martin Simon, and Rowan Williams, ed. John Riches (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1982), p. 28. 
389 Ibid., p. 135. 
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Balthasar means that the Christian disciple in his/her suffering as a Christian becomes the 

instrument of Christ’s redemption.390  Balthasar suggests that the principle of co-crucifixion is 

confirmed in every experience of suffering and ‘immanent’ to the sacraments of baptism and 

Eucharist, and he notes that the Apostle Paul ‘in a paradoxical formulation [Col. 1: 24]’ states that 

‘an objective space has been set aside and left free on the Cross’. 391  Balthasar draws attention to 

the verb ἀνταναπληρῶ in the Colossians passage and he suggests that participation in Christ’s 

Passion demonstrates an aspect of the fundamental inclusive nature of Christ and a ‘taking up of the 

Old Testament theology of expiatory suffering and of martyrdom into Christology’.392 

 

Menke wrote that, according to Barth, Christ is the only Stellvertreter but that, according to 

Balthasar every believer becomes a Stellvertreter through, with and in Christ.393  In this analysis 

Bonhoeffer’s Christo-ecclesial-ethical understanding of Stellvertretung would seem to indicate that 

his position was nearer to Balthasar than to the Barth’s.   

 

Fundamental to an understanding of vicarious suffering as it relates to the Gemeinde is the concept 

of the Church as the ‘Body of Christ’.  Part Three will demonstrate that Bonhoeffer’s understanding 

of the essential mutuality that exists in the sanctorum communio, as expressed in his doctoral thesis 

and in his understanding of Christus als Gemeinde existierend, provides him with the necessary 

ecclesiology that facilitates an understanding of Stellvertretung as suffering with Christ for others.  

This ecclesiology, as has been indicated, was a contentious issue in German Protestant theology.  

Although an understanding of the Church as Christ’s Body was not a dominant concept in 

Catholicism during this period, the ecclesiology of Adam and Guardini indicates its presence.  It is 

notable that an ecclesiology that emphasises the Body of Christ became more prominent in the early 

                                                                 
390 Ibid. Italics in the original. 
391 Ibid. 
392 Ibid., pp. 135-136. 
393 Menke, Stellvertretung, op. cit., p. 437. For Balthasar, the Christian’s mission takes form from within Christ’s 
mission and ‘to be a Christian is precisely a form (Gestalt)’. Balthasar, Seeing the Form, op. cit., p. 28. 
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twentieth century, not only following the writings of Adam and Guardini, but also with the 

publication of Mystici Corporis Christi, Emile Mersch’s historical studies,394 and Henri de Lubac’s 

Catholicisme: les aspects sociaux du dogme (1947).395 De Lubac in Catholicisme references Mersch’s 

studies, Adam’s Das Wesen des Katholizismus and Mystici Corporis Christi because of the attention 

they give to ‘Body of Christ’ ecclesiology. 396 

  

Although Mystici Corporis Christi is concerned primarily with ecclesiology the encyclical 

acknowledges the ‘long and deadly war’,397 and condemns both the ongoing Nazi euthanasia 

program,398 and Nazi racist ideology.399  However, the primary intention of the encyclical is to 

expound and promote ‘the doctrine of the Mystical Body of Christ’.400  

 

Bonhoeffer’s 1927 doctoral dissertation Sanctorum Communio and Pius XII’s encyclical are very 

different documents and although similarities exist in the subjects discussed important differences 

exist.  Mystici Corporis Christi’s emphasises papal authority,401 there is also a stress on the sacrifice of 

the Mass,402 and a sacramental description of confession.403 Mystici also has an implicit ‘Marian’ 

theology.404  However there are commonalities: both documents emphasize the mutuality that exists 

                                                                 
394 Mersch, Emile La théologie du Corps mystique, 2 vols (Bruxelles: Desclée de Brouwer, 1944) and Le Corps 
mystique du Christ, études de théologie historique (Paris, Desclée de Brouwer, 1936).  Eng.: The Whole Christ.  
The Historical Development of the Doctrine of the Mystical Body in Scripture and Tradition, trans. John R. Kelly 
(London: Denis Dobson, 1949). 
395 De Lubac, Henri, Catholicisme: les aspects sociaux du dogme (Paris: Les Editions du Cerf, 1947).  Eng.:  
Catholicism.  Christ and the Common Destiny of Man (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1988). 
396 De Lubac, Catholicism, op. cit., p. 17, n. 7. Mersch, Emile La théologie du Corps mystique, 2 vols (Bruxelles: 
Desclée de Brouwer, 1944) and Le Corps mystique du Christ, études de théologie historique (Paris, Desclée de 
Brouwer, 1936). 
397 Mystici Corporis Christi, para. 6, 97, and 108. 
398 Ibid., para. 94.  The encyclical was followed by a similar condemnation by the German Bishops. Evans, 
Richard J., The Third Reich at War (New York: Penguin, 2009), pp. 529-30. 
399 Mystici Corporis Christi, para. 96. 
400 Ibid., paras. 5 and 11. 
401 Ibid., paras. 6, 8, 27, 39, 40-42, 69, 91. 
402 Ibid., paras. 20, 27, 82, 90. 
403 Ibid., paras. 18, 88. 
404 Ibid., paras. 56, 110 
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in the Church,405 including the importance of prayer,406 and both understand that the ‘Body of Christ’ 

refers to all the people of God.407  Both also acknowledge the importance of the sacraments 

including Baptism, Confirmation, penance and Eucharist, although there are differences in 

theology.408  

 

In both documents missional responsibility extends beyond the Church community.409 In Sanctorum, 

as in Mystici, it is Christ in his suffering who is preeminent410 and the exalted divine Christ is the 

Head of the Church, His Body.411  Mystici Corporis Christi includes a description of vicarious suffering, 

as an essential attribute of the Church that is notable.  The encyclical states that ‘Christ has need of 

His members’412 and ‘He wills to be helped by the members of His Body in carrying out the work of 

redemption’: 

Dying on the Cross [Christ] left to His Church the immense treasury of the Redemption, 

towards which she contributed nothing. But when those graces come to be distributed, not 

only does He share this work of sanctification with His Church, but He wills that in some way 

it be due to her action. This is a deep mystery, and an inexhaustible subject of meditation, 

that the salvation of many depends on the prayers and voluntary penances which the 

members of the Mystical Body of Jesus Christ offer for this intention…, a cooperation which 

they must offer to our Divine Savior as though they were His associates.413 

 

                                                                 
405 Ibid., paras. 6, 15, 61-62, 74, 96. 
406 Ibid., para. 89-90. 
407 Ibid., paras. 17, 98. 
408 Ibid., paras. 18. 
409 Ibid., paras. 3, 5, 103, 106. 
410 Ibid., paras. 28-33 
411 Ibid., paras. 36-39, 53ff 
412 Ibid., paras. 44, cf. 12. 
413 Ibid., para. 44 
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In his discussion of the ‘social acts’ that constitute the sanctorum communio Bonhoeffer describes 

the Church as exhibiting two conceptual categories: Miteinander and Füreinander.414 ‘Christians’ 

writes Bonhoeffer ‘can and ought to act like Christ; they ought to bear the burdens and sufferings of 

the neighbour’.415 According to Bonhoeffer where the Gemeinde is ‘there is Christ’ and the ‘body of 

Christ’ is a sacrament.416  He writes that the Gemeinde bears because it is first borne by Christ: ‘Thus 

only in view of the meritum Christi can [we] speak of the other’s merita that helps me’.417   

 

In Sanctorum the Christian is called to ‘bear everything in the neighbour’s place, indeed if necessary, 

to sacrifice [himself/herself], standing as a substitute for [their] neighbour’.418  Bonhoeffer writes 

that love demands that the Christian surrender any advantage, and that this may even include their 

community with God.  According to Bonhoeffer the mutual forgiveness of sins as the ‘miracle’ of the 

Gemeinde and it is linked to ‘bearing’.419  Bonhoeffer writes: ‘Here we see the love that voluntarily 

seeks to submit itself to God’s wrath on behalf of the other members of the community’.420   

 

Mystici describes the ‘good works’ of the Body of Christ ‘which draws down on the souls of men a 

rain of heavenly gifts’.421  The encyclical also addresses the issue of suffering discipleship and 

encourages the Church members to ‘follow gladly in the bloodstained footsteps of our King’.  Mystici 

Corporis Christi presents a stellvertretenden Leiden ecclesiology, 422 and the encyclical begins and 

ends with a reference to Col. 1: 24.423   

 

                                                                 
414 DBW 1, p. 117. 
415 DBWE 1, pp. 178-179. 
416 Ibid., p. 182. 
417 Ibid. 
418 Ibid., p. 184. 
419 Ibid., p. 189. 
420 DBW 1, p. 122/ DBWE 1, p. 184. 
421 Ibid., paras. 106-109. 
422 Ibid., para 106. 
423 Ibid., paras. 2 and 110, cf. para. 107. 
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In his discussion of Stellvertretung Karl Rahner references Mystici Corporis Christi and the ‘truly 

awesome mystery’ that it describes: the salvation of many depends upon the prayers and voluntary 

penitential acts of the members of the Mystical Body of Christ.424 This is ‘a cooperation which they 

must offer to [Christ] as though they were His associates’.425   

 

On the 31st October 1933, Eugenio Pacelli, the future Pope Pius and author of Mystici Corporis 

Christi, wrote to Edith Stein as the Cardinal Secretary of State to thank her for her work on Aquinas 

and offered an Apostolic blessing.426  In this next section Stein’s writings are considered.  The 

description Stein gives of her ‘self-offering’ and her understanding of the significance of vicarious 

suffering provides a further perspective on how Stellvertretung was understood during this period. 

 

In addition to a similar historical context Bonhoeffer and Stein shared some academic interests.  

Although relatively unknown in Germany, Stein was a colleague of various leading philosophers 

including Edmund Husserl, Max Scheler and Martin Heidegger, all of whom Bonhoeffer references.   

Following her entry into the Catholic Church in 1922 Stein became associated with some of the 

theologians referenced in this thesis.  Przywara was Stein’s spiritual director, a close friend and 

mentor who helped organise many of her lectures and translation projects.  It is evident that Stein 

knew of Balthasar from correspondence427 and Peterson had been a friend since her studies in 

Göttingen.428  Other scholars who were known to both Bonhoeffer and Stein include Guardini, 429 

Adam,430 and Maritain whom Stein met in Paris during a symposium on phenomenology and 

Thomism in 1932.   

                                                                 
424 Ibid., para. 43; cf. Rahner, Karl, Theological Investigations, Vol. XXI, Science and Christian Faith, trans. Hugh 
M. Riley (London: DLT, 1988), p. 268, n. 4. 
425 Ibid., para. 44. 
426 ESGA 3, 293. 
427 ESGA 3, 689 and 724, 
428 ESGA 3, n. 374, 114 (27.02.1935).  Peterson converted to Catholicism in 1930.   
429 ESGA 13; ESGA 4 (01.01.1928).  
430 Stein wrote a review of Karl Adam's Jesus Christus: ESGA 19, pp. 202-210.  
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Stein contributed to the Jahrbuch für Philosophie und phänomenologische Forschung with her 

Beiträge zur philosophischen Begründung der Psychologie und der Geisteswissenschaften.  It was this 

Jahrbuch that Bonhoeffer consulted for Sanctorum Communio. Stein’s contribution to the Jahrbuch 

was in two sections and it was Stein’s discussion of Max Scheler and Ferdinand Tönnies that was of 

interest to Bonhoeffer. 431 

 

Stein undertook her doctoral studies with Husserl, the founder of phenomenology.432 In her thesis 

Zum Problem der Einfühlung Stein argues for the importance of dynamic interpersonal 

relationships433 and, although Stein’s thesis was written prior to her reception into the Catholic 

Church in 1922, Freda Mary Oben suggests that Stein’s consideration of Einfühlung provided her 

with a philosophical basis for an understanding of Stellvertretung. 434  The term Einfühlen 

(empathy/feeling into) is linked to the related term Mitfühlen (sympathy) and these terms share the 

etymological root fühlen (feel/sense) but differ in the prepositional prefixes of ein (in/into) and mit 

(with).  Mitgefühl can suggest emotional distance and possible dissonance whereas Einfühlung 

suggests an entering ‘into the experimental life of another’.435 Although the English word ‘sympathy’ 

is now commonly used as a synonym for ‘pity’ the etymology of the word suggests a deeper 

meaning: pathos from the verb paschein with the prefix syn- denotes literally ‘to suffer with’ or ‘co-

suffering’.436    

 

                                                                 
431 DBWE 1, pp. 31, 77, 90. 
432 CWES 1, p. 222. 
433 MacIntyre, Alasdair, Edith Stein- A Philosophical Prologue (Continuum, 2006), pp. 136-137. 
434 Oben, Freda Mary, ‘Good and Evil in the Life and Work of Edith Stein’, in: Logos, Vol. 3, no. 1, Winter (2000), 
pp. 191, 196, n. 31. 
435 Palmisano, Joseph Redfield, Beyond the Walls – Abraham Joshua Heschel and Edith Stein on the Significance 
of Empathy for Jewish-Christian Dialogue (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), p. 160, n. 7. Häring, Bernard, 
Free and Faithful in Christ, Vol. 1 (Slough: St. Paul, 1978), p. 90; Nolan, Ann Michele, ‘Edith Stein: A Study in 
Twentieth-Century Mysticism’, unpublished thesis (Massey University, 1993), p. 37.     
436 Hall, Douglas John, God and Human Suffering – An Exercise in the Theology of the Cross (Minneapolis: 
Augsburg, 1986), pp. 45, 61, 202, n. 16. 
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Following her baptism Stein was resolved on a Carmelite vocation437 and her subsequent religious 

writings contain frequent references to Teresa of Ávila,438 a co-founder of the Discalced Carmelites 

and Stein’s religious aspirations have been described as fundamentally ‘Teresian’439 - which she 

understood as ‘a powerful empathic givenness for the world’.440  Stein shared with Teresa the 

potentially vicarious interpretation of suffering that is a feature of the Carmelite vocation. 441  The 

religious life was understood by Stein as an apostolic calling - to suffer vicariously for others with and 

for Christ 442 as a service for the world.443  Nancy Ann Nayar suggests that similarity exists between 

Carmelite vicarious suffering spirituality that influenced Stein and the Lutheran Theologia Crucis that 

Bonhoeffer advocated.444  

 

In her correspondence and religious writings Stein repeatedly returns to the theme of vicarious 

suffering.  In 1930 in a letter to Sr. Adelgundis Jaegerschmid, Stein described her own life as a 

                                                                 
437 ESGA 1, p. 350; cf. Dobhan, Ulrich, ‘”Vom ‘radikalen Unglauben” zum “wahren Glauben”’, in: Edith Stein 
Jahrbuch 69, Würzburg (2009), p. 80, n. 120; cf. Pauline Reinach’s testimony: Beatificationis et Canonizationis 
Servae Dei Edith Stein. Summarium super dubio: An eius Causa, introducenda sit (Rome, 1983), Part 3, p. 437; 
Posselt, Teresia, Edith Stein, The Life of Philosopher and Carmelite (Washington: ICS, 2005), p. 63.    
438 Her writings include biographical essays on Teresa of Ávila (‘”Die ‘Seelenburg” der Teresa von Ávila’, in: 
Zeitwende 58 (1987), pp. 210-231); St. Elizabeth of the Trinity, St. Teresa Margaret of the Sacred Heart, Sr. 
Marie-Aimée de Jésus (CWES 4, pp. 19-90; ESW XI) and Elisabeth von Thüringen (ESW XII, pp. 126-138); her 
essay, Kreuzesliebe: Einige Gedanken zum Fest des heiliger Vaters Johannes vom Kreuz (CWES 4, p. 91-93; ESW 
XI, pp. 110-113); and her study on St. John of the Cross: Kreuzeswissenschaft: Studie über Joannes a Cruce and 
her correspondence (CWES 5; CWES 6; CWES, 12; ESW I; ESW VIII; ESW IX; ESW XIV). 
439 Stein, Edith, ‘Eine Meisterin der Erziehungs-und Bildungsarbeit: Teresia von Jesus’, in: Katholische 
Frauenbildung im deutschen Volk, 48 (February 1935), pp. 122-123. Cited: Herbstrith, Waltraud, Edith Stein: A 
Biography, trans. Bernard Bonowitz (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1992), p. 71; cf. Graef, Hilda, The Scholar and the 
Cross (London: Longmans, 1955), p. 33; L. Gelber’s editorial introduction to CWES IV, p. xv.   
440 Palmisano, Beyond the Walls, op. cit., p. 84. Teresa of Avila, The Book of her Foundations, The Collected 
Works Vol. 3, ed. and trans. Kieran Kavanaugh and Otilio Rodriguez (Washington: ICS, 1985) V.2; Teresa of 
Avila, The Interior Castle, ed. and trans. Kieran Kavanaugh and Otilio Rodriguez (Washington: ICS, 1985), V:1, 
3:2, 3:8, 3.11; Teresa of Avila, The Way of Perfection, Collected Works Vol. 2, trans. Kieran Kavanaugh and 
Otilio Rodriguez (Washington: ICS, 2012), op. cit., 7.5-6. 
441 Green, Deirdre, Gold in the Crucible – Teresa of Avila and the Western Mystical Tradition (Shaftesbury, 
1989), p. 145; cf. Teresa, The Way, op. cit., 1.2; The Interior Castle, op. cit., VII, 4.15; VI, 7.13-14; Williams, 
Rowan, Teresa of Avila (Continuum, 2003), p. 38. 
442 Teresa, The Way, op. cit., 26: 4-6; 32.6-7; 32.7; cf. Williams, Teresa, op. cit., p. 134. 
443 The Trésor du Carmel describes the Carmelite vocation.  See Burton, Holy Tears, Holy Blood, op. cit., p. 48. 
444 Nayar, Nancy Ann, Theologia Crucis and the Catholic Tradition. A Study of' St. John of the Cross, unpublished  
thesis (McGill University, 1981). 
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sacrifice or offering for others,445 and she uses the term ‘holocaustum’446 redolent of Thérèse’s self-

offering.  Thérèse was an important influence on Stein.447  

 

On Passion Sunday, 26th March 1939, Stein made a formal request to the Prioress of the Cologne 

Carmel, offering herself ‘to the heart of Jesus as a sacrifice of atonement for true peace’.448  On the 

9th June 1939 Stein wrote her ‘Testament’ in which she offered her life and death for the ‘Erhaltung, 

Heiligung und Vollendung’ (preservation, sanctification and perfection) of the Carmelite 

communities in Cologne and Echt and ‘zur Sühne für den Unglauben des jüdischen Volkes’ (in 

atonement/expiation for the unbelief of the Jewish people).449   Stein asks that her sacrifice be 

accepted for the ‘Rettung’ (salvation) of Germany and for world peace.  Finally, Stein’s ‘offering’ is 

given for her relatives and family, the living and the dead, and all the people that God has put on her 

heart: ‘daß keines von ihren verloren gehe’ (that none will be lost).  Stein’s vicarious offering was for 

all the people she knew: Jewish, Gentile, secular and religious and she believed that her ‘atonement’ 

was voluntary,450 and that this was her vocation: ‘to stand before God for all’.451  

 

Stein religious name, ‘Teresa Benedicta a Cruce’, indicates her commitment to Stellvertretung.  She 

believed that love for the Cross was love for Jesus and that suffering was the place where Jesus was 

to be discovered and where the Christian disciple could ‘help [Christ] save the world’.452  Although 

Stein described her understanding of Stellvertretung as ‘vicarious suffering’ in terms of her Carmelite 

                                                                 
445 ESGA 2, pp. 109-110; CWES 5, pp. 59-60. 
446 ESW VIII, p. 110.  
447 CWES 5, p. 137; ESGA 3, p. 29; CWES 4, p. 6. 
448 Ibid., p. 359; CWES 5, p. 305. My translation. 
449 ESGA 1, pp. 374-375. 
450 Stein, Edith, Eine Untersuchung über den Staat, quoted in Schandl, Felix, ‘Ich sah aus meinem Volk die Kirche 
wachsen!’: Jüdische Bezüge und Strukturen in Leben und Werk Edith Steins, 1891-1942 (Sinzig: Meinrad, 1990), 
p. 149. 
451 CWES 5, p. 178. 
452 Mosley, Joanne, Edith Stein-Woman of Prayer (Leominster: Gracewing, 2004), p. 35. 
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vocation453 she also understood that all Christians were part of the ‘mystischen Leib Christi’ and that 

Christ lives on in his Body and suffers in his Body.454  In December 1932, and therefore before her 

entry into Carmel, Stein described the call to suffer with Christ and, through this, to participate in his 

work of salvation - to suffer on behalf of sinners and to collaborate in the redemption of 

humanity.455  Stein believed that all Christians were required to take up their cross and follow 

Christ’s path.  Jesus is both the example and guide and suffering a means of expiation 

(Sühneleistungen) for others.456   

 

Christian discipleship for Stein was imitatio Christi and this required ‘walking the road to 

Golgotha’.457  Sufferings endured in union with Christ were Christ’s sufferings and this was to carry 

the Cross of Christ as a Stellvertreter and to be co-responsible for those who are not in a place of 

grace.458  In Kreuzerhöhung. Ave Crux, spes unica,459 a meditation prepared in September 1939, Stein 

described the obedience of Christ in self-surrender and suffering as something that all Christ’s 

disciples were required to follow.460  In this meditation Stein encouraged her Religious Sisters to 

recognise that in their vocation they were not only bearing witness to the stellvertretender Christus, 

but they had become leidende Stellvertreter. 

 

                                                                 
453 CWES 5, p. 291 and Stein’s description of herself as a modern Queen Esther; and ESGA 3, p. 209 where 

Stein describes herself as an ‘einstehen’ for her family. 
454 ESGA 2, p. 258f.  
455 Ibid.  
456 CWES 4, p. 91; cf. CWES 6, p. 194.  
457 CWES 4, p. 99; CWES 6, p. 4. 
458 CWES 4, pp. 10-11. 
459 ESGA 20, pp. 118-122. 
460 CWES, 4, pp. 94-96; ESW IX, p. 167. 
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Hanna-Barbara Gerl-Falkovitz,461 Claudia Mariéle Wulf,462 Menke463 and Harm Klueting464 are among 

those who describe Stein’s understanding in terms of Stellvertretung as vicarious suffering.  Stein 

writes:  

Just here in mercy, is the key to understanding the possibility for vicarious suffering 

[Stellvertretung] for sin and merit.  Everyone has the possibility, through their prayers to 

obtain grace for the other.  We are responsible for all those who are not yet in a state of 

grace and we share in every sin that others are guilty of.465   

 

This belief in the possibility of participation in the redemptive work of Christ through suffering was 

illustrated for Stein by Simon of Cyrene, who is compelled to carry the cross for Christ on his walk to 

Golgotha.466  For Stein suffering was freiwilliges Sühneleiden467 (voluntary expiatory suffering) which 

genuinely united Christ’s followers to the Lord but which was also dependent upon an existing 

relationship with Christ: 

To help carry Christ’s cross, gives a strong and pure joy and, whoever may and could build 

God’s kingdom, are the most authentic children of God.  This means that we are to choose 

the way of the cross, not anticipating that Good Friday has passed and all that redemptive 

work that needs to be accomplished has occurred.  Only the redeemed, the children of 

grace, can be bearers of Christ’s cross. It is in uniting with the divine head that human 

suffering is given its atoning power.  To suffer and to be blessed in suffering.468   

                                                                 
461 Gerl-Falkovitz, Hanna-Barbara, ‘Auschwitz – und kein Ende?  Zur “Stellvertretung” durch Edith Stein’, in: 
Edith Stein Jahrbuch, 14 (Würzburg, 2008), pp. 99-109. 
462 Wulf, Claudia Mariéle, ‘Dein Leben ist das meine wert – Stellvertretung und Mittlerschaft bei Edith Stein’, 
in: Edith Stein Jahrbuch, 9 (Würzburg, 2013), pp. 183-205 
463 Menke, Karl-Heinz, ‘Stellvertretung oder: Die versöhnende Macht der gekreuzigten Liebe. Edith Stein als 
Wegweiserin Europas‘, in: Edith Stein Jahrbuch, Band 19 (Würzburg: Echter Verlag, 2013), pp. 61-92. 
464 Klueting, Harm, ‘Teresia Benedicta a Cruce: Theologie der Kreuzesnachfolge’, in: Edith Stein Jahrbuch, 19 
(Würzburg, 2013); cf. ‘The Martyrdom of Life in the Christian Tradition and in Edith Stein’s Thinking’, in: Edith 
Stein: Women, Social-Political Philosophy, Theology, Metaphysics and Public History.  New Approaches and 
Applications, ed. Antonio Calcagno (Switzerland: Springer, 2016), pp. 181-193. 
465 ESW VI, p. 168. My translation. 
466 Matthew 27: 32, Mark 15: 21 and Luke 23: 26. 
467 ESW VI, p. 112. 
468 ESW XI, p. 113; CWES 4, p. 92. My translation. 
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In 1942 Stein wrote a Festschrift for the 400th anniversary of the birth of St. John of the Cross: 

Kreuzeswissenschaft: Studie über Johannes vom Kreuz.469  It was this manuscript which was 

discovered on her desk following her arrest on the 2nd August 1942.  On the 9th August Stein was 

murdered by the Nazis and her final communication, written as she was being transported to her 

death at Auschwitz-Birkenau was ‘Unterwegs ad orientem.  Teresia Benedicta a Cruce.  Edith 

Stein’.470  According to Wulf, the use of the Latin ad orientem (to the East) indicated by Stein her 

faith and hope in resurrection and  

… the expression of a freely willed sacrifice in the face of imminent death, which helps us to 

intuit that the deeper meaning of this sacrifice is the resurrection in messianic salvation.471 

 

Bonhoeffer’s understanding of Stellvertretung as vicarious suffering, and in his application of the 

term to the Gemeinde, bears comparison to that of Stein’s.  Stein believed that it was possible for 

people to become Stellvertreter, an agency of grace and, like Bonhoeffer, she believed that 

Stellvertretung as atonement and merit was only possible because of God’s prior act in Christ.472   

 

In the first part of this thesis it was suggested that Bonhoeffer’s understanding of co-suffering with 

Christ for others was not a concept evident in his usual Protestant interlocutors.  Consideration was 

then given to Bonhoeffer’s ‘Catholic’ context and, not only was Bonhoeffer’s ‘critical affectionate’ 

attitude towards Catholicism highlighted, his appreciation for aspects of Catholic theology was also 

noted and his ‘Catholic’ encounters including Pieper, Guardini, Adam and his period in Rome.  It was 

also noted that testimonials from the National Socialist period indicate that the concept of ‘vicarious 

                                                                 
469 ESW 1; CWES 6.   
470 Wulf, Claudia Mariéle, ‘Sacrifice – Action within a Relationship: A Phenomenology of Sacrifice’, in: Sacrifice 
in Modernity: Community, Ritual, Identity. From Nationalism and Nonviolence to Health Care and Harry Potter, 
eds.  Joachim Duyndam, Anne-Marie Korte and Marcel Poorthuis (Leiden: Brill, 2017), p. 240. 
471 Ibid. 
472 Pohl, Maria-Baptista a Spiritu Sancto, OCD, Edith Stein, Schwester Teresia Benedicta a Cruce: Kleines 
Lebensbild der grossen Philosophin und Karmelitin (Köln Carmel, 1962), p. 66. 



76 
 

suffering’ transcended confessional divisions.  It is evident that Stellvertretung as ‘vicarious 

suffering’, in respect of the co-suffering of the Body of Christ, was a feature of Bonhoeffer’s religious 

and theological context.  Although there is no evidence in his writings as explored in Part Three that 

’Catholic’ academic theology or his personal encounters with Catholicism represents Bonhoeffer’s 

primary source for his understanding of Stellvertretung, an alternative resource was available.  

Bethge writes: 

Throughout his life, Bonhoeffer never limited his reading to theological books; the 

exploration of contemporary literature was a constant counterpoint.473  

This next section of the thesis considers the importance of fictional literature to Bonhoeffer 

including his appreciation for ‘Literatur der Stellvertretung’ and its potential influence on his 

theological development.   

  

                                                                 
473 DB-EB, p. 139. 
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Part Two 
Bonhoeffer’s Cultural and Religious Context 

 
 

A feature of Bonhoeffer’s writings is his use of quotations and references from a diversity of fictional 

literature, historical and contemporary.  Given the evident significance of such literature it is 

surprising that little scholarly attention has been given to the literary references and resources in 

DBW which potentially elucidate his theology, particularly when he recommends such literature and 

recognises its pedagogical possibilities.  In the consideration of the significance of fiction this section, 

not only seeks to fill a lacuna in Bonhoeffer studies, it also demonstrates that in the writings of 

Bernanos, the novels of Dostoevsky, and the poetry and essays of Schneider Bonhoeffer 

‘encountered’ an understanding of Stellvertretung as participation in Christ’s suffering for others.   

 

The Significance of Fictional Literature 

Bonhoeffer’s writings, which demonstrate a polyphonic form of theological practice,474 are replete 

with references to or quotations from literature, including classical history, philosophy and 

mythology; German eighteenth and nineteenth century literature; international and contemporary 

novels and poetry.  Bethge’s reading list for Bonhoeffer’s period in Tegel prison not only includes 

theology and philosophy but also science, art, history, grammar, biography, and fiction.475  

 

In the homily for his godson’s baptism (May 1944) Bonhoeffer describes the ‘pauperization’ of 

intellectual life and the need not only for spiritual values but also for intellectual stimulation.476  

During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries German intellectual and aesthetical life 

                                                                 
474 Floyd, Jr., Wayne Whitson, ‘Style and the Critique of Metaphysics’, in: Theology and the Practice of 
Responsibility: Essays on Dietrich Bonhoeffer, eds. Wayne Whitson Floyd Jr. and Charles Marsh (Valley Forge: 
Trinity, 1994), p. 240. 
475 DB-EB, pp. 945-946. 
476 DBWE 8, pp. 383-390. 
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had been nourished by many writers, artists and musicians and among those who belonged to what 

became known as the Romantic literary tradition, Bonhoeffer mentions in his writings Johann 

Herder477 Friedrich Hölderlin478 and Novalis (Friedrich von Hardenberg).479 However, his most 

frequent quotes or illustrations, particularly in his sermons, are from Goethe and Schiller. 480  

 

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832) had clearly made a strong impression on Bonhoeffer as a 

young man.481  In addition to quotes or illustrations from Goethe in his sermons Bonhoeffer also 

references Goethe’s writings in correspondence,482 Bible studies,483 and in his writings he makes 

frequent allusions to, or quotes from, Goethe’s poems484 and plays485 including Faust. 486 Bonhoeffer 

also utilises a Goethe reference in lectures,487 seminar papers,488 and in Ethik where a Goethe 

quotation is used in a discussion of the total demand of genuine Stellvertretung.489 

 

Goethe’s writings were compared favourably by Bonhoeffer to the writings of Adalbert Stifter, 

Eduard Mörike, Matthias Claudius and Jeremias Gotthelf as an example of ‘worldliness’.490 The 

pleasure he experienced in eighteenth and nineteenth century novels may have been due to an 

                                                                 
477 DBWE 3, p. 54.     
478 DBWE 11, p. 463, DBWE 8, p. 437; cf. Bethge’s remark DBWE 8, p. 546.  
479 DBWE 8, p. 72. 
480 DBWE 10, pp. 482, 513, 517, 521, 535 and n.7, 547, 548 and n.14, DBWE 11, p. 457, DBWE 13, p. 394, cf. 
DBWE 11, p. 463; cf. Green’s introduction DBWE 10, p. 6I, and Reinhart Statts, Afterword to the German 
edition DBW 10, p. 605.  
481 DBWE 9, p. 75. 
482 DBWE 8, pp. 115 169, 185. 
483 DBWE 15, p. 381.  
484 DBWE 9, p. 207; DBWE 8, p. 438.  
485 DBWE 9, p. 382. 
486 DBWE 2, p. 53, and editor’s n. 43; DBWE 3, p. 67, and n. 28, p. 132, and n. 4; DBWE 4, pp.  51, 65. 
487 DBWE 10, p. 343, DBWE 12, pp. 306, 312.  
488 DBWE 9, p. 421. 
489 DBWE 6, pp. 258, 259, n. 47.  Bonhoeffer quotes Goethe’s Iphigenia in Tauris in the same discussion: Ibid., 
pp. 280-282, n. 134. 
490 DBWE 8, p. 320. Claudius is quoted in the conclusion of Bonhoeffer’s speech at the Fanø conference DBWE 
13, p. 310, n. 10. He references Claudius to friends (Martin Niemöller: DBW 14, p. 104, Martin Fischer: DBW 
15, p. 74, and Bethge: DBWE 8, p. 289).  Claudius’ poetry was a feature of communal life at Finkenwalde 
(DBWE 14, pp. 126, n.3, 156; cf. DBWE 16, pp. 144, 145; DBWE 8, p. 289) and in Bonhoeffer’s academic 
writings (DBWE 6, p. 383-384, n. 68; DBWE 15, p. 377, c.f. n. 257; DBWE 10, p. 576; DBWE 4, p. 167. See n. 
290). 
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idealised depiction of bürgerlich life, 491  however they potentially offered more than nostalgic 

escapism.  Rudolf Bohren suggests that Gotthelf’s novels explored ‘religionless proclamation’,492 a 

concept familiar to Bonhoeffer.493  In a letter to his parents from Tegel (9th November 1943) 

Bonhoeffer said that among the many novels he had read it was only Gotthelf’s Berner Geist and 

Miguel de Cervantes’ Don Quixote which had made a ‘strong impression’ on him.494  Bonhoeffer 

described Gotthelf (and Stifter) as ‘primarily Christian’.495  Bonhoeffer owned Cervantes’ collected 

works496 and he references Don Quixote in Ethik 497 and in correspondence.498   

 

Johann Christoph Friedrich von Schiller (1759-1805), described by Bonhoeffer as among the 

Idealists,499 developed the concept of die schöne Seele: a person whose emotions had been so 

educated by reason, that Pflicht und Neigung (duty and inclination) were in harmony.  Beauty, for 

Schiller, was not just an aesthetic experience but a moral duty.500  According to Bethge ‘It had made 

a tremendous impression on him when [Bonhoeffer] had read in Schiller that man needed only to rid 

himself of a few small weaknesses to be like the gods’.501 

 

Schiller’s humanistic idealism is shown in his preoccupation with the question of human freedom 

and his belief in the importance of suffering for genuine freedom informed his historical-political 

writings including the Wallenstein trilogy and Don Karlos, Infant von Spanien.  Bonhoeffer references 

                                                                 
491 Ibid., pp. 66, 80-81, 98, 100, 107, 111, 176, 507; cf. Gremmels; Bethge, E and R; Tödt, I, p. 67, n. 6. 
492 Bohren, Rudolf, Predigtlehre, Munich: Chr. Kaiser, 1971, 6th edition. (Gütersloh: Verlagshaus, 1994), p. 177. 
493 DBWE 8, pp. 361-365. 
494 Ibid., p. 176. 
495 Ibid., p. 81.  Bonhoeffer described Stifter’s character ‘Witiko’ as an example of someone who was τἑλειος 
(perfect, determined, focused) rather than δἱψυχος (with two souls).  Stifter, Adalbert, Witiko (München: 
Winkler, 1949). Tödt, I and H; Feil; and Green, DBWE 6, p. 81, n. 17; cf. Kuske, Martin; and Tödt, Ilse, DBWE 4, 
p. 278, n. 93; cf. Blackhall, Eric A., Adalbert Stifter: A Critical Study (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1948), pp. 389-390 
496 DBWE 10, p. 161. 
497 DBWE 6, pp. 51, 80. 
498 DBWE 8, pp. 303-304. 
499 DBWE 8, p. 320 
500 Schiller, Friedrich, Über die ästhetische Erziehung des Menschen in einer Reihe von Briefen (1794).   
501 DB-EB, p. 41 DBWE 11, p. 395. 
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Schiller’s plays502 including Don Carlos503 and Wallensteins.504  Bonhoeffer also quotes Schiller in 

Ethik505 including in his discussion of the relationship of responsibility to Stellvertretung,506  and in 

Das Wesen der Kirche Bonhoeffer suggests that Schiller’s Die Bürgerschaft represents an example of 

the ethical concept of Stellvertretung.507  

 

Bonhoeffer’s literary interests were considerably greater than the German novelists and essayists 

mentioned.  His writings indicate an interest in classical literature and a broad spectrum of 

nineteenth and early twentieth century writers.  Commenting on his Barcelona period, Reinhart 

Staats describes Bonhoeffer enthusiastically reading ‘good religious literature’ and he mentions 

Joesph Wittig, Cervantes and Georges Bernanos.508  It is evident from his writings that Bonhoeffer’s 

interest in fictional literature was more than a recreational activity and that he was convinced of the 

pedagogical potential of fiction,509 including Wittig’s Leben Jesu in Palästina (1925). 510   Although he 

acknowledged that there was not much of Luther or Schuldogmatismus (Catholic scholastic 

dogmatism) in Wittig’s novel he thought it demonstrated an ‘uninhibited theological element’ 

reminiscent of mystical literature.511  In the ‘distressful’ pastoral situations he encountered in 

Barcelona, Bonhoeffer states that he found the ‘Catholic piety’ of Leben Jesu a better guide than 

traditional Lutheran theology.512   

 

                                                                 
502 DBWE 9, p. 507 (Wilhelm Tell), DBWE 11, p. 395 (Das Glück), DBW 16, p. 129 (An die Freude ‘dieser große 
Wurf gelungen’). 
503 DBWE 9, p. 20.  
504 DBWE 15, p. 386, c.f. p. 387 note 4.  
505 DBWE 6, p. 199. Die Braut von Messina. 
506 DBW 6, p. 260, n. 53. 
507 DBWE 11, p. 296.   
508 Staats, Afterword, op. cit., p. 607. 
509 DBW 8, p. 128.  See DBW 6, p. 363. Bonhoeffer references Theodore Fontane. 
510  DBWE 10, pp. 64, 74, 77, 86.  Wittig, Joesph, Leben Jesu in Palästina, Schlesien und anderswo (Moers: 
Brendow, 1998, orig. pub. 1927).  A reconstruction of the historical life of Jesus; cf. ESGA 3, n.5. 
511 DBWE 10, p. 87. 
512 Ibid. 
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A feature of Guardini’s writings and lectures was his appreciation for fictional literature in 

theological discourse and this may have provided a stimulus for Bonhoeffer.  However, Bonhoeffer’s 

experience at Union Theological Seminary and his encounter with Reinhold Niebuhr was certainly 

significant in this regard. 

 

Bonhoeffer arrived in New York in September 1930 for a year of post-doctoral studies at Union and, 

as one of the three Sloane fellows, he was free to choose which course to follow.513 In addition to 

classes on dogmatics and philosophy of religion he took Niebuhr’s courses: ‘Ethical Viewpoints in 

Modern Literature’ and ‘Ethical Interpretations of Current Events’.514 In the spring of 1931 

Bonhoeffer attended Niebuhr’s literature seminars.  These included ‘War Literature’, ‘Negro 

Literature’, and the relevance of literature to ethics.515 Niebuhr’s seminars explored pacifism, 

sacrifice, suffering, ‘clericalism’ and religion and Bonhoeffer was obliged to write an essay on each 

book discussed.516  Niebuhr’s own writings and sermons are consistently illustrated with examples 

from fiction and It is notable that, after his return to Germany, there is an increase in the number of 

literary references and quotations that occur in Bonhoeffer’s writings and lectures.517   

 

A commitment to the pedagogical function of fiction is confirmed through Bonhoeffer’s teaching and 

writing at Finkenwalde.  Otto Dudzus, who participated in the fourth Finkenwalde session in 1937 

(summer) and in the fifth ‘illegal’ session (1937-38), described Sunday as the day when Bonhoeffer 

encouraged the seminarians to address any gaps in their ‘literary education’.  Dudzus records that 

Bonhoeffer encouraged the seminarians to read Annette von Droste-Hülshoff’s Judenbuche, the 

                                                                 
513 DBWE 10, p. 265. 
514 Ibid., pp. 420-438; cf. Green, Clifford, ‘Bonhoeffer’s Courses and Ethics Readings at Union Theological 
Seminary, 1930/31, in: Dietrich Bonhoeffer Jahrbuch 3, op. cit., pp. 45-47. 
515 DBWE 10, pp. 420-427. 
516 DB-EB, p. 161. 
517 Rasmussen, Larry, ‘The Ethics of Responsible Action’, in: The Cambridge Companion to Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 
ed. John W. de Gruchy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 215. 
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novels of Gottfried Keller, Stifter and the novels of Bernanos. 518  Bonhoeffer also thought that the 

writings of Gotthelf, Goethe and Schiller provided good examples of a ‘clear and objective style’ for 

homiletics.519  However, for pastoral counselling Bonhoeffer drew attention to the novels of 

Bernanos.520  Bethge writes that Bonhoeffer ‘never tired of recommending [Bernanos] to his 

Finkenwaldians’.521  Bonhoeffer was particularly impressed by Bernanos’ Tagebuch eines 

Landpfarrers,522  but in his lectures he also recommended Bernanos’ Der Abtrünnige523 and Die 

Sonne Satans.524   

 

Given the variety of literature that Bethge mentions in his ‘Tegel list’, most of which is not 

referenced by Bonhoeffer in his correspondence, it is reasonable to give attention to the literature 

that is mentioned in his writings and the recommendations he makes.  Furthermore, fiction has a 

capacity for ‘truth bearing’ that is not necessarily available to academic text books. 

 

In his study of Dostoevsky, Rowan Williams compares two approaches to faith: one which 

approaches faith in terms of functionality or as a system, and another which understands faith 

mystically or intuitively.525  According to Williams, faith understood in a non-systematised way is 

‘deeply related’ to fiction because both provide the possibility ‘to affirm something other than the 

world of plain facts and obvious accounts of them, the world of mathematical closure’.526  It is 

notable that Bonhoeffer also described his own theological approach as intuitive rather than 

systematic. 527   

                                                                 
518 DBWE 14, pp. 26-27. 
519 Ibid., p. 507. 
520 DBWE 15, pp. 311-312. 
521 DB-EB, p. 562. 
522 Green, DBWE 10, p. 246, n. 6. 
523 Schulz, Dirk, DBWE 15, p. 312, n. 15; DB-EB, pp. 562-563. Der Abtrünnige was the combined German edition 
of L’Imposture and La Joie.  Der Abtrünnige, trans. Georg Moenius and F. von Oppeln-Bronikowski (Hellerau: 
Jakob Hegner, 1929). 
524 Fr. Sous le Soleil de Satan (Eng. Under Satan’s Sun). 
525 Williams, Rowan, Dostoevsky. Language, Faith and Fiction (London: Continuum, 2008), pp. 46, 48. 
526 Ibid. 
527 DBWE 8, p. 425. 
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Williams’ recognition of the importance of fiction to faith is relevant to this discussion because of the 

nature of vicarious suffering, which according to Guardini, was not a ‘rationalistic’ concept but 

‘intuitive’.528  According to Menke Der Stellvertretungsbegriff cannot be categorised and it is not just 

a ‘Schlüsselwort’ or a ‘Grundkategorie’: ‘[Stellvertretung] refers to a mystery that cannot be easily 

comprehended’ and requires an ‘encounter’.529  Fiction according to Williams can facilitate this.  It is 

of note that the effect of Bernanos’ novels on Bonhoeffer is described by Bethge as ‘disturbing’ and 

an emotional experience of ‘intimacy’. 530   

 

Unusually, Bonhoeffer encouraged his parents to read Bernanos’ Unter der Sonne Satans.  Karl, his 

father, wrote to Bonhoeffer (October 1930) describing the novel as ‘very interesting’ and 

‘extraordinarily vivid.  He admitted that there were aspects of the novel he didn’t understand but 

that Bernanos was suggesting that intellectual comprehension was far less important than mystical 

entry into a kind of different state of consciousness.531  His father described Unter as representing a 

‘modern or medieval Catholic mysticism’.532 

 

A consensus exists in the scholarship that ‘vicarious suffering’ represents a dominant motif in 

Bernanos’ literature.533  Bonhoeffer’s ‘description’ of Stellvertretung in Sanctorum Communio is 

notable:  Stellvertretung is not a description of human ‘solidarity’,534 or ‘an ethical possibility or 

standard’ but a ‘theological concept’, and an expression of divine love.535 

 

                                                                 
528 Guardini, The Church and the Catholic, op. cit., p. 11. 
529 Menke, Stellvertretung, op. cit., p. 456. My translation. 
530 DB-EB, pp. 139-140, 562-563. 
531 DBWE 10, p. 246. 
532 Ibid. 
533 See section below: ‘Georges Bernanos’. 
534 DBWE 1, p. 156. 
535 Ibid., p. 156. 
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Bernanos’ Die Sonne Satans was published in Germany in 1927 and Der Abtrünnige in 1929.  Bethge 

describes Bonhoeffer’s encounter with Bernanos’ fiction as ‘the most intimate event that we know 

of during this [early] period’.536  Not only did Bernanos have a lasting impact on Bonhoeffer but, 

according to Bethge, it was his friend’s interest in Catholicism which led him to this French Catholic 

novelist. 537    

 

However, Bernanos was not unique in exploring and describing ‘vicarious suffering’ through fiction.  

Bernanos’ novels are part of a literary phenomenon called ‘Literatur der Stellvertretung’, not only 

because of the exploration of vicarious suffering as a literary motif, but also because this represents 

a defining characteristic of that literature. 

 

Literatur der Stellvertretung 

Menke,538 Balthasar539 and Saward540 all indicate the importance to theology of Literatur der 

Stellvertretung and the studies by Richard Burton,541 Stephen, Schloesser542 and Richard Griffiths543 

all confirm vicarious suffering as an important feature of the fictional literature of this period.   

 

Among the French writers associated with vicarious suffering or réversibilité des mérites are Thérèse 

of Lisieux, Léon Bloy (1846-1917), Jules-Amédée Barbey d’Aurévilly (1808-1889), Paul Claudel (1868-

1955), Joris-Karl Huysmans (1848-1907), Louis Massignon (1883-1962), Georges Bernanos (1888-

                                                                 
536 DB-EB, p. 140. 
537 Ibid., p. 139. 
538 Menke, Stellvertretung, pp. 23, 429-430. 
539 Balthasar, Hans Urs von, Theodramatik I, Prolegomena (Einsiedeln: Johannes, 1973), pp. 365-374. 
540 Saward, ‘A Literature of Substitution’, op. cit. pp. 179, 184-187. 
541 Burton, Holy Tears, op. cit. 
542 Schloesser, Stephen, Jazz Age Catholicism: Mystic Modernism in Postwar Paris, 1919-1933 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2005). 
543 Griffiths, Richard, The Reactionary Revolution, The Catholic Revival in French Literature 1870-1914 (London: 
Constable, 1966). 
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1948), Charles Péguy (1873-1914) and François Mauriac (1885-1970).544  Two British authors 

associated with the concept during this period are Graham Greene (1904-1991)545 and the Anglican 

Charles Williams (1886-1945).546    

 

Burton writes, ‘By suffering with and suffering for [others], individual Catholics… could participate in 

their joint redemption’.547  Griffiths describes vicarious suffering as founded on the doctrines of the 

communion of saints and on a theology of co-redemption:  

When God’s divine majesty is offended by the words and actions of unrepentant sinners the 

Catholic sees it as possible for a good Christian, by means of prayer or physical and moral 

suffering, to restore the balance in a compensatory manner.548   

 

According to Griffiths the suffering of the Christian is in imitation ‘and to a certain extent 

supplementing the sufferings of Christ on the cross’ and they are endured for ‘the expiation of the 

sins of all mankind’.549  

 

The possibility of offering suffering for others is also a feature of the writings of the Russian 

Orthodox Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821-1881).  Dostoevsky’s influence on Bonhoeffer is discussed below 

but Bonhoeffer’s first encounter with Literatur der Stellvertretung, as evidenced from his writings, 

was Bernanos’ fiction. 

                                                                 
544 Evans, Howard, ‘French Christian Thought’, in: The Oxford Companion to Christian Thought. Intellectual, 
Spiritual and Moral Horizons, ed. Adrian Hastings, Alistair Mason, and Hugh Pyper (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2000), p. 253; Griffiths, The Reactionary Revolution, op. cit., pp. 149-222; The Pen and The Cross: 
Catholicism and English Literature, 1850-2002 (Continuum, 2010), p. 162; Burton, Holy Tears, op. cit. p. xiv. 
545 Jones, Graham C., ‘Graham Greene and the Legend of Péguy’, in: Comparative Literature, 21 (1969), pp. 
138-145; Bosco, Mark, Graham Greene’s Catholic Imagination (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 41-
42. Griffiths, The Pen and the Cross, op. cit., pp. 169-172.   Griffiths suggests that Greene explores vicarious 
suffering in: The Potting Shed and The Power and the Glory.  Griffiths, The Reactionary Revolution, op. cit., p. 
359. 
546 Sherry, Patrick, ‘The Novel’, in: The Oxford Companion to Christian Thought, eds.  Adrian Hastings, Hugh 
Pyper, Alistair Mason (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 490.      
547 Burton, Holy Tears, op. cit., p. xvii. 
548 Griffiths, The Reactionary Revolution, op. cit., pp. 156-157. 
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Georges Bernanos 

It is evident from Bonhoeffer’s writings that the novels of Bernanos were important.  Clifford Green 

has suggested that a study of Bernanos would provide ‘a useful contribution’ to Bonhoeffer 

scholarship550 and, significantly for this discussion, Green states that the Christ that Bernanos 

presents in his fiction was the ‘un-Lutheran’ Christ of the ‘Catholic sacrificial and sacramental 

tradition’.551   

 

Bethge also acknowledges the importance of Bernanos’ novels to Bonhoeffer.552  The discovery of 

Bernanos’ fiction was so significant that, not only did Bonhoeffer attempt to interest his father, 

Bernanos’ literature was also a regular feature of literary discussions in Bonhoeffer’s family home.553    

 

Bernanos’ fiction has been described as a ‘meditation on Christ’, either as a child, in poverty and 

abasement, or in his Passion.554  His novels also provide  a social commentary and his Tagebuch 

includes a condemnation of ‘den heidnischen Staat’.555  Other Christian ‘themes’ which can be 

identified in Bernanos’ writings include eschatology and the final victory of good over evil, the call to 

discipleship and personal sanctification, the sanctorum communio, purification through physical 

trials, the importance of confession, childhood, spirituality and the Church as the instrument for the 

                                                                 
550 Green, Bonhoeffer: A Theology of Sociality, op. cit. p. 148, n. 94. 
551 Ibid. 
552 DB-EB, pp. 139-140, 562-563. 
553 DBWE 10, p. 596. 
554 Curran, Beth Kathryn, Touching God: The Novels of Georges Bernanos in the Films of Robert Bresson (New 
York: Lang, 2006), p. 5.    
555 Bernanos, Georges, Tagebuch eines Landpfarrers (Freiburg: Johannes, 2007), p. 275. 
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redemption of the world.556  However, it is the theme of vicarious suffering that dominates557 and is 

his central motif.558  

 

Vicarious suffering is evident in Der Abtrünnige, where the priest Chevance takes upon himself the 

responsibility for Cenabre's apostasy which is then assumed by Chevance’s young friend Chantal.  In 

Bernanos’ novels it is not only priests who can function vicariously, although all of Bernanos’ central 

priest characters can be interpreted in terms of Stellvertretung.559  In a letter to Ruth Roberta 

Stahlberg (March 1940) Bonhoeffer asks whether she knew of Bernanos’ writings.560  According to 

Bonhoeffer, the words of Bernanos’ priests ‘carry weight’ because they come ‘from daily personal 

intimacy with the crucified Jesus Christ’.561 

 

Most of Bernanos’ Tagebuch is written in the first-person narrative of a diary.  The novel’s main 

character, the curé, describes taking on the sins and concerns of others: ‘Durch die Seelen leiden’.562 

By the end of the novel he has assumed the ‘cancer’ of his parish and is terminally ill.563 Aware of his 

vicarious suffering the curé describes himself as having been nailed to a cross by his congregation, 

but it is Christ’s acting through the priest that brings salvation. The curé is described as a ‘precarious 

shelter’ where sinners can come and find rest, and this in the novel is described as one of the 

                                                                 
556 Balthasar, Hans Urs von, Bernanos: An Ecclesial Existence, trans. Erasmo Leiva-Merikakis (San Francisco: 
Ignatius, 1996), p. 246. 
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Queen's University Press: 2007), pp. 103-104. 
558 Beaumont, Ernest, ‘Georges Bernanos, 1888-1948’, in: The Novelist as Philosopher: Studies in French Fiction 
1935-1960, ed. John Cruickshank (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1962), pp. 39-40; Kellogg, Gene, The Vital 
Tradition: The Catholic Novel in a Period of Convergence (Chicago: Loyola University Press, 1970); Balthasar, 
Bernanos, op. cit.; Sherry, Patrick, ‘The Arts of Redemption’, in: Faithful Performances: Enacting Christian 
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‘mysterious aspects of the Communion of Saints’.564 In his confrontation with the malicious, 

scheming Chantal the curé says that he will answer her soul for his: ‘eine Seele für die andere’.565  

 

The curé brings hope and healing to various people, including the lapsed Priest Dufréty, for whom 

the curé becomes a Stellvertreter.566  The curé’s death is in Dufréty’s home and his final words are an 

expression of a personal reconciliation and acceptance of the mystery of God’s ‘die Gnade der 

Gnaden’ demonstrated in the love and the mystery of his suffering.  The curé describes himself as 

part of the suffering Body of Christ.567 

 

Bernanos’ understanding of vicarious suffering was linked to his belief in the existence of a 

metaphysical reality which he believed ‘enfolds’ the physical, so that sacrifice and love, undertaken 

in the material world, affect spiritual realities.568  In Bernanos’ final novels, including Tagebuch, 

vicarious suffering becomes less prescriptive and more mysterious and intuitive.569  The last words of 

the curé in Tagebuch are associated with Thérèse of Lisieux: ‘Was macht das schon aus?  Alles ist 

Gnade’ 570 (Qu’ est-ce que cela fait? Tout est grâce).   

 

In addition to the novels mentioned in DBW, Bonhoeffer’s library also included two of Bernanos’ 

historical biographies: Johanna: Ketzerin und Heilige 571 and Der heilige Dominikus.572   

As with any of the literature favoured by Bonhoeffer, Bernanos’ influence is not necessarily 

restricted to the few references and the occasional acknowledgements in DBW, however effusive.  
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In 1931 Bonhoeffer composed two texts which may have been intended for a novel and Ferdinand 

Schlingensiepen considers that these drama fragments bear comparison to Bernanos’ novels in their 

style and content.573  Green described Bonhoeffer’s encounter with the novels of Bernanos as 

‘personal’ and ‘profound’574 and, although Bonhoeffer does not reference Bernanos in Nachfolge, 

Green believes that Bernanos’ influence on Bonhoeffer is particularly evident here and he describes 

Nachfolge as presenting ‘the un-Lutheran [and Catholic] commanding Christ of the Sermon on the 

Mount’.575  Green also believes that an allusion to Bernanos’ Tagebuch is evident in Bonhoeffer’s 

prison fiction.576   

 

Further consideration of Bernanos’ influence on Bonhoeffer is provided in Part Three, however, 

Bernanos was not the only writer to explore vicarious suffering in the literature that Bonhoeffer 

references.  A writer who has been compared to Bernanos is Fyodor Dostoevsky. 577  Rowan Williams 

suggests that the ‘sharing and exchange of suffering’, as presented in the novels of Dostoevsky, 

represents the ‘foundation of a renewed human community’.  Williams writes: 

… although Dostoevsky does not directly quote the biblical injunction to ‘carry each other’s 

burdens’ (Gal. 6: 2), his concept of responsibility is almost unimaginable without the 

theological underpinning of a model of corporate life in which the basic image was to do 

with the sharing and exchange of suffering …578 

 

 

 

                                                                 
573 DBWE 11, pp. 394-396.  Schlingensiepen, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, op. cit., p. 96. 
574 Green, Bonhoeffer: A Theology of Sociality, op. cit., p. 148, n. 94. 
575 Ibid. 
576 Bethge, Renate; Tödt, Ilse; and Green, DBWE 7, p. 40, n. 7. 
577 Hatzfeld, Helmut A., ‘The Growth of the French Revival’, in: Renascence, Fall (1948), p. 24; Royal, Robert, A 
Deeper Vision: The Catholic Intellectual Tradition in the Twentieth Century (San Francisco: Ignatius, 2015), p. 
488. 
578 Williams, Dostoevsky, op. cit., p. 181. 
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The German Dostoevsky Renaissance 

Dostoevsky was one of the most popular authors in Germany during the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries.  His Memoiren aus einem Totenhaus was first published in Germany in 1864, 

followed in 1882 by Schuld und Sühne, which was first published as Rodion Raskolnikow.579  In 1906 

Piper Verlag began publishing the twenty-two volume Dostoevsky’s Sämtliche Werke which were the 

editions known to Bonhoeffer.  Between 1920 and 1922, 500,000+ copies of Dostoevsky’s works 

were published demonstrating his popularity.580     

 

With the Christian ideal of filial love as a foundation Dostoevsky explored in his novels the moral life 

of humanity, including interrelated ethical themes:  

altruism, egoism, and their relations to good and evil; the impossibility of perfect adherence 

to the moral ideal; the role of consciousness, suffering and sacrifice in moral life; the 

relationship between freedom, moral responsibility, and environmental influences; and the 

defects of utilitarianism as an ethical and social theory. 581 

 

Nietzsche, who described the Russian novelist as ‘masterful’,582 was among the many different 

philosophers, writers, and artists during this period who looked to Dostoevsky as a source of 

inspiration.583  

                                                                 
579 Schuld und Sühne is known in English as Crime and Punishment. Schuld can be translated guilt or trespass 
and Sühne carries the idea of atonement and/or expiation.  In Russian, the novel is Prestuplenie i nakazanie 
(Преступление и наказание).  Prestuplenie means a ‘stepping over’ or transgression and ‘nakazanie’ is related 
to ‘reparation’.  An understanding of trespass and expiation was therefore included in the original title of the 
novel, in both the German and Russian.  In modern German translations the title of the book is Verbrechen und 
Strafe and it therefore follows the less accurate English Crime and Punishment. 
580 Tolstaya, Katya, Kaleidoscope: F. M. Dostoevsky and Early Dialectical Theology, trans. Anthony Runia, ed. 
Frank Bestebreurtje (Leiden: Brill, 2013), p. 184. 
581 Scanlan, James P., Dostoevsky the Thinker (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2002), p. 11.  
582 Nietzsche, Friedrich, Götzen-Dämmerung (1889), p. 31; Nietzsche, Friedrich, Werke, Vol. 2 (Münich: Hanser, 
1960), p. 1021. 
583 Publications about Dostoevsky during this period included: Wemer Mahrholz’s Dostojewski: Ein Weg zum 
Menschen, zum Werk, zum Evangelium, Jolan Neufeld’s Dostojewski: Skizze einer Psychoanalyse and Theodor 
Haecker’s Der Pfeil im Fleisch.  There were also ‘Dostoevsky’ films made including a 1920’s version of Die 
Brüder Karamasow and various versions of Schuld und Sühne. The expressionist Erich Heckel produced 
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It is not just the quality of his writing or the subjects addressed by Dostoevsky which might explain 

his significance. The German Dostoevsky ‘Renaissance’ coincided with the post-First War economic 

collapse, and Dostoevsky’s literary explorations of suffering and sacrifice potentially spoke to a 

society in transition and crisis.584   

 

According to Dostoevsky, to love is to suffer and to accept responsibility for personal sin and to take 

responsibility for the sins of others.  For Dostoevsky this was the only appropriate response to the 

perennial problem of evil – ‘Only suffering can answer suffering’.585  This was redolent of 

Bonhoeffer’s understanding as expressed in Nachfolge: ‘…in community with the suffering of Jesus 

Christ, suffering is overcome by suffering’.586  This interpretation of Dostoevsky by Bonhoeffer was, 

however, not the one he initially took.  Bonhoeffer’s initial appraisal of Dostoevsky demonstrates 

similarities to that of Eduard Thurneysen, whom Bonhoeffer described as one of the ‘Olympians’ of 

dialectical theology.587 

 

Dostoevsky and Dialectical Theology 

The importance of Dostoevsky to Barth’s Der Römerbrief is recognised in the literature and Barth 

depended initially on Thurneysen’s analysis of Dostoevsky.588  Thurneysen presented his Dostojewski 

                                                                 
paintings based on the Dostoevsky novels and other important artists who illustrated the Dostoevsky novels 
included Alfred Kubin who illustrated the Piper edition, Walter Becker, Max Burkhartz, Willi Geiger, Walter 
Herricht, Bruno Krauskopf, Lasar Segall and Marta Worringer; cf. Lang, Lothar, Expressionist Book Illustrators in 
Germany, 1907-1927, trans. Janet Seligman (Boston: New York Graphic Society, 1976), pp. 28, 162-163, 217ff.    
584 Lane, Sonja, ‘Deutsche Dostojewski-Inflation’, in: Slawische Rundschau 3 (1931), p. 196. 
585 Wood, Ralph C., ‘Dostoevsky on Evil as a Perversion of Personhood: A Reading of Ivan Karamazov and the 
Grand Inquisitor’, in Dostoevsky’s Polyphonic Talent, ed. Joe E. Barnhart (Lanham: University Press of America, 
2005), p. 19. 
586 DBWE 4, p. 90. 
587 DBWE 11, p. 49. 
588 Karl Barth-Eduard Thurneysen, Briefwechsel Band I 1913-1921 (Zürich: Theologischer Verlag, 1973), pp. 71-
72; cf. Boyd, Ian R., Dogmatics among the Ruins. German Expressionism and the Enlightenment as Contexts for 
Karl Barth’s Theological Development (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2004). 



92 
 

in April 1921 in Switzerland at the Aarauer Studentenkonferenz.589  Thurneysen believed that 

Dostoevsky was seeking to emphasise the gulf between man and the God ‘who dwells in 

unapproachable light’.590 In Thurneysen’s reading of Dostoevsky ‘all attempts to storm heaven fail’591 

because of human sinfulness and depravity.  The repeated refrain in Die Brüder Karamasow of 

mutual responsibility592 became in Thurneysen’s interpretation an admission of ‘the great solidarity 

of sin’.593  

 

The emphasis by Thurneysen upon human depravity and God’s transcendence as an interpretive 

methodology is particularly focused on his reading of Dostoevsky’s character Ivan Karamazov.594 In 

Thurneysen’s analysis Ivan was simultaneously the grand inquisitor and the devil, and the ‘gulf’ 

between God and humanity was ‘darkness’.  According to Thurneysen’s Dostoevsky there was no 

hope in a religion or in the Church,595  in the cultural atheism of the West, or in the Russian Christ, 

which Thurneysen described as a ‘grotesque aberration of Dostoevsky’s’.596   

 

Thurneysen describes Dostoevsky’s character Raskolnikoff from Schuld und Sühne as a 

demonstration of God’s aseity.597  He also points out that ‘the locale[s] of most of Dostoevsky’s 

novels are - dark alleys, narrow rooms, dubious taverns, brothels, and prisons… [and] dark 

                                                                 
589 Thurneysen, Eduard, Dostojewski (München: Christian Kaiser, 1921); Eng. Dostoevsky, trans. Keith R. Crim 
(Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 1964). Thurneysen’s study refers to a number of previous studies, including: Hermann 
Hesse: Blick ins Chaos (Bern, 1920), Stefan Zweig: Drei Meister (Inselverlag, 1920), Karl Nötzel: Dostojewski und 
Wir (München, 1920), A. L. Wolynski: Das Reich der Karamasow (München, 1920) and Das Buch vom grossen 
Zorn (Frankfurt, 1905). 
590 Thurneysen, Dostojewski, op. cit., p. 78. 
591 Ibid., p. 43. 
592 Dostoevsky, Fyodor The Brothers Karamazov, ed. Susan McReynolds Oddo, trans. Constance Garnett, and 
revised Ralph E. Matlaw and Susan McReynolds Oddo (New York: Norton & Co., 2011), pp. 146, 250, 499, 257-
258, 261, 276. 
593 Thurneysen, Dostojewski, op. cit., p. 70. 
594 Brazier, Paul H., Barth and Dostoevsky. A Study of the Influence of the Russian Writer Fyodor Mikhailovich 
Dostoevsky on the Development of the Swiss Theologian Karl Barth, 1915-1922 (Colorado Springs: Paternoster, 
2008), p. 189. 
595 Thurneysen, Dostojewski, p. 67.  According to Thurneysen this was primarily the Catholic Church. 
596 Ibid., p. 83. 
597 Ibid., pp. 19-20.  Italics in the original. 
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corners’.598 Barth asked whether it was not ‘shameful’ that this ‘truth’ had to be retold by 

Dostoevsky599 and he states that neither version of his commentaries on Romans would have been 

possible without his acquaintance with Dostoyevsky.600  There are more references to Dostoevsky in 

Römerbrief II than to any other writer.601  It is Dostoevsky’s criticism of religion according to 

Thurneysen’s analysis which is considered by Paul Brazier to be the primary influence on Barth in the 

revised Römerbrief. 602  In Römerbrief II Dostoevsky is described as a prophet, commended for his 

clear-sightedness, and in his critique of the religious perspective he is compared to Luther.603   

 

However, Thurneysen was critical of Dostoevsky’s interpretation of suffering:  

In the pretentious attitude of the martyr, Dostoevsky saw only the titanic gesture of the man 

who ultimately is seeking for himself even when he sacrifices himself. 604  

 

Contrary to Thurneysen’s interpretation Dostoevsky was fundamentally concerned with the 

potential vicarious nature of suffering.  This important perspective was overlooked by Thurneysen 

and subsequently by Barth.  As Romano Guardini was later to point out, Thurneysen imposed his 

own preconceived theological agenda onto Dostoevsky605 and, when this did not work, Thurneysen 

criticised Dostoevsky606 or labelled him ‘cryptic’ and mysterious.607  Bonhoeffer’s writings 

demonstrate that he came to ‘adopt’ Guardini’s alternative interpretation. 

 

                                                                 
598 Thurneysen, Dostojewski, op. cit., p. 15. 
599 Barth, Karl, ‘Der römische Katholizismus als Frage an die protestantische Kirche’, in: Die Theologie und 
Kirche (München: Kaiser, 1928), pp. 356-7.  
600 Barth, Karl, How I Changed my Mind, ed. J. D. Godsey (Richmond: John Knox, 1966), p. 21.  
601 Brazier provides a comparison of the different theologians and authors referenced in Römerbrief and a 
summary of the Dostoevsky references.  Brazier, Barth and Dostoevsky op. cit., pp. 173, 175, 187.   
602 Ibid. p. 17.  Brazier follows Thurneysen’s understanding of Dostoevsky’s soteriology.  Ibid., pp. 73-75, 87ff. 
603 Ibid., pp. 117, 238, 505. 
604 Thurneysen, Dostojewski, op. cit., p. 80. (italics in the original).    
605 Guardini, Romano, Religiöse Gestalten in Dostojewskijs Werk, Studien über den Glauben, 49 (Mainz-
Paderborn: Grünewald und Schöningh, 1989), pp. 137-138. 
606 Thurneysen, Dostojewski, op. cit., p. 83. 
607 Ibid., p. 29. 
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Bonhoeffer and Dostoevsky 

Bonhoeffer’s first encounter with Dostoevsky is unknown.  Richard Widmann in March 1926 wrote 

encouraging Bonhoeffer to read Zossima’s talks in Karamasow and to consider the significance of 

both Myshkin’s ‘confessions’ and the experience of Myshkin with children as portrayed in Der 

Idiot.608  Whether Bonhoeffer needed this encouragement is uncertain but, according to Bethge, he 

‘plunged into Dostoevsky’.609  

 

It is not surprising that Bonhoeffer was affected by the German Dostoevsky Renaissance and, 

although specific references to Dostoevsky are not numerous, there are indications in his writings of 

Die Brüder Karamasow, Schuld und Sühne, Der Idiot, and Memoiren aus einem Totenhaus. 

 

Bonhoeffer’s enthusiasm is evident in his recommendation of Karamasow to Wilhelm Dreier.610  

Later, another of Bonhoeffer’s acquaintances, Helmut Rößler, wrote to Bonhoeffer in February 1931 

regarding aspects of Karamasow.611  An indication of Dostoevsky’s significance is von Hase’s 

description of regular Sunday afternoon discussions at the Bonhoeffer house where ‘Dostoevsky and 

the Russian philosophers of religion’ were prominent. 612   

 

In his lecture Jesus Christus und vom Wesen Christentums (Barcelona, December 1928) Bonhoeffer 

quotes the passage in Karamasow which describes the inquisitor’s interrogation of Jesus. 613  Here 

Bonhoeffer emphasises the absolute sovereignty of God and that an ‘unbridgeable’ chasm exists: 

‘Human knowledge of God remains precisely that: human, limited, relative, anthropomorphic 

knowledge’. 614   In this interpretation of Karamasow he follows Thurneysen and he suggests that 

                                                                 
608 DBWE 9, p. 155. 
609 DB-EB, pp. 69, 951, n. 67.  Stein’s response was similar:  CWES 2, p. 50. 
610 DBWE 9, p. 131. 
611 DBWE 10, p. 286. 
612 Ibid., p. 596. 
613 DBW 10, p. 311/ DBWE 10, pp. 349-350. 
614 Ibid., p. 353. 
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examples of faithful discipleship are not Nietzsche’s ‘Übermensch’ but vulnerable children, and the 

essence of Christianity concerns the sovereignty of God, a God who is ‘the eternally other’ and 

distant from the world. 615  However, this is also the God who travels to where human beings are, 

where they are ‘nothing’: to the ‘eternally disregarded’, the ‘insignificant’, ‘the weak, ignoble, 

unknown’ and the ‘oppressed and despised’ that God appears.616  According to Bonhoeffer it is from 

people such as the fictional character Raskolnikov in Schuld und Sühne that God’s light pours forth.617   

 

In a lecture he gave as Privatdozent on Die Geschichte der systematischen Theologie des 20. 

Jahrhunderts (November 1931) Bonhoeffer describes his social context and the effects on individuals 

and society of social dissolution: the ‘façade’ of civilisation, people ‘trapped in finitude’, the idolatry 

of ‘belief in progress’ and the deceptive ‘pride of citizenship’.  According to Bonhoeffer this analysis 

reflects that of significant social critics and artists including Nietzsche, the paintings of Wilhelm 

Busch and van Gogh, the plays of Strindberg and Ibsen, and the novels of Dostoevsky.618   

 

According to Wolf-Dieter Zimmermann, Bonhoeffer refers to Dostoevsky in his lecture Das Wesen 

der Kirche lectures (Berlin, summer semester, 1932).  Schuld und Sühne is mentioned in a discussion 

of sin, confession and Stellvertretung.619  However, in his Christologie lectures (1933) Bonhoeffer 

demonstrates an interpretation of Dostoevsky sympathetic to Guardini’s analysis.   

 

Guardini was one of the first Catholic theologians to analyse Dostoevsky’s writings and after his 

arrival at Berlin in 1923, and following the advice of Max Scheler, he produced a succession of 

lectures and publications on the Russian novelist.620  His first article, a review of Der Idiot, appeared 

                                                                 
615 Ibid., pp. 350-352. 
616 Ibid., p. 354. 
617 Ibid. 
618 DBWE 11, pp. 180-181, 222; cf.  Guardini, Dostojewskijs, op. cit., p. 208. 
619 DBWE 11, p. 327. 
620 Gerl, Hannah-Barbara, Romano Guardini 1885-1968, Leben und Werk (Mainz: Matthias-Grünewald, 1987), 
p. 105. 
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in 1925.621  Guardini’s university lectures on ‘Die religiöse Existenz bei Dostojewskij’ were published 

in 1932 as Der Mensch und der Glaube. Versuche über die religiöse Existenz in Dostojewskijs großen 

Romanen.  This was later revised and given the title Religiöse Gestalten in Dostojewskijs Werk, 

Studien über den Glauben. 622  Bonhoeffer owned Guardini’s 1939 publication but his ‘encounter’ 

with Guardini’s ‘Dostoevsky interpretation’ probably preceded this.   

 

Given Guardini’s profile at Berlin, it is not unreasonable to suggest that Bonhoeffer’s contact with 

Guardini and his writings occurred earlier when they were contemporaries at the university.  

Furthermore, it is evident that Bonhoeffer was aware of Guardini’s Vom Geist der Liturgie and of 

Guardini’s ecclesial emphasis on the organic nature of the Body of Christ.623  In his Dostojewskij 

Guardini indicates his acceptance of Dostoevsky’s criticism of the Church when it attempts to 

transform the relationship between God and humanity into a system that seeks to organise and 

guarantee salvation.624   

 

In the Christologie lectures Bonhoeffer suggests that Myshkin, Dostoyevsky’s central character of 

Der Idiot, demonstrates Christ-like characteristics.625  In contrast, Thurneysen thought Myshkin, 

although Dostoevsky’s ‘most profound creation’,626 was ‘completely cryptic’.627 For Thurneysen, 

Myshkin confirmed the limits of human wisdom and understanding and his interpretation of Der 

Idiot was consistent with his understanding of all of Dostoevsky’s novels: God’s absolute sovereignty 

and the depravity, powerlessness and need of humanity.  By contrast Guardini recognised 

Dostoevsky’s Christological emphasis and his analysis of Der Idiot was more positive.  In 

                                                                 
621 Guardini, Romano, ‘Die Schildgenossen’, in: Religiöser Ausdruck, Vol. 5 (1925), pp. 418-421. 
622 DBWE 6, p. 484.  The designation NL-Bibl. in the DBW notes indicates that a copy of the book is extant in 
Bonhoeffer’s library.  
623 Amelung, and Strohm, DBWE 11, p. 391, n. 4 
624 Guardini, Dostojewskijs, op. cit., p. 158. 
625 DBWE 12, pp. 306-307. 
626 Thurneysen, Dostojewski, op. cit., p. 25. 
627 Ibid., p. 29. 
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Dostojewskijs, Guardini quotes the passage from Der Idiot which describes Myshkin’s intervention 

during a quarrel between Ganja and his sister Warjas.  Myshkin is struck by Ganja, causing 

consternation among those present but when he tries to speak, his lips twist into a mysterious 

(rätselhaftes) smile.628  This literary description was deeply significant for Guardini629 and he believed 

that Myshkin, not only demonstrated Christ-like attributes, he was a Stellvertreter.630   

 

For Dostoevsky Christ was ‘the centre of gravity’631 and in his discussion of Karamasow, Guardini 

stresses this centrality.632 Bonhoeffer recommended Karamasow to his students at Finkenwalde,633 

and in his lectures on pastoral care (12th February 1936) he stressed that both the Christian 

counsellor and those seeking care stand together before God with empty hands.  It is then in the 

context of a discussion of the mutual confession of sin that he mentions Dostoevsky.  Zimmermann’s 

lecture notes reference Karamasow. 634  Bonhoeffer also suggests that Alyosha from Karamasow and 

Myshkin from Der Idiot both provide models for the pastor.635 In his Finkenwalde lectures it is no 

longer the verbal challenge of Ivan and the problem of human sin that Bonhoeffer highlights but, as 

in Guardini’s analysis, the love and witness of Alyosha and the Christ-like witness of Myshkin.   

 

The editors of Ethik suggest that Guardini was among the positive Catholic influences for Bonhoeffer 

and that this is shown in the importance Bonhoeffer gives to Randgestalten (marginal figures) and in 

Guardini’s interpretation of the Grand Inquisitor.636  Bonhoeffer’s working notes on Ethik (notes no. 

59 and 61) mention Ivan Karamasow and Randgestalten.  ‘Randgestalten’ describes Mary 

                                                                 
628 Dostojewski, Fjodor, Der Idiot, trans. Hermann Röhl (Köln: Anaconda, 2009), p. 181.  Eng.: The Idiot, trans. 
David McDuff (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 2004), p. 137. 
629 Guardini, Dostojewskijs, op. cit., pp. 338-340. 
630 Ibid., pp. 321-322. 
631 Steiner, George, Tolstoy or Dostoevsky: An Essay in the Old Criticism, 2nd ed. (Yale University, 1996), p. 291; 
cf. Frank, Joseph, Dostoevsky, The Miraculous Years, 1865-1871 (Princeton University, 1995), p. 274. 
632 Guardini, Dostojewskijs, op. cit., pp. 151-152, 317-367. 
633 DBWE 14, p. 340, Dudzus, Otto; Genthøi, Jørgen; Tödt, Ilse; Schulz, Dirk; Henkys, Jürgen; and Anzingen, 
Herbert, p. 568, n. 31. 
634 DBWE 14, p. 568.  
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636 Tödt, I and H; Feil; and Green, DBWE 6, p. 155, n. 40.  
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Magdalene, the ‘poor’ Lazarus of Luke 16: 19-26, and the thief on the cross.  In Ethik Bonhoeffer 

states that the intention is not that the Christian become ‘ein Randgestalter’ but that he/she 

become Christ-like637 and ‘bear all things and hope all things’.638  This, according to Guardini’s 

Dostoevsky interpretation, is present in the response that Ivan refuses - the offering of oneself in 

sacrifice639- and is evident in Dostoevsky’s fictional representatives of Stellvertretung: Sonya 

Dolgorukaya, Sonya Marmeladova, the pilgrim Makar, the starets Zosima, and Alyosha 

Karamasow.640   

 

Sonya Marmeladova is Dostoevsky’s vicarious suffering presence in Schuld und Sühne. 641    Sonya’s 

protagonist, Rodion Raskolnikov, believes his ‘moral superiority’ permits him to disregard 

conventional laws and customs and he murders Alena Ivanova, an elderly pawnbroker.   Alena’s 

sister Lizaveta, a witness to his crime, is also murdered.  When Raskolnikov’s conscience becomes 

troubled, Lizaveta’s young friend Sonya encourages him to confess.  Sonya worked as a prostitute to 

support her dissolute family and, according to Walter Sokel,   

the degradation to which Sonya submitted to save her family resembled the self-sacrifice of 

the Saviour.  For her act of love, mankind ostracizes and crucifies her on the cross of shame 

and insult.  But a healing power radiates from her and nurses Raskolnikov from spiritual 

sickness slowly back to spiritual health and rebirth.642   

 

Sonya is a ‘self-sacrificing figure with an unsullied heart’.643  Guardini in Dostojewskijs describes her 

as a Mary Magdalene figure and witness to the resurrection.  The possibility of redemption offered 

                                                                 
637 DBW 6, p. 141, Green, DBWE 6, p. 150, n. 18; cf. Tödt, I and H; Feil; and Green, Afterword, DBWE 6, p. 419. 
638 DBWE 6, p. 155. 
639 Guardini, Dostojewskijs, op. cit., p. 210. 
640 Ibid., p. 180.  
641 Dostojewski, Fjodor, Schuld und Sühne, trans. Hermann Röhl (Anaconda: Köln, 2012). Crime and 
Punishment, ed. George Gibian, trans. Jessie Coulson (New York: Norton & Co., 1989). 
642 Sokel, Walter H., The Writer in Extremis: Expressionism in Twentieth-Century German Literature (Stanford, 
1959), p. 152. 
643 Wasiolek, Edward, Dostoevsky: The Major Fiction (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1964), p. 61. 
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by Sonya ‘illumines Dostoevsky’s unique Christian theology that emphasises the saving power of love 

through suffering and self-sacrifice’.644  Sonya’s love for Raskolnikov is quintessentially 

compassionate, self-sacrificial love.645  Only voluntary suffering born of love and for love, as 

exemplified by Sonya, functions vicariously for Dostoevsky.  Bonhoeffer describes such suffering as 

Das freiwillige Leiden.646  Sorkel writes: 

Suffering for Dostoevski, was not an evil to be ameliorated or abolished by social reform; it 

was a gate to salvation.  It was the imitation of Christ.  The martyred scapegoats of 

[Dostoevsky’s] society, the Marmeladovs and Sonyas, became the true successors of Christ 

on earth.647   

 

In Karamasow, Ivan is unable to understand the vicarious suffering taught by the starets Zosima and 

embodied in Alyosha.  According to Vyachesla Ivanov this perspective was described by Dostoevsky 

as proniknovenie - an ‘intuitive perspective’648 - an approach at variance with attempts at 

systematising religious experience and its interpretation.  Dostoevsky offers intuition, intimation and 

the sense that what the disciple ‘sees’ in Christ he is also called to bear. 649  This is redolent of the 

discussion above regarding the benefits of fiction as a medium to explore ethical themes. 650 

 

                                                                 
644 Charette, Caitlin C., ‘The Redemption of Vice: The Role of the Virtuous Prostitute in Dostoevsky’s Russia’, in: 
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648 Ivanov, Vyacheslav, Freedom and the Tragic Life: A Study in Dostoevsky, ed. S. Konovalov, trans. Norman 
Cameron (New York: Noonday, 1960), p. 30. 
649 Barnhart, Joe E., ‘Introduction: Hearing Voices’, in: Dostoevsky’s Polyphonic Talent, op. cit., p. xix; cf. 
Barnhart, Joe, E., ‘Rival Ideologies: Dostoevsky and the Historical Christ’, in: Dostoevsky’s Polyphonic Talent, 
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Dostoevsky’s ‘mantra’ was of shared universal responsibility651 or in Bonhoeffer’s Karamasow ‘Jeder 

von uns trägt allen gegenüber an allem Schuld, und ich mehr als alle’.652 In Karamasow people carry 

the trespass of others and it is the ‘often neglected doctrines of active love and the responsibility for 

all’ which represent the interpretive keys to Karamasow, 653  or as Bonhoeffer says in Sanctorum 

Communio: ‘Füreinander’.654 The fictional Ivan in Karamasow cannot undertake the demands of 

genuine personhood to ‘love both the world and his fellows as God does: with suffering’.655  It is a 

life of love and sacrifice exemplified and embodied in Dostoevsky’s characters Zosima and Alyosha 

and in imitation of Christ that makes genuine personhood possible.656  This is something, as Part 

Three of this thesis demonstrates, that Bonhoeffer understood.  

 

In Dostoevsky’s novels the exchanging of crosses symbolises vicarious suffering.  To receive 

another’s cross is to take a person’s burden of sin, voluntarily becoming responsible for them.  In 

Schuld und Sühne, Sonya exchanges crosses with Raskolnikoff, and in the exchange he receives the 

cross that had previously been worn by his victim Lizaveta. In Der Idiot Myshkin and the dangerous 

Rogozhin exchange crosses.  Williams writes: ‘… it is as though he has indeed taken on Rogozhin’s 

burden but cannot bear it in a way that changes things or makes responsibility possible’.657  Williams’ 

comment highlights an important aspect of vicarious suffering that Bonhoeffer was aware of: 

vicarious suffering does not offer a programme of predictable exchange as in a ‘treasury of 

merits’.658  For Bonhoeffer the certainty of a ‘return’ or purity of witness were not the primary 

criteria for faithful discipleship.  Stellvertretung meant the willingness to risk guilt and sin for others.  

                                                                 
651 Dostoevsky, Karamazov, op. cit., pp. 250, 257, 261. 
652 Karamasow, op. cit., pp. 429-430. 
653 Trepanier, Lee, ‘The Politics and Experience of Active Love in the Brothers Karamazov’, in Dostoevsky’s 
Political Thought, ed. Richard Avramenko and Lee Trepanier (Lanham: Lexington, 2013), pp. 32, 37, 40. 
654 DBW 1, p. 177. 
655 Wood, ‘Dostoevsky on Evil’, op. cit., p. 2. 
656 Ibid., p. 9; cf. Cassedy, Steven, ‘P. A. Florensky and the Celebration of Matter’, in: Russian Religious Thought, 
eds. Judith Deutsch Kornblatt and Richard F. Gustafson (Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 1996), p. 96. 
657 Williams, Dostoevsky, op. cit., p. 156. 
658 DBWE 1, p. 183. 
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Bonhoeffer asked: ‘Who stands firm?’ in the essay he wrote for several of his fellow conspirators at 

the end of 1942.  

Only the one whose ultimate standard is not his reason, his principles, conscience, freedom, 

or virtue; only the one who is prepared to sacrifice all of these when, in faith and in 

relationship to God alone, he is called to obedient and responsible action.659 

 

In Tegel, Bonhoeffer discovered the relevance to his prison experience of Dostoevsky’s Memoiren 

aus einem Totenhaus.660 He was reading Memoiren when he learnt that the assassination attempt on 

Hitler had failed but he found consolation in Dostoevsky’s emphasis on the need for hope.661    

 

Not all of Dostoevsky’s fiction provides a literary exploration of vicarious suffering and, although he 

was an important influence on Bernanos, Dostoevsky’s writings are not usually included with 

Literatur der Stellvertretung.  However, apart from Memoiren, all the Dostoevsky novels that 

Bonhoeffer mentions explore this concept.  Die Brüder Karamasow, Schuld und Sühne and Der Idiot 

all possess, as Guardini’s interpretation confirms, the necessary characteristics of Literatur der 

Stellvertretung in their literary ‘intuitive’ exploration of mutuality, responsibility, love, sacrifice, and 

suffering for others.   

 

Stellvertretung as Vicarious Suffering in German Literature 

Among the more important German authors during the early twentieth century associated with 

Literatur der Stellvertretung were Edzard Schaper (1908-1984), Reinhold Schneider (1903-1958), 

Werner Bergengruen (1892-1964), Rudolf Hagelstange (1912-1984), Albrecht Haushofer (1903-1945) 

and Gertrud von le Fort (1876-1971). 

                                                                 
659 DBWE 8, p. 40. 
660 DBWE 8, p. 474.  See DB-EB, p. 946. 
661 DBWE 8, p. 488.   
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Bergengruen was active in Catholic resistance circles662 but Bonhoeffer was not enthusiastic about 

his writings and was disappointed that his fiancée, Maria von Wedemeyer, read Bergengruen’s 

poetry.663  There is no indication that Bonhoeffer knew Hagelstange, and the writings of both 

Schaper and Haushofer only became well-known in the post-Second World War period.   

Le Fort was a friend of Stein’s and, although there is no mention of le Fort in Bonhoeffer’s writings, 

she was a central figure in the European Catholic literary revival,664 an important writer of the innere 

Emigration,665 and one of the best-selling authors in Germany during this period,666 

 

Le Fort responded to the increasing public anti-Semitism in Germany with her novel Der Papst am 

dem Ghetto (1930) which, in the style of a medieval chronicle, sympathetically tells the history of the 

Jewish family of Pier Leone.  Der Papst, as with all le Fort’s novels, presents an exploration of the 

redemptive value of suffering.667   

 

In 1931 le Fort published her best-known novel, Die Letzte am Schafott, based on the 1794 execution 

of the sixteen Carmelites of Compiègne.  The novel explores vicarious suffering and fear through the 

                                                                 
662 Klapper, John, Nonconformist Writing in Nazi Germany, The Literature of Inner Emigration (Rochester, New 
York: Camden House, 2015), pp. 111-136. 
663 DBWE 8, p. 203; cf. Gremmels, Afterword, p. 574. 
664 Newman, Barbara, ‘St. Hildegard, Doctor of the Church, and the Fate of Feminist Theology’, in: Spiritus 13 
(2013), p. 45.   
665 Those who remained in Germany after 1933 but who opposed the Nazi regime were required to ‘withdraw’ 
into an ‘innere Emigration’.  Günter Scholdt describes innere Emigration as ‘a form of writing and way of life 
among authors who disagreed with Hitler’s policies but nevertheless remained in Germany and who in their 
works published there revealed an anti-totalitarian mindset’. Quoted Klapper, Nonconformist Writing, op. cit., 
pp. 4-5. 
666 Hogan, Margaret Monahan, ‘Paradigm Lost: Gertrud Von Le Fort’s The Eternal Woman’, in: History (1933–
1948) What we Choose to Remember, eds. Margaret Monahan Hogan and James M. Lies (Portland, 2011), p. 
215.  
667 Poorthuis, Marcel, ‘Self-Sacrifice between Constraint and Redemption: Gertrud von le Fort’s The Song at the 
Scaffold’, in: Sacrifice in Modernity (Leiden: Brill, 2016), p. 249; cf. Tomko, Sacramental Realism, op. cit., p. 181; 
Klapper, Nonconformist Writing, op. cit., p. 228; La Chevallerie, Eleonore von, ‘Gertrud von le Fort and the Fear 
of Blanche de la Force’, in: Renascence 48.1 (1995), p. 21. 
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main fictional protagonist: Soeur Blanche de Jésus au Jardin de l’Agonie.668  It was the ‘Jardin de 

l’Agonie’, which Soeur Blanche experienced in Die Letzte am Schafott, which symbolized for 

Bonhoeffer faithful, suffering discipleship.669   

 

In Die Ewige Frau (1934) le Fort provides a description of ‘Religiöse Stellvertretung’ which is the ‘the 

co-operation and participation of each member of the Church in and for the redemption of all’.670  A 

key concept for le Fort, and essential to any understanding of vicarious suffering, is that of 

responsibility for others.671  Although le Fort is an important writer of ‘Literatur der Stellvertretung’ 

Bonhoeffer’s primary contact with German literature of this genre, as evidenced from his writings, 

was the poet, novelist and essayist Reinhold Schneider. 

 

Reinhold Schneider  

It was during his stay at the Benedictine monastery at Ettal and while he was working on Ethik that 

Bonhoeffer read Schneider’s Macht und Gnade: Gestalten, Bilder und Werte in der Geschichte.  

Bonhoeffer enthusiastically recommended Schneider’s book in a letter to Bethge in January 1941. 672  

Bethge was similarly enthusiastic - as was Dieter Zimmermann.673  In March 1941 Bonhoeffer visited 

the home of Rudolf and Gerty Pestalozzi in Zurich.  Gerty’s diary entry recorded Bonhoeffer’s visit 

and their discussion about Schneider’s book.674 

 

                                                                 
668 Le Fort’s Die Letzte am Schafott was adapted for the stage by Bernanos (Dialogues des Carmélites), by 
Emmet Lavery (The Song at the Scaffold), and by Francis Poulenc as an opera.   
669 DBWE 4, p. 90; DBWE 8, pp. 480, 486; DBWE 14, p. 360; DBWE 15, pp. 395-396. 
670 Le Fort, Gertrud von, Die Ewige Frau (München, 1934), p. 44 Quoted by Saward, ‘Vicarious Sacrifice’, op. 
cit., pp. 179-180. 
671 Poorthuis, ‘Self-Sacrifice’, op. cit., p. 249.; cf. O’Boyle, Gertrud von le Fort, op. cit., p. xi. 
672 DBWE 16, pp. 122, 133, 146, 150. 
673 Ibid., p. 144. 
674 Glenthøj, Kabitz and Krötke, DBWE 16, p. 171, n. 4.   
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Schneider encountered censorship, threats and harassment by the National Socialists and in August 

1933 his study of the Prussian monarchy, Die Hohenzollern: Tragik und Königtum, was banned. 675 In 

1934 Schneider discovered the existence of the concentration camp at Dachau and his response was 

Der Tröster, a story based upon the Jesuit priest and opponent of witchcraft trials Friedrich von Spee 

(1591-1635).676  Von Spee sacrifices himself to save a young female victim of a perverted and corrupt 

justice and is presented as ‘a model of representative suffering, in imitation of Christ’.677  

 

In 1938 Schneider published Las Casas vor Karl V.  Szenen aus der Konquistadorenzeit, a study of the 

confrontation between Bartolomé de las Casas and Charles V over the treatment of the indigenous 

Mexican population. 678  Las Casas represented an implicit indictment of the Nazi treatment of the 

Jews and, like his previous publications, was banned.  Schneider wrote that it was during this period 

that he felt ‘called’ from a literary life to a ‘religious-historical’ existence.679 

 

Although he experienced persistent persecution by the regime Schneider continued to write essays, 

historical short stories and poetry, and it was in 1940 that Macht und Gnade was published.  The 

editors of Ethik believe that Macht und Gnade is detectable in Bonhoeffer’s discussion of power680 

and Schneider’s book begins with the essay Die Rechtfertigung der Macht where a distinction is 

made between external power, expansive and predicated upon force, and the power of the Cross.681 

Schneider was seeking to describe the distinctive ‘powerlessness’ of the Cross. 682  It was a contrast 

between Macht and Gnade and an exploration of vicarious suffering.  Schneider wrote: 

                                                                 
675 Schneider, Verhüllter Tag (Cologne: Hegner, 1954), p. 96.  Die Hohenzöllern presented a condemnation of 
the Nazi 'ideology of blood’.  
676 Schneider, Reinhold, ‘Der Tröster’, in: Hochland 31, no. 2 (1933-34), pp. 143-59.    
677 Klapper, Nonconformist Writing, op. cit., p. 249. 
678 Schneider, Reinhold, Las Casas vor Karl V.  Szenen aus der Konquistadorenzeit (Leipzig: Insel, 1938). 
679 Schneider, Verhüllter, op. cit., p. 185. 
680 DBWE 6, p. 143, n. 39. 
681 Schneider, Verhüllter, op. cit., p. 42. 
682 Schneider, Macht und Gnade, op. cit., p. 257ff. 
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From now on… it is possible to stand in history, in the sphere of human and social guilt, 

without isolating oneself, in a mysterious act of distinction made by God, but also in a 

mysterious co-redemptive fellowship before God.683   

 

The tension between Macht and Gnade is played out, according to Schneider, in ‘The peasant girl 

from Domrémy’, Die helige Johanna, who ‘received a commission from God, carried this out and 

became its sacrifice’.684  Balthasar suggests that Schneider’s perspective allowed him to see purpose 

or direction in the chaos of history, seeing significant ‘ideas’ which shaped history as embodied in a 

few stellvertretenden existences such as Johanna. 685   

 

In the essay in Macht und Gnade: Und führe uns nicht in Versuchung, Schneider interprets 

temptation as a refusal to share in the Lord’s suffering, arguing that it is suffering which is the source 

of divine power.686 For Schneider it was Christ’s death for the sins of all humanity that demonstrated 

the efficacy of vicarious suffering and collective expiation687 but this did not absolve his followers 

from bearing their share.  Schneider wrote that the possibility of vicarious atonement exists ‘through 

the mysterious miracle of suffering’.688  Schneider believed that ‘It was because [Stellvertretung] 

exists, it suffices that some should take this suffering upon themselves, that some should go through 

the fire in the name of all’. 689 

 

Macht und Gnade was banned in 1941 and further writings by Schneider were prohibited.  H. R. 

Klieneberger believes that it was vicarious suffering which was Schneider’s persistent and repetitive 

                                                                 
683 Quoted: Balthasar, Hans Urs von, Tragedy Under Grace: Reinhold Schneider on the Experience of the West, 
trans. Brian McNeil (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1997), p. 127. 
684 Schneider, Macht und Gnade, op. cit., p. 149. 
685 Balthasar, Reinhold Schneider, Sein Weg und sein Werk, op. cit., p. 13.   
686 Schneider, Macht und Gnade, op. cit., pp. 275-282. 
687 Schneider, Der Priester im Kirchenjahr der Zeit (Freiburg: Caritas, 1946), p. 34.   
688 Ibid., p. 86. 
689 Ibid.; cf. Balthasar, Tragedy Under Grace, op. cit., p. 142. 
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‘mystical-rhetorical idiom’ and that for him the inner-personal and external-political conflict could 

ultimately only be resolved by an act of self-sacrifice.  This, according to Klieneberger, is also a 

concept which distinguishes Catholicism from Protestantism,690 and Barth might agree. 

 

Balthasar sent Barth copies of his book on Schneider: Reinhold Schneider. Sein Weg und sein Werk, 

and his biographies of Thérèse of Lisieux and Elisabeth von Dijon.  Barth commends Balthasar’s 

analysis of his theology and acknowledged the fundamental Christological centre of Balthasar’s 

oeuvre.691  However, reading Balthasar’s Schneider and the Carmelite biographies, Barth identified 

what he considered to be the dividing confessional issue:  He noted that each of Balthasar’s subjects 

were associated with a theology of vicarious suffering.  Although Barth commended the sanctity of 

lives which are ‘re-enactments of [Christ’s] being and activity’692 his concern was that they 

potentially obscure Christ.  The issue for Barth was his understanding of the doctrine of justification 

and his worry that it was absorbed into sanctification.693 Barth consistently sought to emphasise the 

sufficient and complete sacrifice of Christ, and he was concerned that any suggestion to the contrary 

was avoided.  The question is, did Bonhoeffer share Barth’s concerns?  The evidence from 

Bonhoeffer’s response to Macht und Gnade would suggest that he did not.  Bonhoeffer not only 

appreciated Schneider’s Macht und Gnade he also enjoyed Schneider’s poetry. 

 

Poetry as Resistance 

Hoffmann suggests that poetry was the principal oppositional literary medium in Germany during 

the National Socialist period because of its traditionally condensed form, the use in poetry of 

ambiguous images, and because the brevity of poetry meant that it was an easily reproduced 

                                                                 
690 Klieneberger, H. R., The Christian Writers of the Inner Emigration (The Hague and Paris: Mouton,  
1968), p. 89. 
691 CD IV/1. p. 257. See: Balthasar, Hans Urs von, Karl Barth: Darstellung und Deutung Seiner Theologie (Köln: 
Jakob Hegner, 1951). 
692 CD IV/1. p. 257. 
693 Ibid. 
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medium.  It was the sonnet that was the ‘Modeform des Widerstandes’.694  The sonnet has been 

described as ‘Typikum der antifaschistischen Kräfte’695 because of its non-German origins as an 

artistic form,696 and this was the form used by Bonhoeffer in several of his poems which are 

considered in Part Three. 697 

 

According to Hoffmann the language of poetry ‘offers the artist the opportunity to choose his 

language units and to arrange them in such a way that his work means more than it says’.698 In Grant 

Henley’s assessment it was this essential ‘ambiguous’ characteristic of the poetic form that provided 

a writer such as Bonhoeffer with the possibility of expressing dissent in a covert way.699   

 

In his introduction to a collection of essays examining Bonhoeffer’s poetry Bernd Wannenwetsch 

writes:  

[P]oetic language is of a somewhat apophatic nature, suited to express the thought that can 

hardly be thought, the insight that is only just within reach.  Poetic language is capable of 

capturing the coincidence of opposites, of expressing harmonious tensions as well as 

demarcating rapture and fracture; it withstands an interpretive unilateralism, enables risk of 

imagination while at the same time protecting it from being trivialised.700 

 

                                                                 
694 Hagelstange, Rudolf, ‘Die Form als erste Entscheidung’, in: Mein Gedicht ist mein Messer.  Lyriker zu ihren 
Gedichten ed. Hans Bender (München, 1961), p. 38. 
695 Braune-Steininger, Wolfgang, ‘Die Form als gemeinsame Entscheidung.  Über das Sonnett in der inneren 
und äußeren Emigration’, in: Flucht und Vertreibung in der deutschen Literatur, ed. Sascha Feuchert (Frankfurt: 
Peter Lang, 2001), p. 141.  
696 Buchholz, Sabine, The Sonnet in World War II.  Why did – especially German – poets often choose this 
extraordinary lyric form? (Grin: University of Siegen Press, 2006), p. 3. 
697 Henkys, Jürgen, Geheimnis der Freiheit: Die Gedichte Dietrich Bonhoeffers aus der Haft.  Biographie, Poesie, 
Theologie (Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 2005), p. 69. 
698 Hoffmann, Charles W., Oppositional Poetry in Nazi Germany (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of  
California, 1962), p. 2. 
699 Henley, Grant, Cultural Confessionalism, Literary Resistance and the Bekennende Kirche (Oxford: Peter Lang, 
2007), pp. 111-151. 
700 Wannenwetsch, Bernd, ed., Who am I?  Bonhoeffer’s Theology Through his Poetry (London: T & T  
Clark, 2009), p. 4. 
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The examples Hoffmann provides of German anti-Nazi poets, other than Bonhoeffer, includes 

Bergengruen, Hagelstange, Haushofer, and Schneider.701   

 

The poets that Klapper mentions also include Bergengruen, Schneider, and Rudolf Schröder.  It is 

surprising that there is no indication in the DBW that Bonhoeffer read or knew of Schröder’s work.  

Schröder’s writings were well known in Germany and he had strong links to the Bekennende 

Kirche.702 His writings also provided a persistent critique of the regime.703  Like many of the writers of 

the innere Emigration Schröder typically utilized mediaeval or historical settings in his novels, a 

genre that appealed to Bonhoeffer.704  He was also an enthusiastic interpreter of the hymns of Paul 

Gerhardt and sought to identify the significance of the Protestant hymn in German history and 

literature, and it was in these writings that Schröder achieved prominence in the 1930s and 40s.705  

All of these factors would suggest that Bonhoeffer might have been drawn to his writings; however it 

is to Schröder’s Catholic contemporary, Reinhold Schneider, that Bonhoeffer refers. 

 

Schneider’s Poetry 

It is in his letter from Tegel prison in January 1944 that Bonhoeffer mentions Schneider’s sonnets 

and, although he thought they were ‘of an uneven quality’, he considered some very good.706  

According to Käthe Kuhn Schneider’s poetry was, 

                                                                 
701 Hoffmann, Oppositional Poetry, op. cit., pp. 56-78. 
702 Klapper, Nonconformist Writing, op. cit., pp. 66-67. 
703 Klieneberger describes Schröder as, ‘a voice of conscience in Nazi Germany’. Klieneberger, The Christian 
Writers, op. cit., p. 43. 
704 Le Fort considered that the historical novel was particularly effective in allowing the author to present 
modern problems in a detached manner. Die Frau und die Technik (Zürich, 1959), pp. 47-48.  
705 Schröder described Gerhardt as ‘one of the greatest German poets of all time’.  Klieneberger, The Christian 
Writers, op. cit., p. 27-28.    
706 DBWE 8, p. 263. 
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… on the lips of many a prisoner awaiting death at the hands of Hitler’s henchmen, and 

[Schneider’s] voice had brought comfort to the survivors in the disconsolate year of the 

German catastrophe.707  

 

There is much in Schneider’s sonnets that potentially resonates with Bonhoeffer’s concerns 

regarding guilt, responsibility for others but also the possibility of vicarious suffering.  As with any of 

the literature considered in this thesis, identifying when Bonhoeffer mentions a writer is important, 

although it cannot be assumed that an initial reference represents the first time Bonhoeffer had 

read that writer.  Hoffmann confirms that vicarious suffering, as a literary theme and as a theological 

concept, was an accepted and prevalent idea in Bonhoeffer’s Germany708 and in Hoffmann’s 

estimation it is in their understanding of vicarious suffering that Bonhoeffer and Schneider are 

united.709   

 

For both Bonhoeffer and Schneider, Christ’s suffering was the pattern which demonstrated that the 

denial of self and the acceptance of suffering by the Christian disciple was an appropriate response 

to a suffering world.  In a poem in 1937 Schneider had written:  

Jetzt ist die Zeit, das Kreuz des Herrn zu lieben/ Und auszufüllen jeden unserer Tage/ Mit 

Opfer und Verzicht und heißen Bitten. 710  

(Now is the time to love the cross of the Lord. And fill each of our days with sacrifice and 

renunciation and fervent prayer.) 

 

                                                                 
707 Kuhn, Käthe, Dying We Live, op. cit., p. xii.  
708 Hoffmann, Oppositional Poetry, op. cit., pp. 91-92. 
709 Ibid., p. 182, n. 19. 
710 From the sonnet, Nun baut der Wahn die tönernen Paläste, written in München in 1937.  Schneider, 
Reinhold,  Die neuen Türme (Wiesbaden, 1946).   
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In a similar way Bonhoeffer believed that the response to suffering was to suffer. 711  In 1937 he had 

written: 

Das Leiden muß getragen werden, damit es vorübergeht.  Entweder die Welt muß es tragen 

und daran zugrundegehen, oder es fällt auf Christus und wird in ihm überwunden.  So leidet 

Christus stellvertretend.  Allein sein Leiden ist erlösendes Leiden.  Aber auch die Gemeinde 

weiß nun, daß das Leiden der Welt einen Träger sucht.712 

(Suffering must be borne, so that it passes.  Either the world must bear it and thereby perish, 

or it falls on Christ and is overcome in him.  Thus, Christ suffers vicariously.  Only his 

suffering is a saving suffering.  But the Church now knows that the suffering of the world 

seeks a bearer.) 

 

Between 1936 and 1939 Schneider wrote fifty-nine poems, which were published in 1939 in 

Sonette713 and it is this collection that Bonhoeffer read in prison. 714   Although in 1941 further 

publications were officially forbidden Schneider continued to write and publish.  In the following 

four years, one hundred sonnets were published and there were at least eight different 

publications.715  During a period of severe paper restrictions, government disapproval and 

censorship, but with the support of friends and a congenial publisher in Alsace, thousands of copies 

of Schneider’s works were printed and circulated, both in Germany and throughout the occupied 

territories. 716  In 1943 he was accused of having written ‘defeatist’ writings but in that same year, 

and although still under censorship, a further collection of poetry was published: Jetz ist die heilige 

                                                                 
711 DBWE 4, p. 90. 
712 DBW 4, p. 84. 
713 Schneider, Reinhold, Sonette (Leipzig: Insel, 1939). 
714 DB-EB, p. 946. 
715 Hoffmann, Oppositional Poetry, op. cit., p. 80. 
716 In 1941 500,000 copies of Schneider’s Das Vaterunser were distributed.  Schneider, Reinhold, Das 
Vaterunser, Feldausgabe (Colmar: Alsatia, 1941). 
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Zeit.  Schneider’s literature continue to appear in army journals and was distributed by army 

chaplains to those under their care.717   

 

Through his writings Schneider attempted to ‘arouse the conscience of the nation’718 and he has 

been described as the ‘focal point of spiritual resistance to Nazism’.719  Hoffmann considers that 

Schneider’s sonnets had the greatest impact in Nazi Germany of any of the opposition poetry.720  In 

early 1945 a warrant was issued for Schneider’s arrest, but good fortune and bureaucratic 

incompetence ensured his continued liberty.   

 

In his writings Schneider tried to provide encouragement and to show that ‘victory’ over the violence 

and oppression of Nazism might be achieved precisely because of the experience of suffering, which 

provided an opportunity for ‘expiation and spiritual regeneration’.721  He wrote: 

Nimm an, O Herr, den nicht gewollten Tod/… Uns ward der Friede nicht.  Des Sterbens Not/ 

Entnahme, Herr, den friedelosen Geist, / Und wandle uns ins Kreuz, das uns besiegt.722   

(Accept, O Lord, the unwanted death.  Peace was not ours.  Take away, Lord, the peace-less 

spirit of the need to die.  And change us into the Cross which defeats us.) 

 

This suffering atonement by the German people was, according to Schneider, for all people - 

Schneider’s vicariousness was universal.  It was Christ’s death for the sins of all humanity which 

demonstrated the efficacy of vicarious suffering and collective expiation.  Schneider, in contrast to 

Bonhoeffer, went on to suggest that unwanted suffering could also be vicariously efficacious: 

                                                                 
717 In 1944, 20,000 copies of Schneider’s Das Gottesreich in der Zeit: Sonette und Aufsätze von Reinhold 
Schneider, were distributed by Johann Kessels, a Catholic army chaplain based in Cracow.   
718 Klieneberger, The Christian Writers, op. cit., p. 61. 
719 Ibid., p. 80. 
720 Hoffmann, Oppositional Poetry, op. cit., p. 83. 
721 Ibid., p. 83; cf. pp. 80, 88-89. 
722 Schneider, Reinhold, ‘Die Nacht’, in: Die Letzten Tage (Baden-Baden: Hans Bühler, 1946), p. 26. 
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Doch wo ist Hoffnung, wenn im Opfer nicht/ Der Unbefleckten, die mit heiligem Mut/ In 

unserer Sünde Todesmacht gegangen?723  

(But where is hope, if not in the victim, the pure ones who with holy courage have entered 

the deathly power of our sin?) 

 

Schneider believed that the only response to evil and oppression that is efficacious is the self-

sacrifice of a life of prayer or martyrdom, ‘which Schneider credits with an invisible, but far-reaching, 

efficacy’.724  The suffering and sacrifice of the Christian represents the only credible imitatio 

Christi.725  ‘In his stories, his plays and his important critical studies… Schneider glorifies the 

redemptive function of self-sacrifice and martyrdom in a world dominated by evil…’.726   

 

Klieneberger believes that a shared characteristic of the writers of the innere Emigration, including 

Schneider, Jocken Klepper, Ernst Wiechert, and le Fort, was their conviction that the only 

appropriate Christian response to evil was passive resistance, prayer and self-sacrifice.  For all these 

writers the ‘life’ of direct action in National Socialist Germany had become ‘contaminated’.727   

 

In his reflections on the conspiracy in Rechenschaft an der Wende zum Jahr 1943, Bonhoeffer 

acknowledged the ‘contamination’ of direct action:  

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

of obfuscation and equivocal speech.  Experience has rendered us suspicious of human 

beings, and often we have failed to speak to them a true and open word.728 

                                                                 
723 Schneider, Reinhold, ‘Nun stirbt das Volk’, in: Die neuen Türme, op. cit., p. 99. 
724 Klieneberger, The Christian Writers, op. cit., p. 65.  
725 Schneider’s post-war play, Innozenz und Franziskus (1952/4) describes the struggles of Pope Innocent II in 
his crusade against the Albigensians, the disastrous ‘children’s crusade’ and Innocent’s various political 
failures.  In the play, it is a vision of the stigmata of St. Francis who had offered himself as a sacrifice, which 
prompts Innocent’s own repentance. 
726 Klieneberger, The Christian Writers, op. cit., p. 79. 
727 Ibid., p. 66. 
728 DBWE 8, p. 52. 
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Although he recognized the inevitable ethical ambiguity of active resistance Bonhoeffer still 

considered that this was a Christian responsibility.729    

 

Schneider was also aware of the ambiguity of any action and saw that the demarcation between 

‘grace’ and ‘sin’ was often imprecise. In his poem Schuld und Gnade Schneider describes ‘die Gnade 

von der Schuld’: 

 Und Schuld und Gnade, wunderbar verschlungen, / Sie wirken durch die Nacht an allen 

Orten, / Es löst die Gnade von der Schuld sich nicht.730 

(And sin and grace, wonderfully interlacing, work through the night in every place, grace is 

not separated from guilt.) 

 

Various theological concepts have previously been identified in Bonhoeffer’s writings, but this thesis 

suggests that Bonhoeffer’s Christological-Stellvertretung ecclesiology, of co-suffering with Christ for 

others, represents an important aspect of Bonhoeffer’s theology which has hitherto been ignored or 

remained hidden.  The next section of the thesis is the heart of this study.  Having identified 

vicarious suffering as a feature of ‘Catholic’ theology, an aspect of religious practice and discourse, 

and as an important motif in the literature Bonhoeffer accessed, Part Three considers Stellvertretung 

as ‘vicarious suffering’ in Bonhoeffer’s writings. 

  

                                                                 
729 Ibid., pp. 49-50. 
730 Schneider, Reinhold, ‘Schuld und Gnade’, in: Die neuen Türme, op. cit., p. 28.   
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Part Three 
Stellvertretung as Vicarious Suffering in Bonhoeffer’s Writings 

 
Stellvertretung represents a Grundkategorie for Bonhoeffer and remained an important concept for 

him from his 1927 doctoral thesis Sanctorum Communio until his 1943-1944 prison writings.  

Although Bethge acknowledged the importance of Stellvertretung to Bonhoeffer 731 there has not 

previously been a thorough analysis of Bonhoeffer’s use of the term in all his writings or an attempt 

to understand Stellvertretung in the broader religious and literary context in which he was active.  

This thesis fills this lacuna.   

 

The chronological analysis of Bonhoeffer’s writings in this section includes a consideration of each of 

the relevant books, fragmentary lecture notes, sermons, and essays and concludes with a focus on 

his prison correspondence, including his fiction and poetry.  As has been previously indicated it is 

evident from DBW that these writings are enriched by a diversity of literary and artistic references 

and throughout this section attention is drawn to the relevant fictional literature that Bonhoeffer 

mentions.  This section also highlights various interpretation and translation challenges that are of 

relevance to the discussion of Stellvertretung as vicarious suffering including the terms Schuld and 

Schuldübernahme.  

 

Clifford Green, who was editor for five of the DBWE volumes and for two of the DBW editions, 

describes Stellvertretung as ‘one of Bonhoeffer’s fundamental theological concepts [used] 

throughout his writings’.732 Green considered that Stellvertretung was central to Bonhoeffer’s whole 

theological development because it not only provided his central Christological concept it also had 

‘far-reaching anthropological significance’.733 According to Green’s analysis Bonhoeffer understood 

                                                                 
731 DB-EBG, p. 522.   
732 Green, Clifford J., DBWE 1, p. 120, n. 29.  
733 Green, Bonhoeffer: A Theology of Sociality, op. cit., p. 56. 
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that a Stellvertreter is a person who acts on behalf of another, and someone who, Christ-like, ‘takes 

the place of the other’.734 Before Bonhoeffer’s writings are considered this section begins with a 

survey of those scholars, in addition to Green and Bethge, who acknowledge the importance of 

Stellvertretung to Bonhoeffer’s theology.  Although various scholars have identified Stellvertretung 

as a key concept, most English-speaking commentators follow DBWE in understanding 

Stellvertretung as ‘vicarious representative action’ rather than the preferred alternative: ‘vicarious 

suffering’ as presented in this thesis. 

 

Stellvertretung as Bonhoeffer’s Grundkategorie 

According to Heinz Eduard Tödt, one of the DBW German editors, Bonhoeffer ‘lives’ with 

Stellvertretung, and this represents a ‘strong continuity in his theology’.735  Tödt suggests that it is 

the Stellvertretung nature of Bonhoeffer’s Christology that determines its ecclesiological and ethical 

Gestalt.  Larry L. Rassmussen, one of the English editors for DBWE, suggested that for Bonhoeffer 

Stellvertretung ‘describe[ed] the very essence of Christ’s being, [of] man’s, and the Church’s’.736 

 

Feil, one of the general editors for DBW and the editor of Ethik in collaboration with Green and Tödt, 

also identified Stellvertretung as a key concept for Bonhoeffer.  According to Feil’s analysis the 

emphasis on Bonhoeffer’s understanding of Stellvertretung was Christological and ethical rather 

than ecclesiological.737    

 

                                                                 
734 Green, DBWE 11, p. 296, n. 186. 
735 Tödt, Heinz Eduard, Authentic Faith: Bonhoeffer’s Theological Ethics in Context, trans. David Stassen and Ilse 
Tödt (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2007), p. 7. 
736 Rasmussen, Larry L., Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Reality and Resistance (Louisville: John Knox, 2005), p. 38, n. 33.   
737 Feil, The Theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, op. cit., pp. 80-81. Originally Feil’s Theology was published as Die 
Theologie Dietrich Bonhoeffers:  Hermeneutik, Christologie, Weltverständnis (München: Grünewald, 1971). 
Rumscheidt as the translator for Feil’s Die Theologie chose ‘deputyship’ for ‘Stellvertretung. 
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The significance of Stellvertretung for Bonhoeffer is also acknowledged by Menke.  In his discussion 

of the history, etymology, and theological use of Stellvertretung Menke places Bonhoeffer’s use of 

Stellvertretung in its general dogmatic and historical context.738   

 

Although different aspects of Bonhoeffer’s use of Stellvertretung have been emphasised in the 

scholarship, it is generally agreed that this concept provides a methodology which allows him to 

connect Christology with ecclesiology and ethics. Thus, Stellvertretung in the secondary literature is 

considered in relation to Christian discipleship,739  gender-based violence,740 racial justice,741 and 

confession.742  

 

Hans-Jürgen Abromeit interprets Bonhoeffer’s understanding of Stellvertretung as being founded in 

Christ’s suffering as a criminal and, significantly for this thesis, Abromeit suggests that Christ’s 

stellvertretendes Leiden represents a fundamental ecclesiological characteristic for Bonhoeffer.743   

 

Steve M. Bezner also acknowledges the ecclesiological relevance of Stellvertretung and argues that 

Bonhoeffer’s work is best understood as a consistent project of theological hermeneutics with an 

ecclesial focus.744  Daub, who provides an analysis of Stellvertretung in Bonhoeffer’s main writings, 

considers that Stellvertretung allowed Bonhoeffer to make a fundamental connection between the 

                                                                 
738 Menke, Stellvertretung, op. cit., pp. 207-219. 
739 Haynes, Stephen R., and Hale, Lori Brandt, Bonhoeffer for Armchair Theologians (Louisville: John Knox, 
2009). 
740 Dahill, Lisa. E., Reading from the Underside of Selfhood: Bonhoeffer and Spiritual Formation (Eugene: 
Pickwick, 2009).  
741 Williams, Reggie. L., Bonhoeffer’s Black Jesus.  Harlem Renaissance Theology and an Ethic of Resistance 
(Waco, Texas: Baylor University Press, 2014). 
742 Wilkes, Nicola J., Private Confession of Sin in the Theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, unpublished thesis 
(Cambridge University, 2015). 
743 Abromeit, Hans-Jürgen, Das Geheimnis Christi: Dietrich Bonhoeffers erfahrungsbezogene Christologie 
(Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1991). 
744 Bezner, Steve M., Understanding the World Better Than it Understands Itself: The Theological Hermeneutics 
of Dietrich Bonhoeffer (Waco, Texas: Baylor University Press, 2008).   
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Church as the Body of Christ and the earthly and resurrected Christ.  In this way Bonhoeffer related 

his theology of Stellvertretung to his contemporaneous situation and his Zeichen der Zeit.745   

 

For some commentators ‘ethical responsibility’ is a dominant theme.  André Dumas, one of the first 

French interpreters of Bonhoeffer, suggests that Stellvertretung for Bonhoeffer means ‘taking 

someone else’s place in order to fulfil [their] responsibility, i.e. to engage in vicarious action’. 746  

When Bonhoeffer speaks of the Stellvertretung of Christ, of the Church or of the Christian in 

Sanctorum Communio, Akt und Sein, and Ethik747 Stellvertretung is linked to ‘responsibility’.748  

Wolfgang Huber believes that ‘reality’ and responsibility were the two focal points for Bonhoeffer’s 

ethics.749  Christine Schliesser also emphasises ‘responsibility’ and explores Stellvertretung from the 

perspective of Schuldübernahme, which she translates as ‘bearing-guilt’.  According to Schliesser 

Bonhoeffer’s use of Stellvertretung not only carried the sense of ‘bearing’ in general but also that of 

‘taking guilt’ or ‘being responsible for others’. which may include suffering.750  In DeJonge’s analysis 

Stellvertretung in DBWE is ‘closely connected with Bonhoeffer’s rejection of the abstract ethical 

individual in favour of the responsible person’751 and it is also closely linked to Bonhoeffer’s ethics of 

responsibility.752  Consequently, DeJonge links Stellvertretung with Bonhoeffer’s ‘conspiratorial 

resistance’, and in support of this he references Green753 and Soosten.754  What will become evident 

in the analysis provided in this thesis is that to restrict Bonhoeffer’s understanding in terms of his 

                                                                 
745 Daub, Die Stellvertretung, op. cit., p. 570, n. 4. 
746 Dumas, André, Dietrich Bonhoeffer: Theologian of Reality, trans. Robert McAfee Brown (New York: 
Macmillan, 1971); French: Une théologie de la réalité (Genève: Labor et Fides, 1968).  Brown chose 
‘deputyship’ as his translation, although ‘Stellvertretung’ also appears in the text in brackets. 
747 Ibid., p. 35, n. 64. 
748 Ibid., pp. 35-37, and 82. 
749 Huber, Wolfgang, ‘Bonhoeffer and Modernity’, in: Theology and the Practice of Responsibility, op. cit., p. 11.  
750 Schliesser, Christine, Everyone who Acts Responsibly Becomes Guilty: Bonhoeffer’s Concept of Accepting 
Guilt (Louisville: John Knox, 2008), p. 39, n. 9.  
751 DeJonge, Bonhoeffer’s Reception of Luther, op. cit., p. 244. 
752 Ibid., pp. 244-246. 
753 DBWE 6, p. 12. 
754 DBWE 1, p. 305. 
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involvement in the conspiracy is to limit Bonhoeffer’s understanding and to miss the significance of 

his application of this theological concept to ecclesiology. 

 

Eberhard Jüngel acknowledged the significance of Stellvertretung to Bonhoeffer but he was also 

critical of Bonhoeffer’s use of Stellvertretung with reference to the actions of the Gemeinde.  

According to Jüngel Bonhoeffer confused the Stellvertretung acts of the Christian disciple with those 

of Christ and this, he suggests, undermines Christ’s uniqueness.755   

 

Dorothee Sölle also believed that Bonhoeffer’s use of Stellvertretung was problematic but her 

concern was with Bonhoeffer’s anthropological application of the term.  Sölle believed that 

Bonhoeffer’s interpretation undermined the ‘Hegelian’ concept of ‘freedom’ 756 and the Kantian 

thesis of the ‘irreplaceable individual’. 757  Sölle also maintained that Christ’s Stellvertretung was 

ultimately provisional, thus protecting human autonomy, but that Bonhoeffer considered it as 

permanent. 758  This, according to Sölle. represented ‘cheap grace’.759 Jüngel and Sölle were not alone 

in considering that Stellvertretung as a theological concept could present challenges: Gerhard 

                                                                 
755 Jüngel, Eberhard, ‘Das Geheimnis der Stellvertretung’, in: Berliner Theologischer Zeitschrift, Vol.1 (1984), pp. 
65-80. 
756 Sölle, Dorothee, Stellvertretung – Ein Kapitel Theologie nach dem ‘Tode Gottes’ (Stuttgart: Kreuz-Verlag, 
1965), pp. 121-129; Eng. trans. ‘Christ the Representative, An Essay in Theology after the Death of God’, trans. 
David Lewis (London: SCM, 1967), pp. 92-97; cf. Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich, Sämtliche Werke, vol. VIII, ed. 
Lasson (Leipzig, 1913), p. 426.  Sölle, Stellvertretung, op. cit., pp. 19, 35-47, 73. Lewis translated Stellvertretung 
as ‘representative’ and Ersatz as ‘substitution’ 
757 Kant, Immanuel, ‘Die Religion innerhalb der Grenzen der bloßen Vernunft’, in: Kants gesammelte Schriften, 
ed. Königlich Preußischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1793 (vol. 6, 1907), p. 72.  Hegel and Kant shared a 
common understanding of the nature of personhood, which was described by Bonhoeffer as selbstwissender 
und selbsttätiger Geist (self-knowing and self-active spirit). DBW 1, p. 26.  Idealism takes the thinking ‘I’ as the 
beginning point of philosophy, and the transcendent is therefore no longer necessary for authentic self-
knowledge.   
758 Sölle’s interpretation of Bonhoeffer and his understanding of Stellvertretung has been criticised by Ernst Feil 
(The Theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, op. cit., p. 219, n. 55) and implicitly by Helmut Gollwitzer.  Gollwitzer’s 
criticism of Sölle was more comprehensive, although he focused on Sölle’s critical assessment of Barth’s view 
of Stellvertretung.  Gollwitzer, Helmut, Von der Stellvertretung Gottes.  Christliche Glaube in der Erfahrung der 
Verborgenheit Gottes.  Zum Gespräch mit D. Sölle (München: Chr. Kaiser Verlag, 1968).  
759 Sölle, Dorothee, Thinking About God. An Introduction to Theology (London: SCM, 1990), p. 83. 
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Friedrich branded Stellvertretung a ‘theologically meaningless’ concept, whether applied 

Christologically or anthropologically.760  

 

Although differences exist in the scholarship regarding Bonhoeffer’s application of Stellvertretung to 

Christology, ecclesiology or ethics, a consensus exists regarding the importance of this concept to 

Bonhoeffer.  It is to be noted that the two Protestant German theologians most critical of 

Bonhoeffer’s use of Stellvertretung, Sölle and Jüngel, do so in respect of his application of this 

concept to the Gemeinde.   

 

Given the significance of Stellvertretung to Bonhoeffer’s theology it is surprising that there has not 

previously been a comprehensive study of Bonhoeffer’s use and understanding of this key term.  The 

following chronological analysis of Bonhoeffer’s writings demonstrates a broadening in his 

understanding of Stellvertretung from a primary intra-church concept in Sanctorum Communio to a 

more missional focus in Ethik and the prison correspondence.  This sequential study demonstrates 

that Bonhoeffer came to understand the Church, as the continuing presence of Christ, was called by 

its existence as the Body of Christ to suffer and that this suffering by the Gemeinde could function 

vicariously for others. 

 

Study and Research (Summer 1923-June 1931) 

Bonhoeffer began his university studies in the summer semester of 1923.  This was a period of 

considerable political and social unrest in Germany consequently considerations of community and 

national identity were paramount.  Bonhoeffer also travelled extensively, visiting Rome, Sicily and 

North Africa in 1924.  He then went to Berlin University where he completed his doctoral thesis, 

Sanctorum Communio.  In February 1928 he travelled to Barcelona to undertake his assistant 

                                                                 
760 Friedrich, Gerhard, Die Verkündigung des Todes Jesu im Neuen Testament (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener 
Verlag, 1982), pp. 37ff. 
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pastorate, returning to Berlin in 1929 to be the Voluntärassistent to Wilhelm Lütgert.  During this 

period Bonhoeffer wrote Akt und Sein - his second doctoral thesis and his Habilitationsschrift.  In 

September 1930 Bonhoeffer travelled on a scholarship to the United States for a year of study at 

Union Theological Seminary.   

 

This pre-National Socialist period demonstrates the importance of ecclesiology to Bonhoeffer and 

the centrality of Stellvertretung in his writings.  Stellvertretung, first introduced in his doctoral 

dissertation, remains a consistent theme irrespective of the considerable political and social changes 

that followed. 

 

Sanctorum Communio (1927) 

Bonhoeffer’s doctoral thesis, Sanctorum Communio, was an attempt ‘to understand the structure of 

the given reality of the Church of Christ, as revealed in Christ, from the perspective of social 

philosophy and sociology’. 761  Fundamental to his theological analysis was ‘the concept of the 

person in the I-[Thou] relationship’. 762  Bonhoeffer’s ‘I-Thou’ personalism provided the conceptual 

basis for his ecclesiology, and Eberhard Grisebach is considered by Bethge to be Bonhoeffer’s 

inspiration.763  However, although Grisebach’s Die Grenzen des Erziehers und seine Verantwortung 

(1924) was of interest to Bonhoeffer, he was critical of Grisebach’s attempt to make the I-Thou 

relationship an ‘absolute’ which Bonhoeffer believed represented a form of neo-idealism.  ‘I-Thou’ 

personalism was a characteristic of the prominent ‘personalist dialectical theologians’, including 

Grisebach, Barth, Ferdinand Ebner, Friedrich Gogarten, Emil Brunner and Karl Heim - all of whom 

were seeking to overcome the ‘Kantian idealism of the subject-object relation’.764 In Bonhoeffer’s 

                                                                 
761 DBWE 1, p. 33. 
762 Green, Bonhoeffer: A Theology of Sociality, op. cit., p. 193. 
763 DB-EB, p. 83. 
764 Mottu, Henry, ‘Similarities between Martin Buber and Dietrich Bonhoeffer.  A Contribution to Jewish-
Christian Dialogue’, in: Dietrich Bonhoeffer Jahrbuch 4, Gütersloh (2010), p. 82. 
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analysis the ‘I’ and ‘Thou’ were specific and distinct spheres of experience and not simply 

interchangeable concepts.  The form of the ‘Thou’ is defined as the ‘Other’ and this Other requires 

an ethical response. 765  Henry Mottu considers this to be a remarkable insight which points towards 

the ‘asymmetrical relation’ between the I and the Other.766  Mottu also identified the significance for 

Grisebach of suffering in the I-Thou encounter, noting that it was ‘only in suffering and in loving that 

the human being lives in the present and in reality (gegenwärtig und wirklich)’.767 

 

Bonhoeffer’s theological anthropology was based upon an I-Thou sociality768  and the Church was 

the community that demonstrated God’s new will and purpose for humanity.769  Sin, a universal 

problem, had created a ‘rupture’,770 ‘ethical atomism’771 and prevented any possibility of genuine 

community.772  However, the Stellvertretung of Christ had established the ‘new humanity’,773 the 

Gemeinde, which had overcome the ‘infinitely fragmented’ and individualised but collective person 

of ‘Adam’.774   

 

Bonhoeffer’s fundamental communitarian emphasis opposed an individualised understanding of 

church membership775 which he considered corrosive to the concept of the Church.776  Consequently 

he was critical of ‘pietism’ and of ‘Protestant Orthodoxy’, which he believed demonstrated a 

utilitarian and individualistic ecclesiology.777 According to Bonhoeffer ‘No one is saved alone; 

whoever is saved is saved in the church’.778 Bonhoeffer understood the Church as an agency of 

                                                                 
765 DBWE 1, p. 52 / DBW 1, p. 31. 
766 Mottu sees a link here between Lévinas and Bonhoeffer. ‘Similarities’, op. cit., pp. 82-83.   
767 Ibid., pp. 83-84.  Italics in the original. 
768 DBWE 1., pp. 58-121. 
769 Ibid., pp. 141, 158. 
770 Ibid., p. 63. 
771 Ibid. p. 108. 
772 Ibid., p. 107. 
773 Ibid., pp. 54-55, 142, 156-7. 
774 Ibid., p. 121. 
775 Ibid., pp. 80, 181, 226-227. 
776 Ibid., pp. 162-163. 
777 Ibid., p. 227. 
778 Ibid., p. 185.  Bonhoeffer is quoting from Alexei Khomiakov’s Gesammelte Werke, 2: 18ff. 
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salvation and a communal understanding of the Church was fundamental to his theology.  In the 

Gemeinde genuine acts of love are only possible by faith and are demonstrated by responsible 

voluntary acts of love towards the ‘neighbour’.779 The Gemeinde was not just a community of faith 

but also a community of love and of the Spirit780 (Geistesgemeinschaft);781  a Liebesgemeinschaft or 

Gemeinde der Liebe 782 in which the members were for each other and served one another.783 

 

Christ is Der Herr der Gemeinde784 and according to Bonhoeffer the Gemeinde exists through Christ’s 

active love,785 ‘founded on the revelation of God’s heart’.786 The Church is the realm of Christ 787 and 

the ‘Body of Christ’788 and because of this Christ exists as a present historical reality.789 ‘Christus in 

der Gemeinde lebt’.790 The Gemeinde is ‘Christus als Gemeinde existierend’791 and ‘diese ruht auf dem 

soziologischen Grundgesetz der Stellvertretung’.792   

 

Bonhoeffer introduces the concept of vicariousness and what he describes as ‘das Problem der 

Stellvertretung’ in chapter four of his thesis: ‘Die Sünde und die Gebrochene Gemeinschaft’.793  Here 

Bonhoeffer references Abraham’s intercession for the people of Sodom (Gen. 18:32).  According to 

Bonhoeffer it is through the Stellvertretung of Christ that ‘humanity has been brought once and for 

all… into community with God’, and ‘This is why the principle of [Stellvertretung] can become 

fundamental for the [Gemeinde Gottes] in and through Christ. … [Stellvertretung] is the life principle 

                                                                 
779 Ibid., pp. 167-170. 
780 Ibid., pp. 202, 263-264, 266. 
781 DBW 1, pp. 180, 197. 
782 Ibid., pp. 68ff.  
783 DBWE 1, p. 141. 
784 DBW 1, p. 94. 
785 DBWE 1, pp. 137-138. 
786 Ibid., p. 145. 
787 Ibid., p. 218. 
788 Ibid., pp. 139ff. 
789 Ibid., p. 211. 
790 DBW 1, pp. 86, 96. 
791 Ibid., pp. 76ff; cf. DBWE 9, p. 440. 
792 DBW 1, p. 128. 
793 Ibid., p. 75. 
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of the new humanity’.794  Bonhoeffer states that voluntarily taking or bearing the consequences of 

sin is a characteristic of the sanctorum communio795 but that Stellvertretung is ‘possible only so long 

as it is based on an offer by God’.  It is, therefore, ‘not an ethical, but a theological concept’. 796  

 

Marsh suggests that Bonhoeffer used the term ‘Stellvertretung’ because he was seeking ‘to avoid the 

embarrassment of simplicity’.797  However, it is evident from the previous discussion of this thesis 

that Bonhoeffer was utilising a concept familiar to his contemporaries to describe the person and 

work of Christ, the nature of His Body, the Church, and the ethical (Christological) demands of 

discipleship. 

 

In his discussion of the sanctorum communio Bonhoeffer describes the Prinzip der Stellvertretung 

and the ‘soziologisch völlig neuartige Struktur’ of the Church,798 including the different social acts 

that he believed constituted die Liebesgemeinschaft and the Struktur und Art 799 of the Gemeinde. 

This lay in two conceptual categories: ‘Das gottgesetzte strukturelle Miteinander von Gemeinde und 

Gemeindeglied’800 and ‘Das tätige Füreinander der Glieder und das Prinzip der Stellvertretung’.801 

Bonhoeffer quotes Luther – ‘We are God through the love that makes us charitable toward our 

neighbour’802 - and this Christ-like-love is ‘die Lasten und Leiden des Nächsten tragen’ : bearing the 

burdens and sufferings of the neighbour.803   

 

                                                                 
794 DBWE 1, pp. 146-148. 
795 Ibid., p. 155. 
796 Ibid., p. 156. 
797 Marsh, Strange Glory, op. cit., p. 409, n. 44. 
798 DBW 1, p. 116.    
799 ‘Art’ here means more than ‘form’ or ‘nature’ but includes the fundamental modus operandi of the Church 
– both its essentiality and its defining Christological characteristic. 
800 DBW 1, p. 117.   
801 Ibid. To emphasise the importance of this section Bonhoeffer italicises ‘zwei Gedankengruppen’. 
802 ‘Gott sind wir durch die Liebe, die uns gegen unseren Nächsten wohltätig macht’. WA 10/1:100; (LW 
11:412), cf. Holl, Karl, ‘Was verstand Luther unter Religion?’, in: Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Kirchengeschichte, 
vol. 1, op. cit., p. 101. 
803 DBW 1, p. 117. 



124 
 

The Füreinander and the principle of Stellvertretung are realised in the Gemeinde through three 

positive acts undertaken in the name of God: ‘self-renouncing active work for the neighbour; 

intercessory prayer, and finally, the mutual forgiveness of sins’.804  All of these involve acts consisting 

of costly abandoning (eine Preisgabe) of self for the neighbour’s benefit, with the willingness to take 

upon the self, to suffer (zu tragen) and, when necessary, to sacrifice (zu opfern), to be stellvertretend 

in another’s place.805  In Sanctorum Communio Bonhoeffer extends Stellvertretung beyond the 

Gemeinde to the enemy.806 

 

Even if stellvertretende acts were rarely undertaken Bonhoeffer believed that they were behind 

every intentional act of love,807  and this sacrificial love included the surrendering of personal 

happiness.  Bonhoeffer writes: ‘Stellvertretendes Eintreten für den anderen in Alltäglichkeiten ist 

gefordert’ (‘Daily costly stellvertetende intervention for the other in daily life is demanded’).808  

‘Verzicht auf Güter, Ehre, ja auf das ganze Leben’.  It is a costly demand which includes possessions, 

honour and even the whole of life.  The two examples that Bonhoeffer gave for these, ‘die an die 

Stelle der Brüder tritt, wie Christus an unsere Stelle tritt’, were Moses and St. Paul.809   

 

The interpretive challenge of ‘Schuld’ is demonstrated in Sanctorum and the translation choices in 

DBWE.  Schuld is normally translated as ‘culpability’,810  although ‘guilt’,811 ‘fault’,812 ‘responsibility’813 

and ‘sin’814 are also used.  Bonhoeffer asks, in Sanctorum, ‘How can one conceive of the individual 

culpable [schuldvolle] act and the guiltiness [Geschlechtsshuld] of the human race together without 

                                                                 
804 DBWE 1, p. 184. 
805 Ibid. DBW 1. p. 121.  
806 DBWE 1, p. 140. 
807 DBW 1, p. 122. 
808 The translation of this passage in DBWE reads: ‘We are called to advocate vicariously for the other in 
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making one the reason for the other?’.815  This section also illustrates the inadequacy of constantly 

translating Stellvertretung as ‘vicarious representative action’.  ‘Stellvertretung findet statt für Schuld 

und Strafe’816 has been translated in DBWE as ‘Vicarious representative action for sin does take 

place’.817 ‘Schuldstellvertretung’ in the next passage in DBWE is translated as ‘vicarious 

representative action for sin’818  although it might have better been translated as ‘vicarious suffering 

for sin’ because the context of this passage is a summary by Bonhoeffer of der Stellvertretung Christi: 

Als Unschuldiger nimmt Jesus Schuld und Strafe der Anderen auf sich, und indem er selbst als 

Verbrecher stirbt, ist er verflucht, denn er trägt die Sünden der Welt und ist für sie gestraft; 

am Verbrecherkreuz aber triumphiert die stellvertretrende Liebe, der Gehorsam gegen Gott 

über der Schuld, und damit ist Schuld tatsächlich gestraft und überwunden. 819 

(Although innocent, Jesus takes the sin and punishment of others upon himself, and by dying 

as a criminal he is accursed, for he bears the sins of the world and is punished for them.  

However, vicarious suffering love triumphs on the criminal’s cross, obedience to God 

triumphs over sin, so that sin is really punished and overcome.) 

 

Elsewhere in Sanctorum Communio Bonhoeffer describes the action of the Church, which as Christus 

als Gemeinde existierend continues the bearing of sins begun and made possible in Christ: 

Die Gemeinde also vermag die Schuld zu tragen, die keines ihrer Glieder tragen kann, sie 

kann mehr tragen als alle ihre Glieder zusammen.820  

(The church-community can thus carry sin, which none of its members can carry, and the 

community can carry more collectively than its individual members are able.) 

 

                                                                 
815 DBWE 1, p. 115 / DBW 1, p. 72. 
816 DBW 1, p. 99. 
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In Bonhoeffer’s discussion of intercession in Sanctorum Communio the DBWE translates ‘Schuld’ 

successively as ‘sin’, ‘culpability’ and ‘debt’.821   Bonhoeffer states that in intercession the intercessor 

really enters the other’s ‘sin and afflictions’: ‘in seine Schuld und seine Not’. 822  He suggests that the 

Anfechtung of the interceding disciple ‘springs from the recognition of my own culpability for the 

sins of the world’ or ‘culpability for the death of Christ’:823 ‘liegt begründet in der Erkenntnis der 

eigenen Schuld an der Weltschuld, oder was dasselbe ist, der eigenen Schuld in Tode Christi’.824 In 

intercession the disciple’s ‘debts are cancelled’ and his ‘sin is forgiven’: ‘seine Schuld vergeben, seine 

Sünde abgenommen’. 825  In intercession and in bearing the sins of his neighbours the disciple ‘can 

become a Christ’. 826  However, this is all dependent upon ‘the vicarious suffering love of Christ on 

the Cross’: ‘an die stellvertretende Liebe Christi am Kreuz’.827 

 

For Bonhoeffer forgiveness of sins is not proclaimed to the sinner by representatives of the 

organised church or by those appointed to a priestly office but by the community of saints.828 

Bonhoeffer is critical of the Catholic concept of an exclusive priesthood.829  The priesthood of all 

believers means that every Christian is a priest830 or a pastor.831  It is the collective sanctorum 

communio which is the ‘bearer of the “office”’832 and the bearer of sins, as in the sacrament of 

reconciliation.833 According to Bonhoeffer it is the mutual forgiveness of sins that is the ‘miracle’ of 

                                                                 
821 Ibid., pp. 185-189.   Rasmussen acknowledges the imprecision of Bonhoeffer’s use of Schuld. Reality and 
Resistance, op. cit., p. 54, n. 111. 
822 DBWE 1, p. 187; DBW 1, p. 124. 
823 DBWE 1, p. 187. 
824 DBW 1, pp. 124-125. 
825 DBWE 1, p. 187; DBW 1, p. 125. 
826 DBWE 1, p. 187. 
827 DBW  1, p. 125. 
828 DBWE 1, p. 175. 
829 Ibid., p. 234.  Bonhoeffer is also critical of the ‘sectarian’ concept of ministry which is based upon personal 
(individualised) holiness. 
830 Ibid., pp. 206, 236. 
831 Ibid., p. 248. 
832 Ibid., pp. 231, 236. 
833 Ibid., p. 190. 



127 
 

the Gemeinde and it is linked to ‘bearing’: ‘Nobody can forgive sins but the person who takes them 

upon himself, bears them [trägt], and wipes them out’.834   

 

Bonhoeffer’s concern to emphasise the necessary communal nature of the Gemeinde is evident in 

his discussion of baptism.835  He describes the ‘faith’ of the child as that of the Gemeinde.836 He 

writes that the Gemeinde as the community of saints bears its children like a mother, and it does this 

by its gemeinschaftlichen Lebens (communal-life).837  Infant baptism is a stellvertretrender act by the 

Gemeinde and Bonhoeffer defends the practice in his dispute with Arnold Hitzer and in his essay 

‘Betrachtung der Tauffrage’. 838  

 

However, Bonhoeffer’s interest was not only with the acts of the Gemeinde such as the sacraments 

but also with the social acts that constitute die Liebesgemeinschaft. It is in its corporate life that the 

Gemeinde demonstrates the presence of Christ and each member has a ‘divinely appointed place’.839 

Each member can and ought to be Christ-like and should bear the burdens and sufferings of his/her 

neighbour as Stellvertreter. 840      

 

In Sanctorum Bonhoeffer states that it is only within the Christus als Gemeinde existierend that acts 

of Stellvertretung are possible.  In the Gemeinde each vicariously bears the others in active love, 

intercession and forgiveness of sins. 841   Here in his doctoral dissertation Bonhoeffer has not only 

                                                                 
834 DBWE 1, p. 189. 
835 DBWE 1, p. 247. 
836 Ibid., p. 241. 
837 DBW 1, pp. 164-165. 
838 Glenthøj, Jørgen; Kabitz, Ulrich; and Krötke, Wolf; DBW 16, p. 563, n. 1. 
839 DBWE 1, p. 178. 
840 DBW 1, p. 117. 
841 Ibid., p. 128. 
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suggested that all Stellvertreter acts depend upon Christ and are effective within the Gemeinde but 

that they also extend beyond the Body of Christ842 and that this also includes the bearing of sins.843 

 

Akt und Sein (1930) 

In Akt und Sein, Bonhoeffer considered various philosophical conceptions of epistemology beginning 

with Kant’s transcendental philosophy.  Bonhoeffer, according to Bethge, ‘was essentially addressing 

philosophers, whom he found guilty of the original sin of idealism, namely, confinement of the 

self’.844  For Bonhoeffer cor curvum in se ‘described’ the fallen nature of humanity and this was 

particularly evident in the anthropology of the German idealism of Hegel and Kant in which the 

identitas entis was a dominant feature.845  In an editorial note Floyd writes ‘Idealism, and all its heirs, 

according to Bonhoeffer, are unable to appreciate any genuine Otherness, especially God’s’.846 

 

Bonhoeffer’s interest and critical engagement in Idealism continued beyond the submission of his 

Habilitationsschrift.  His Inaugural Lecture at the University of Berlin, in July 1930 was, ‘Die Frage 

nach dem Menschen in der gegenwärtiigen Philosophie und Theologie,’ and this included a 

discussion of the Kantian concept of the person.847 which featured Kantian idealism.  848   

 

                                                                 
842 DBWE 1, p. 140. 
843 Ibid., p. 155. 
844 DB-EB, p. 133. 
845 DBWE 2, pp. 39, 46, 58, 80, 89, 137.     
846 Ibid., p. 53, n. 43. 
847 ‘The Anthropological Question in Contemporary Philosophy and Theology’ DBWE 10, p. 402 c.f. pp. 389-
408.  Bonhoeffer discusses Kant and transcendental philosophy in two essays written at Union Theological 
Seminary (1931): ‘Concerning the Christian Idea of God,’ and ‘The Theology of Crisis and its Attitude toward 
Philosophy and Science.’ DBWE 10, pp. 451-461.  On his return to Germany and in a lecture at Berlin University 
(Winter Semester 1932-33) on ‘Theologische Psychologie’, DBWE 12, pp. 214-216.  This also included a 
discussion of Hegel and Fichte. Bonhoeffer’s final seminar at Berlin University in 1933 was on Hegel. 
848 DBWE 12, p. 487, c.f.  Dietrich Bonhoeffers Hegel-Seminar 1933: Nach den Aufzeichnungen von Ferenc Lehel 
ed. Ilse Tödt Chr. Kaiser: Munchen, 1988.  In the Editor’s afterward to the German DBW Ernst-Albert 
Scharffenorth’s wrote, that Bonhoeffer’s primary concern was in “drawing the student’s attention to 
[Bonhoeffer’s] own theological relevant discoveries in Hegel’s philosophy of religion.” 
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Stellvertretung and any discussion of vicarious activity, suffering or otherwise, is absent from Akt und 

Sein.  However, Floyd Jr. believes that Stellvertretung as a concept is evident in Bonhoeffer’s 

discussion of the relationship of revelation to ontology and that the roots of Stellvertretung are 

present in Bonhoeffer’s engagement with Grisebach’s personalism.849  According to this analysis 

individuals require other individuals in order to genuinely experience reality, which is ‘experienced’ 

in the contingent fact of the claim of ‘others’.  It is only by engaging with and taking on the claim of 

the other, Füreinander that ethical anthropology becomes possible.  The ‘taking on the claim of the 

other’ is, for Bonhoeffer, a Stellvertretung action because in this action an individual participates 

with, but also takes the place of, other members of the Gemeinde and this can be an act of 

stellvertretendes Leiden.  In this philosophical anthropology Bonhoeffer provides a basis for 

Stellvertretung that bears comparison with Stein’s Einfühlungsethik. 

 

Wie urteilt Paulus über die irdischen Leiden? (1930) 

In the winter semester of 1926-1927, Bonhoeffer submitted an essay on Job: ‘Die verschiedenen 

Lösungen des Leidensproblems bei Hiob’.  Here he described Job as a Volkssage, and as a moral 

rather than a theological ‘story’.850  Bonhoeffer’s paper included a quotation from Goethe,851  and in 

his discussion of the ‘problem of suffering’ he suggests that a ‘chasm’ exists between Job’s 

perspective and that of Christians who find God in the midst of suffering.852  Suffering was also the 

subject of a 1930 short essay: ‘Wie urteilt Paulus über die irdischen Leiden?’ where Bonhoeffer 

explores St. Paul’s view of earthly suffering.853   

 

                                                                 
849 Floyd Jr., DBWE 2, p. 87, n. 14. 
850 DBWE 9, pp. 420 -436 / DBW 9, pp. 452-473. 

851 Ibid., p. 427 / Ibid., p. 462: “And when the man is struck dumb in his agony, then a god gives the power to 
describe how he suffers.”  From Goethe’s ‘Trilogie der Leidenschaft,’ in: Werke 1: 381 and Torquato Tasso, act 
5, scene 5, 224.   

852 DBWE 9, p. 435 / DBW 9, p. 472. 

853 DBWE 10, pp. 386-388. 
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According to Bonhoeffer’s essay there are two different ideas which relate to ‘the problem of 

suffering’:  firstly, that suffering is a common, universal human experience and secondly that 

Christian discipleship requires voluntary suffering because the disciple is required to ‘take up his 

cross’ (Matt. 16:24; Lk. 9:57ff.).  He describes this as ‘suffering in the community of Jesus’.854  

Rhetorically, Bonhoeffer asks ‘Why must they, the apostles suffer?  Why are the disciples 

persecuted?’.  The answer he gives is: ‘because Christ died, Christians must die with Christ’,855 they 

are required to enter the ‘Community of his suffering’.856   According to Bonhoeffer’s essay Christians 

are required to ‘κοινωνίαν τῶν παθημάτων αὐτοῦ’.857 This fellowship of sufferings is ‘grace’ and 

‘privilege’.  Bonhoeffer writes, ‘For he has graciously granted you τὀ ὑπὲρ Χριστοῦ the privilege not 

only of believing, but of suffering for him as well (Phil. 1:29)’.858   

 

In his essay Bonhoeffer suggests that suffering is a necessary and inevitable consequence of 

Christian discipleship.  However, he also states that suffering can have a vicarious quality.  The 

Gemeinde is Christ’s body and the sufferings of individual Christians can console their fellow 

believers, who are united by suffering.  In this context Bonhoeffer quotes Col. 1:24.859 Suffering as a 

distinguishing mark of discipleship and the vicarious possibility of suffering within the Body of Christ 

are concepts which he explores later in Nachfolge. 

 

Union Theological Seminary (September 1930-June 1931) 

Bonhoeffer arrived at Union Theological Seminary in September 1930 and among the students he 

befriended was Franklin Fisher, an African-American from Alabama.  Fisher introduced Bonhoeffer to 

the Harlem community and to the Abyssinian Baptist Church where Bonhoeffer taught Sunday 

                                                                 
854 Ibid., p. 386. 
855 Ibid., p. 387. 
856 Ibid. 
857 Bonhoeffer gives the text as ‘Gal. 3:10’ but the quote is from Phil. 3:10. 
858 DBWE 10, p. 387. Italics in the original.  
859 Ibid., p. 388. 



131 
 

School.  His visit to Harlem coincided with a revival of black culture in literature and music and his 

interest in contemporary literature is demonstrated in his reading of James Weldon Johnson’s 

Autobiography of an Ex-Coloured Man and William Edward Burghardt Dubois’ The Souls of Black 

Folk.  Bonhoeffer also learnt ‘the improvisation of jazz, the pathos of the blues and the liberation of 

the spirituals’.860  

 

Bonhoeffer’s professor of practical theology at Union was Niebuhr who was also a minister of the 

German-Evangelical Church and a fluent German speaker.861 Niebuhr made regular visits to Germany 

and his interest in Germany, and his religious and family background, gave him a sympathetic 

appreciation for Bonhoeffer.862   

 

Bonhoeffer returned to Berlin from the United States in June 1931.  In August he accepted the 

position of Privatdozent in systematic theology at Berlin University, where he lectured intermittently 

between November 1931 and February 1936.     

 

The Berlin Period (June 1931-October 1933) 

Bonhoeffer not only lectured in Berlin but also became involved in the nascent ecumenical 

movement.  This ecumenical activity occurred when such activity was not de rigueur for a Protestant 

German and it is indicative of someone willing to explore beyond his traditional confessional 

boundaries.863  On 15th November 1931 he was ordained at St. Matthäuskirche.  It was during this 

period that his academic and ecclesiastical career changed radically following the Nazi ascension to 

power on 30th January 1933.  However, the Christo-ecclesiology that he had set out in 1927 in 

                                                                 
860 Roberts, J. Deotis, Bonhoeffer and King, Speaking Truth to Power (Louisville: John Knox, 2005), p. 46. 
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862 Rasmussen, Larry, ed., Reinhold Niebuhr, Theologian of Public Life (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), p. 12. 
863 His ecumenical travels took him to Denmark, Switzerland, Italy, Spain, England and Eastern Europe.  These 
ecumenical contacts became important during his subsequent work for the German resistance. 



132 
 

Sanctorum continued to be fundamental to his thinking.  His understanding that Christ exists in the 

present as the Gemeinde, and that this rests on the fundamental social law of Stellvertretung, 

retained its relevance regardless of the social and political context.  This understanding of the 

relationship of the Church to the State acquired additional significance in the Kirchenkampf which 

began in 1933, soon after the Nazis came to power. 

 

Die Geschichte der Systematischen Theologie die  
20 Jahrhunderts (1931-32) 
 

In the winter semester of 1931-1932 Bonhoeffer taught on twentieth-century systematic theology 

and, although only the student notes from the lectures are preserved, there are various subjects in 

the lectures that are of relevance to this thesis including his mention of Dostoevsky. 864    

 

Bonhoeffer introduces Stellvertretung in his lectures in the section on pastoral theology and in his 

discussion of confession and absolution within the Gemeinde.865  Here he includes his important 

ecclesiological, ethical and Christological conception of unity based on his understanding of 

Stellvertretung: the Gemeinde as ‘the very presence of Christ himself’.866 

 

Christology is important in his lectures, and he critically discusses the different attempts to 

reconstruct a life of Christ.867 For Bonhoeffer Christ is the historical Christ and the exalted one 868 and 

the question of Christology is directly connected to the doctrine of justification.869 He criticises what 

he describes as a ‘Catholic tendency’ in an understanding of justification as a sharing in divine power 

rather than humility.  It is Jesus on the cross who is Lord.870  Bonhoeffer describes ‘Christmas’ and 

                                                                 
864 DBWE 11, pp. 177-244. 
865 Ibid., p. 242. 
866 Ibid.   
867 Ibid., pp. 203, 209-211. 
868 Ibid., p. 212. 
869 Ibid., p. 213. 
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Golgotha as defining Christ and Stellvertretung.871  The cross and the manger are the two places 

where the courage ‘of the great and powerful of this world fail’ because ‘God is with the lowly’. 872 

 

Das Recht auf Selbstbehauptung (February 1932) 

In a public lecture on ‘The Right to Self-Assertion’ in Charlottenburg-Berlin, Bonhoeffer identified 

what he considered were the challenges facing Western civilization: individual alienation, the 

anonymity of urban existence, over-population, social tensions, and the crisis in human social 

existence including the institution of marriage. 873 

 

He then set out his ‘solutions’.  He stated that a person only becomes human ‘where he understands 

himself not as master over his own life, but where he understands his life as responsibility toward 

his fellow human beings’.874  However, it is not just a matter of ethical responsibility but also of 

‘sacrifice’, and Christ is not only the paradigmatic example but he is the ‘sacrifice of humanity’.875 

Bonhoeffer then says that because ‘[Christ’s] death sanctifies his life, his death and our death 

sanctify our life’.876  Only when we are free to sacrifice for others, for whom Christ died, ‘do we 

become free for life’. 877  This is a vision of a stellvertretendes Leben. 

 

Theologische Psychologie (November 1932) 

The student notes from Bonhoeffer’s lecture on ‘Theologische Psychologie’ and the discussion of 

Christian character and exercitium in the lecture refer to Bernanos’ Die Sonne.878  In this text 

asceticism is contrasted with freedom through the action of the priest Donissan who practises an 

                                                                 
871 Ibid., p. 242. 
872 DBWE 13, p. 345-346. 
873 DBWE 11, pp. 246-253. 
874 Ibid., p. 253. 
875 Ibid., p. 256. 
876 Ibid., p. 257. 
877 Ibid. 
878 DBWE 12, p. 232. This includes the French title: Sous le soleil de Satan. 
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extreme form of asceticism and self-mortification.  Asceticism as self-chosen suffering is described 

by Bonhoeffer as passio activa but he asserts that it is passio passiva which is required.879  In 

Bernanos’ novel Donissan’s passio activa is discouraged by the senior priest.  Donissan discovers his 

spiritual gift not through self-mortification but in suffering for others, in prayer and in the 

confessional.  These acts are identified by Bonhoeffer in Sanctorum Communio as Füreinander.880  

 

Das Wesen der Kirche (1932) 

Geffrey B. Kelly describes Bonhoeffer’s lectures given in the summer of 1932, Das Wesen der Kirche, 

as more practical than Sanctorum Communio and ‘trimmed of the heaviness of his dissertation’.881  

In his lectures Bonhoeffer suggested that the Church had become Ortlosig, without a defining place, 

indistinguishable from the world, although he also believed that the Church was found in bevorzugte 

Orte and in the preferred and privileged places.  He asked whether this was the proper place for the 

Church because the Church should be where Christ was present: ‘Es ist der Ort des gegenwärtigen 

Christus in der Welt’.  Christ was present not at the periphery of life, as in civic religious practice, but 

at the kritische Mitte, the critical centre of the world.  The place where the Church was to be found 

was ‘in den Alltäglichkeiten der Welt’,882 in the everyday, ‘common’ place of the world; the marginal 

place had, in Christ, become the central place.   

 

In the lecture Christ is described as ‘der Stellvertreter der Menschheit’ 883 which contrasts with Adam, 

who stands in his own place.  Christ, who is the ultimate Stellvertretung makes Stellvertreter acts 

possible.  The ‘Christ-like’ examples of vicarious suffering for Bonhoeffer include soldiers in war and 

the friend in Schiller’s Die Bürgerschaft.884 
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Balthasar also cites Die Bürgerschaft as a literary example of Stellvertretung.  Balthasar writes: 

World literature is filled with motifs of this kind [Stellvertretung]: not only the sacrifice of an 

individual for the well-being of the community but also in the loving assumption of a torture 

meant for another.885  

 

Although Schiller, according to Balthasar, is ‘redeemed from ‘Kantian idealism’ through the 

significance in his dramas of sacrificial ‘obedience’,886  his promotion of the enlightenment’s positive 

view of the human person, for Bonhoeffer, blurred the distinction between God and man. 887 Not 

only was Schiller’s vision profoundly individualistic, and therefore without the communal mutuality 

intrinsic to Bonhoeffer’s understanding of Stellvertretung, it also lacked the essential Christological 

foundation.888 Furthermore, Schiller’s description of responsible suffering differs from Bonhoeffer’s 

understanding of vicarious suffering because it lacks a ‘mystical’ or ‘intuitive’ content and would not 

support a ‘spiritual’ Füreinander as in confession and the forgiveness of sins. 

 

In Das Wesen der Kirche Bonhoeffer also addressed issues of sin and the need for confession.  Wolf-

Dieter Zimmermann’s lecture notes record: ‘When we do not believe, the truth does not become 

urgent for us.  Confession of sin.  Dostoyevsky’.889  According to the DBW editors Bonhoeffer’s 

reference was to Schuld und Sühne.   

 

                                                                 
885  Balthasar, Hans Urs von, ‘On Vicarious Representation,’ in: Explorations in Theology, IV: Spirit and 
Institution (Ignatius Press: San Francisco, 1995), p. 420.  Following the statement regarding ‘sacrifice,’ 
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from Schiller’s poem Die Worte des Glaubens is deleted from the text of the final novel. DBWE 7, p. 173.   
888 DBWE 6, pp. 259-260. 
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In the lecture Bonhoeffer states that the efficacy of confession is founded on the Stellvertretung 

action of Christ.  Ministerial pastoral care and intercession are also ‘based on [Stellvertretung]’. 890   

In intercession the believer ‘really stand[s] in the place of the other’891 and the examples of 

Stellvertretende, as in Sanctorum Communio, were Moses and Paul.892   

 

Schöpfung und Sünde (1933) 

The winter semester of 1932-33 lectures in Berlin were Schöpfung und Sünde. Theologische 

Auslegung von Genesis 1-3.  These were later published as Schöpfung und Fall.893 According to the 

lecture notes of Erich Klapproth and Hilde Pfeiffer, in his lecture Bonhoeffer referenced Thomas von 

Kempen’s Das Buch von der Nachfolge Christi (Thomas à Kempis’ Imitation of Christ) in relation to 

the practice of exercitium: hearing God’s word while undertaking a spiritual exercise.894   

 

Bonhoeffer’s use of Kempen in his lecture is notable.  Bonhoeffer also references Kempen in 

Nachfolge,895 Gemeinsames Leben896 and during the collective pastorates (1938-39).897  The Latin 

edition De Imitatione was also among his few remaining personal possessions in prison.898  This 

appreciation for Kempen’s Nachfolge was not always met with sympathy.  Gerhard Krause, a student 

at Bonhoeffer’s lecture, and who later participated in the fourth Finkenwalde session, stated that 

Bonhoeffer’s ‘exercises’ in his seminars which ‘reproduced’ Kempen’s Nachfolge provided a 

‘conceptual framework intentionally different from that of the Reformation’ and, according to 

Krause was ‘directed against the students of Luther’.899  

                                                                 
890 Ibid., p. 328. 
891 Ibid., p. 323. 
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Peter Frick, in his discussion of Kempis’ influence on Bonhoeffer draws attention to the correlation 

between discipleship and suffering that is present in both.  According to Frick suffering for both 

writers represents ‘the identifying mark of a follower of Christ’.900   

 

Christologie (Summer 1933) 

Bonhoeffer’s 1926 essay, Der Heilige Geist bei Luther,901 demonstrated his early fundamental 

Christo-centrism.  This Christo-centrism was an important and consistent characteristic of 

Bonhoeffer’s theology. 902 Christ is at the centre of the world, which he holds together, and there is 

‘only one realm of the Christ-reality [Christuswirklichkeit]’.903  He is the epicentre of everything: ‘of 

the Bible, of the church, of theology, but also of humanity, reason, justice, and culture’.904  Christ is 

‘das Mittel’ and ‘der Mittler’.905  

 

Bethge described Bonhoeffer’s Christologie lectures as ‘the highpoint’ of Bonhoeffer’s academic 

career and ‘more difficult than anything he had done [previously]’.906  In these lectures differing 

explanations of the nature of Christ are compared.  According to Bonhoeffer the Early Church was 

concerned with the ‘how’ question, while modern theology was preoccupied with the ‘what’ 

question.  However, the crucial question of Christ, which had been asked by Luther, Paul and the 

New Testament, was: ‘Who are you?’.907  This question ‘expresses the otherness of the other.  At the 

same time, the “who question” interrogates the very existence of the one asking it’.908 Bonhoeffer’s 
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lectures emphasise the centrality of Christology, which he then relates to his anthropological 

concerns. 

 

In his lectures Bonhoeffer references the fictional literature of Dostoevsky and Gerhart Hauptmann, 

and the religious art of George Grosz.909 The literary preoccupation of Hauptmann, according to John 

Osborne, was with human suffering. 910  In 1910 Hauptmann published his novel, Der Narr in Christo 

Emanuel Quint, in which the narrator described the activity of the ‘fool’ Quint, from his first 

appearance announcing the Kingdom of Heaven and denouncing the ruling elite.911  According to 

Bonhoeffer the ‘who’ question asked of Christ was paramount and, as part of an answer, he also 

offered Dostoevsky’s Myshkin: Christ ‘is the one who bears all things and forgives all things’. 912 

 

Bonhoeffer wrote: ‘we have the Exalted One only as the Crucified, the Sinless One only as the one 

laden with [our] guilt, the Risen One only as the Humiliated One’.913  During his year in America 

Bonhoeffer had found the presence of Christ among those living on the margins914 but it was not 

until his Christological lectures that the ‘outcast Christ’ entered Bonhoeffer’s theological lexicon as a 

determinative and foundational hypothesis.  In the Christologie lecture the incognito Christ is 

described as the one who comes beggar among beggars, as an outcast among the outcast, a figure of 

despair among the despairing, dying among the dying, the sinless one ‘as a sinner among sinners’.915   
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In his sermons during this period Bonhoeffer emphasised the divine glory revealed in the suffering 

Christ.916  Bethge suggests that ‘the belief in the power of weakness was one of Bonhoeffer’s most 

basic insights, which he would hold throughout his theological life’.917  Humility and suffering were 

for Bonhoeffer not only Christologically definitive they were also ecclesiologically significant.   

 

In describing the incarnation Bonhoeffer avoided the usual Inkarnation and instead chose 

Menschwerdung.918 In this choice Bonhoeffer affirmed and emphasised the humanity of Christ.  

Bonhoeffer’s ‘Incarnational-Christological factum’ required a genuine social and ethical response.919   

According to Bonhoeffer the historic creedal affirmation of the Son placed moral demands on the 

individual.  This was the consequence of the incarnation - of God taking upon Himself flesh to dwell 

as an outcast, reviled and rejected.920 The stellvertretender Christ required stellvertretende disciples. 

 

Die Kirche vor der Judenfrage (June 1933) 

This thesis suggests that a central feature of Bonhoeffer’s Christo-ecclesiological ethic was based on 

an understanding of Stellvertretung as ‘vicarious suffering’ and if this is credible, then it would be 

reasonable to look for an example pertinent to Bonhoeffer’s immediate social and political context.  

A pressing issue during this period was the Judenfrage, and it was this that brought Bonhoeffer into 

conflict with the policies and activities of the National Socialist government.921   

 

In the 1931 national German election the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (NSDAP – 

‘Nazis’) had dramatically increased their number of seats in the Reichstag.  In the July 1932 elections 

                                                                 
916 Ibid., pp. 447-465. 
917 DB-EB, p. 456. 
918 Clifford Green makes this point in his introduction to Ethics: DBWE 6, p. 6. 
919 DBWE 4, p. 285. 
920 DBWE 12, pp. 355-360. 
921 Tödt, Heinz Eduard, ‘Judendiskriminierung 1933, der Ernstfall für Bonhoeffers Ethik’, in: Ethik im Ernstfall.  
Dietrich Bonhoeffers Stellung zu den Juden und ihre Aktualität, eds. W. Huber and I. Tödt (München: Kaiser, 
1982), pp. 139-83, 155. 
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the Nazis became the largest party.  The success of the National Socialists in the 30th January 1933 

national elections and the appointment of Hitler as the new Chancellor was followed by a 

presidential edict which restricted personal freedom and established the apparatus of the terror 

state.  More elections followed on 5th March which gave the Nazis absolute political power.  A 

prominent aspect of their ideology was its anti-Jewish polemic and policies.  Shortly after Hitler took 

power there was a boycott of Jewish businesses, physicians, and lawyers.  On 7th April the first of 

many anti-Semitic decrees and regulations was enacted, including the exclusion of persons of Jewish 

descent from employment in the civil service, including clergy.  Further discriminatory legislation 

followed, restricting every aspect of Jewish public and private life.  Anti-Semitism became ‘the 

politics of violence, terror and extermination’.922 

 

The Nazi government also sought to reorganise the Protestant regional church bodies.  In early April 

1933 representatives of the Deutsche Christen met in Berlin and demanded the dismissal of all 

members of the executive of the twenty-eight Protestant regional church bodies in Germany, which 

had been loosely associated under the Deutscher Evangelischer Kirchenbund.  The Deutsche Christen 

wanted the creation of a Deutsche Evangelische Kirche, led according to the Nazi Führerprinzip by a 

Reichsbischof.923 

 

On 27th May 1933 representatives of the national church bodies gathered in Berlin and, contrary to 

the wishes of the Deutsche Christen who had promoted Ludwig Müller as their preferred candidate, 

Friedrich von Bodelschwingh was elected as Reichsbischof.  This election was declared invalid by the 

government and Bodelschwingh resigned on 24th June.  On 28th June, Müller was appointed. 

 

                                                                 
922 Probst, Christopher J., Demonizing the Jews – Luther and the Protestant Church in Nazi Germany 
(Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2012), p. 8. 
923 Robertson, Edwin H., ‘A Study of Dietrich Bonhoeffer and the Jews’, in: Bonhoeffer’s Ethics, op. cit., pp. 124-
125. 



141 
 

The ‘Junge Kirche’, a group of Protestant theologians and pastors which included Bonhoeffer, 

resolved to confront the Deutsche Christen with the ‘confessional question’.  Bodelschwingh, 

Bonhoeffer, and Georg Merz, a lecturer from the Bethel seminary, met on 5th August.  They were 

joined later by the Erlangen Church historian Hermann Sasse.   

 

Following a preliminary meeting Bodelschwingh wrote to Pastor Georg Schulz, the leader of the anti-

Nazi Brüdergemeinschaft, at Barmen, saying that there was a need to formulate a statement from 

the perspective of the Lutheran confession which would provide support for dissenters.924  

 

The first version of the ‘Bethel Confession’ was then compiled between 15th and 25th August under 

Bodelschwingh’s guidance.  Although Sasse described their work as ‘truly a joyful cooperation’ it was 

Bonhoeffer who was the inspiration behind the first draft of the document.925    

 

The Bethel document has been described as theologically and politically clearer than the famous 

Barmen Declaration of May 1934,926 with both a high Christology927 and a clear Trinitarian 

theology.928  Bonhoeffer was also able to convince his colleagues to support his approach to the 

Judenfrage.  Bodelschwingh sent the draft document to a group of twenty theologians and pastors 

with a request that they suggest any necessary modifications.  These included Schlatter and Martin 

Niemöller. 

 

                                                                 
924 DBWE 12, p. 510. 
925 Wilch, John R., ‘Hermann Sasse and Third Reich Threats to the Church’, in: Hermann Sasse: A Man for Our 
Times?, ed. John R. Stephenson (Saint Louis: Concordia, 1998), p. 80.  
926 Scholder, The Churches and the Third Reich, Vol. 1, op. cit., p. 456. 
927 Green, Clifford, ‘Trinity and Christology in Bonhoeffer and Barth’, in: Union Seminary Quarterly Review, 60, 
no. 1 (2006), pp. 1-22. 
928 Carter, Guy Christopher, Confession at Bethel, August 1933 – enduring witness: the formation, revision and 
significance of the first full theological confession of the Evangelical Church struggle in Nazi Germany, 
unpublished thesis (Marquette University, 1987), p. 193. 



142 
 

In a letter to his grandmother Bonhoeffer described the document as an attempt ‘to make the 

[Deutsche Christen] declare their intentions’.929  Although he doubted its effectiveness, he hoped 

that it would provide an alternative public Confession.  However, he was dismayed when he saw the 

editorial changes made by Niemöller with the support of Bodelschwingh and others.  Niemöller and 

Bodelschwingh wanted to obtain the support of a broader church constituency, particularly from the 

Union and Reformed churches, who would not naturally identify with the dominant Lutheran 

theology of the original document.  Many of Bonhoeffer’s contributions were removed - including 

the section referring to the Judenfrage.  Consequently, both Bonhoeffer and Sasse withdrew their 

support, and Bonhoeffer privately circulated a copy of the original document.930  

 

Bonhoeffer’s contribution to the original Confession included a section on the ‘Orders’ of creation 

where he uses the expression ‘Erhaltungsordnung’ in contrast to the normal ‘Schöpfungsordnung’, 

as he had done previously at the Berlin conference.931 In his use of Erhaltungsordnung Bonhoeffer 

sought to describe the patterns of life that preserve existence in ways which were in sympathy with 

Christ, but he was also seeking to resist the Deutsche Christen notion that ‘race’ represented a 

permanent Schöpfungsordnung. 932  In this section of the document Bonhoeffer defends the unity of 

humanity and condemns ‘modern concepts of race’.  He concludes this section with Leviticus 19:34: 

‘… liebe deinen Genossen dir gleich’: ‘You shall love your neighbour who is like you’.  In Germany in 

1933 the issue of the Fremdling - the stranger - was an acute issue for the Church, and the text 

affirms the essential worth of the Fremdling.  The text also challenges any notion of privilege, power 

and separation.  In Bonhoeffer’s Germany differentiation was racially construed, and this text and 

the translation chosen had both political and social relevance.933 

                                                                 
929 DBWE, 12, pp. 157, 159. 
930 Wilch, ‘Hermann Sasse’, op. cit., p. 85; Carter, Confession at Bethel, op. cit., p. 266; cf. Green, Lowell C., 
Lutherans Against Hitler (Saint Louis: Concordia, 2007), p. 164; and DBWE 13, p. 23.    
931 DBWE 11, pp. 351-355 
932 Ibid., pp. 341, 362-363; DBW 11, pp. 237-238; Amelung, and Strohm, DBWE 11, p. 267, n. 2.  
933 Mottu, ‘Similarities’, op. cit., pp. 86-88. 
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According to Bonhoeffer the authority, actions and policies of the State are legitimate while they are 

in accordance with the commands of God, the ultimate source of authority, and this can be assessed 

by the State’s understanding of Recht.934 The role of the Church, according to Bonhoeffer, was to 

question the legitimacy of the government’s actions.  A State which deprived citizens of their ‘rights’, 

as in National Socialism, had become ‘lawless’ and ein rechtloser Staat.935   

 

Bonhoeffer suggested that there are three possibilities the Church can take vis-à-vis the State.  First, 

to question the State as to the legitimacy of its actions. Secondly, to provide service to the victims of 

those actions, irrespective of their ethnicity or religious identity.936  He quotes Galatians 6:10: ‘Let us 

work for the good of all’.  This text in Nachfolge is in the section ‘Die sichtbare Gemeinde’ where he 

describes the relationship and the responsibility of the Church to the State but the description of the 

Church parallels that of the Jews in the ‘Judenfrage’.  It is the Christians in Nachfolge who are the 

Fremdling: ‘Leiden, hungrig und durstig… und geschmäht’ - scorned by the world.  However, the 

Church, in its vicarious suffering, preserves and shields the world.937  

 

The third possible way for the Church to respond to the State’s actions was ‘dem Rad selbst in die 

Speichen zu fallen’.938  The editors of DBW 12 have translated this as ‘to seize the wheel itself’.  

Ernst-Albert Scharffenorth suggests that Bonhoeffer was repeating a contemporaneous slogan which 

would have been understood as ‘the act of detaching a cart or wagon from the horse pulling it’.939  

This suggestion, however, seems unlikely given that a number of Bonhoeffer’s friends, family 

members and contemporaries confirm Bonhoeffer’s use of the phrase in relation to stopping a 

                                                                 
934 Recht can be translated as ‘justice’, ‘law’, or ‘rights’ depending on the context. 
935 Rasmussen, Larry, DBWE 12, p. 364, n. 9.  Rechtlos: ‘without rights’. 
936 Ibid., p. 365. 
937 DBW 4, p. 267. 
938 DBW 12, p. 353. 
939 Rasmussen, DBWE 12, p. 365-366, n. 12.   
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vehicle which was out of control, including Otto Dudzus,940 Gerhard Leibholz,941 Emmi Bonhoeffer942 

and Gaetano Latmiral.943  Bertold Klappert thought that the phrase came from a lecture in 1882 by 

Adolf Stoecker on the danger that the Jewish community posed for the German Reich but this is also 

unlikely since this is precisely the opposite of the sense that Bonhoeffer intended.944   

 

Pangritz, however, suggested that Bonhoeffer was utilising a text from Schiller’s play Don Karlos, 

Infant von Spanien.945   This is credible because it has the idea of stopping a vehicle and Bonhoeffer’s 

practice of utilising a supporting literary phrase or allusion, often from German Romantic writers.946  

The Schiller quotation suggested by Pangritz includes the concept of self-sacrifice:  

…Sich dem Rade / Des Weltverhängnisses, das unaufhaltsam / In vollen Laufe rollt, entgegen 

werfen / Mit Menschenarm in seine Speichen fallen.947    

(To throw oneself against the wheel of world events, which rolls its unstoppable course, to 

fall with human arms into the spokes.) 

 

Feil comments that the translation of the German text in DBWE 12 fails to render the force of 

Bonhoeffer’s personal readiness to give himself for this cause.  Feil also discovered a misprint in 

                                                                 
940 Dudzus, Otto, ‘Arresting the Wheel’, in: I Knew Dietrich Bonhoeffer, eds. Wolf-Dieter Zimmermann and 
Ronald Gregor Smith, trans. Käthe Gregor Smith (London: Collins, 1966), pp. 82-90. 
941 Leibholz, Gerhard, ‘Memoir’, in: The Cost of Discipleship (London: SCM, 1959), p. 22. 
942 Bonhoeffer, Emmi, in: www.christianhistorytimeline.com/GLIMPSEF/Glimpses/glmps063.shtml (accessed 
January 2016). 
943 DB-EB, p. 851. Bethge, in his essay ‘Dietrich Bonhoeffer and the Jews’, only repeats the text from the 
passage. Bethge, Eberhard, ‘Dietrich Bonhoeffer and the Jews’, in: Ethical Responsibility: Bonhoeffer’s Legacy 
to the Churches, ed. John D. Godsey and Geffrey B. Kelly (New York: Mellen, 1981), pp. 59, and 94, n. 28. 
944 Referenced in: Huber, Wolfgang and Tödt, Ilse, eds., Ethik im Ernstfall. Dietrich Bonhoeffers Stellung zu den 
Juden und ihre Aktualität (Munich: 1982), p. 264, n. 105; cf. Tödt, Authentic Faith, op. cit., p. 104. 
945 Pangritz, Andreas, ‘To Fall within the Spokes of the Wheel’: New-Old Observations Concerning “The Church 
and the Jewish Question”’, in: Dem Rad in die Speichen fallen: Das Politische in der Theologie Dietrich 
Bonhoeffers/ A Spoke in the Wheel: The Political in the Theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, eds. Kirsten Busch 
Nielsen, Ralf K. Wüstenberg, and Jens Zimmermann (München: Gütersloher, 2013), p. 105.  
946 DBW 10, p. 605.    
947 Schiller, Friedrich, Don Karlos Infant von Spanien, Ein dramatisches Gedicht (Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher 
Klassiker Verlag, 1989), p. 133, lines 3162-3170.   
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Bonhoeffer’s essay in the Gesammelte Schriften, which read ‘mittelbar politisches Handeln’948 when 

it should have read ‘unmittelbar politisches Handeln’.  The text advocates direct, costly – unmittelbar 

- political action.  According to Martin Rumscheidt’s translation of Feil’s Die Theologie the text 

should read ‘to hurl oneself into the spokes of the wheel’.949 Support for Feil’s suggestion comes 

from an editorial comment in DBW 16 on a similar phrase that Bonhoeffer uses in a study on 

‘personal’ and objective ethics, which assumes that the DBWE 12 translation would read ‘to throw 

oneself between the spokes of the wheel itself’.950   

 

Bonhoeffer’s essay Die Kirche vor der Judenfrage begins with two quotations from Luther,951 who is 

quoted again at the end of the section which describes the suffering of the Jews.952  Bonhoeffer then 

concludes his essay with a final quotation from Luther which states that there is no other rule or test 

for who is ‘Gottes Volk oder die Kirche Christi’ than this: where there is ‘a little band’ (ein Häuflein) of 

those who accept the word of the Lord and teach and confess it against those who persecute it, ‘und 

darob leiden, was sie sollen’.  They suffer what is their due.953  The quotation ‘dem Rad selbst in die 

Speichen zu fallen’ makes better sense in this context if it is understood as an act of vicarious 

suffering. 

 

Bonhoeffer was advocating direct action on the part of the Church, but it was stellvertretende 

Aktion, a response which is costly, participatory and sacrificial.  It is in this way that Christ continues 

                                                                 
948 Bonhoeffer, Dietrich, Gesammelte Schriften, ed. Eberhard Bethge, vol. II (Munich: Kaiser, 1959), p. 48.  Feil’s 
‘discovery’ is reported in Die Theologie Dietrich Bonhoeffers, p. 264, n. 105.  This was confirmed by Bethge.  
Feil, The Theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, op. cit., pp. 223-224, n. 37. 
949 Ibid., p. 209, n. 23.  Although Feil’s comments are not addressed to the 2009 translation of DBWE, 12.  
950 Bonhoeffer’s essay had originally been published in Ethik (München: Kaiser Verlag, 1949), and published in 
English as Ethics, trans. Neville Horton Smith (London: SCM, 1955), p. 287.  In DBWE 16 the editors state that 
the difference in the phraseology of its use in DBWE 12, p. 365 is that ‘greifen’ (‘take hold’) has replaced 
‘fallen’ (‘fall’). Glenthøj, Kabitz and Krötke, DBWE 16, p. 541, n. 10.   
951 WA, 51, 195, 25-27. DBW 12, p. 349; and WA, 11, 315, 19-24, and 336, 24-29.  LW, 45:200-201. 
952 WA, 3:36, 16-19.  DBW 12, p. 354. 
953 DBW 12, p. 358.  WA 41, 145, pp. 31-34. 
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his life in the life of his disciples.  Die Kirche vor der Judenfrage represents further confirmation of 

Bonhoeffer’s understanding of ‘Stellvertretung’ as vicarious suffering.    

 

The ‘Finkenwalde’ Period (May 1935-March 1940) 

In October 1933 Bonhoeffer began his pastoral ministry at the German Church in Sydenham and at 

St. Paul’s in the East End of London.  In May 1935 he returned to Germany to establish a ‘Preachers’ 

Seminary in Zingst and then at Finkenwalde for the Bekennende Kirche.954 The Bekennende Kirche 

were those German Protestants who refused to accept the reorganization of the churches by the 

Nazi government and its policy of Gleichschaltung.  The seminary at Finkenwalde was closed by the 

Gestapo in September 1937 but Bonhoeffer continued training and supporting the seminarians 

through smaller scattered ‘collective pastorates’.  This continued until March 1940 when the final 

collective pastorate at Sigurdshof was closed.   

 

Bonhoeffer’s ‘Finkenwalde period’ was theologically rich, and it was during this period that he wrote 

Nachfolge and Gemeinsames Leben.  This was not ‘the peaceful backwater of the pietists, nor the 

otherworldliness of the visionaries’ but ‘a call to battle’.955  In the editor’s introduction to DBWE 14 

H. Gaylon Baker describes Bonhoeffer’s work at Finkenwalde as part of the straight trajectory of his 

career.956   

 

Predigtentwurf zu Jesaja 53 (July 1935) 

The student notes on Bonhoeffer’s sermon at Finkenwalde on Isaiah are sparse but conventional in 

their link between the suffering servant of Isaiah 53 and Christ;957 they are, however, notable in their 

                                                                 
954 The Bekennende Kirche had been established following the May 1934 Barmen Declaration and the synod at 
Berlin-Dahlem in October 1934. 
955 DB-EB, p. 459. 
956 DBWE 14, p. 35. 
957 Ibid., pp. 359-361. 
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extension of vicariousness to the Gemeinde.  Christ is ‘struck down for us, our punishment, in the 

place where we ought to suffer’.958  The sermon describes the Stellvertretung of a ‘nameless’ one but 

one who is the saviour and whose death is a ‘sin offering’.  Christ in his action is the foundation of 

the ‘law’ of Stellvertretung but this now applies to his entire community.  Through Christ the 

Gemeinde have become the Nachfolgergemeinde.959 

 

Vorlesungsabschnitt zu Gottesdienst und Bruderdienst (1935-1936) 

In lectures at Finkenwalde in 1935-36, Vorlesungsabschnitt zu Gottesdienst und Bruderdienst, which 

were part of a lecture series on the visible church in the New Testament, Bonhoeffer refers to Col. 

1:24.960  He states that each Christian and indeed the entire Gemeinde are drawn into the death of 

Christ, and this occurs through baptism and through tägliche Sterben - a daily experience of death.  It 

is through bearing the cross that each disciple participates ‘in Christ’.  Then Bonhoeffer says:  

Bearing the cross, through which the disciple participates in Christ.  There are even 

ὑστερήματα in the θλῖψίς of Christ (Christ’s παθήματα excessively resembles conciliatory 

suffering). Col. 1:24.961  

 

What is apparent in Bonhoeffer’s interpretation is that the sufferings, ‘παθήμασιν’, of Paul 

mentioned at the beginning of the Colossians verse, which are to be undertaken to complete 

(ἀνταναπληρῶ) what is lacking (ὑστερήματα), are to be undertaken by each Christian disciple.  They 

are not, as in Barth’s interpretation, plenipotentiary in character, referring to the sufferings of Paul 

as the apostle to the Gentiles.962  By contrast, according to Bonhoeffer’s interpretation, which 

                                                                 
958 Ibid., p. 360. 
959 DBW 14, p. 340. 
960 DBWE 14, p. 475.  The lectures, ‘Sichtbare Kirche im NT’ were delivered between 11th November 1935 and 
27th February 1936 (DBWE 14, pp. 424-476).  This section is from pt. IV ‘Der Raum des christlichen Lebens’ and 
was delivered 3rd, 11th and 17th February 1936. 
961 DBWE 14, p. 475. 
962 Barth described Col. 1:24 as ‘obscure’ and stated that the community of faith, which was the earthly, 
historical presence of Jesus, ‘has to exist in an earthly-historical correspondence to His afflictions’.  CD IV/2, p. 
601.   Barth considered the actions and suffering of the apostles as plenipotentiary.  CD II/2, p. 499. 
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follows Luther, the reference in Colossians is applicable for all the ἐκκλησία, and such suffering is an 

authenticating sign of their membership of the Gemeinde.   Bonhoeffer states that this suffering 

happens for Christ’s body and that ‘as a member of that body each disciple participates in his 

suffering’.963  Then Bonhoeffer makes the notable comment that suffering as a disciple, which is 

dying with Christ, justifies from sin.964  He reiterates this statement and states that such ‘dying’ takes 

place through physical suffering ‘für Christus’ and that this suffering can function ‘für das Aufhören 

von Sünden’965 (for the cessation of sins).  Suffering for Christ not only justifies and brings about the 

cessation of sin but also facilitates entry into the new kingdom.966  Bonhoeffer describes this as ‘das 

Gesetz des Kreuzes’967 and it is this law of the cross which is also the law of the Gemeinde.  In this 

statement he distinguishes himself from his Lutheran forebears and his Protestant contemporaries. 

 

Nachfolge (1937) 

‘Nachfolge’ was originally called in English The Cost of Discipleship but Nachfolge literally means 

‘following after’.  In German Jüngerschaft is the usual word for ‘discipleship’, and this refers to the 

calling by Jesus of die Jünger – the original disciples.  The word ‘Nachfolge’ is an imperative and does 

not refer to a person but to an action, ‘the activity one undertakes in responding to the call of 

God’.968  The English title The Cost of Discipleship ‘mute[s] the book’s singular intensities’.969  Haddon 

Wilmer writes:  

The word Nachfolge comes to mean ‘discipleship’ only by its Christian location: Jesus 

summoned those who were to be his disciples ‘to follow him’.  The content of discipleship is 

                                                                 
963 DBWE 14, p. 475. 
964 Ibid. Here the text references Rom. 6:7 but probably v. 6 should also be included: ‘For we know that our old 
self was crucified with him so that the body ruled by sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be 
slaves to sin-- because anyone who has died has been set free from sin’. 
965 DBW 14, p. 475. Bonhoeffer references 1 Pet. 4:1: ‘Therefore, since Christ suffered in his body, arm 
yourselves also with the same attitude, because whoever suffers in the body is done with sin’. 
966 Ibid.; DBWE 14, p. 475. 
967 Ibid. 
968 Kelly, DBWE 5, p. 112, n. 5. 
969 Marsh, Strange Glory, op. cit. p. 244. 
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defined by the way Jesus went to the cross and beyond.  It is therefore tautologous to speak 

of the cost of discipleship, since denying self and taking up one’s cross is integral to following 

Jesus.970  

 

Nachfolge was published in 1937 and is divided into two parts.  In the first chapter, ‘Die teure Gnade’ 

(Costly Grace), Bonhoeffer compares what he describes as ‘cheap grace’ with ‘costly grace’; then in 

the second chapter, ‘Der Ruf in der Nachfolge’, he explores ‘the call to discipleship’.  The third 

chapter, ‘Die einfältige Gehorsam’, explores the nature of obedience.  It is in the fourth chapter, ‘Die 

Nachfolge und das Kreuz’, that Bonhoeffer describes the ‘law’ of suffering and the requirement for 

costly, suffering discipleship: ‘Just as Christ is only Christ as one who suffers and is rejected, so a 

disciple is a disciple only in suffering and being rejected, thereby participating in crucifixion’.971  The 

fifth chapter, ‘Die Nachfolge und der Einzelne’, considers personal discipleship, and the final two 

chapters of this first section are commentaries on the Sermon on the Mount and Matthew 10.  

   

In the chapter ‘Die Nachfolge und das Kreuz’972 Bonhoeffer describes suffering and rejection as 

essential signs of discipleship: because Christ is only Christ in His suffering and rejection, similarly the 

disciple is only a disciple in his/her suffering and rejection.973  He provides an exegesis of Mark 8:31-

38 and Christ’s admonishment to the disciples to follow him, to deny themselves, and to take up 

their cross.974   

 

                                                                 
970 Wilmer, Haddon, ‘Costly Discipleship’, in: The Cambridge Companion, op. cit., p. 175.  Italics in the original.   
971 DBWE 4, p. 85. 
972 DBW 4, pp. 77-85.   
973 Ibid., p. 85. 
974 DBWE 4, pp. 84-91.  The DBW editorial comment is that the Lutherbibel follows a textual variant: Kuske and 
Tödt, DBWE 4, p. 85, n. 6. ‘Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross and 
follow me’. 
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Bonhoeffer understands that suffering in discipleship is ‘necessary’ and that ‘it is suffering that 

comes from being Christian’ and not ‘random’ suffering or suffering ‘from natural existence’.975  The 

‘cross’ for the disciple was ‘Christ-suffering’ and each disciple has his/her cross to bear, ‘assigned by 

God and measured to fit’.976  

 

Bonhoeffer believed that although Christ has completed all the sufferings necessary for salvation 

there was still a ‘ὑστερήματα’ of sufferings that were necessary for the Gemeinde.  In Matt. 16:24, in 

his Greek New Testament, he underlined αὐτοῦ, ‘their [cross]’, and wrote in the margin ‘δεῖ 

predest[inatio]!’ – ‘Must – predestination!’.977  Here in Nachfolge Bonhoeffer states that the 

disciples: 

must all bear the suffering and rejection measured out to each of them.  Everyone gets a 

different amount.  God honours some with great suffering and grants them the grace of 

martyrdom, while others are not tempted beyond their strength.  But in every case, it is the 

one cross.978  

 

According to Bonhoeffer ‘Jeder Ruf Christi fährt in den Tod’979 (every call of Christ leads into death), 

and although the suffering of the cross is to be endured, the emphasis in Bonhoeffer is on choice 

and joy.980  Vicarious suffering is not simply enduring the experience of suffering and affliction but 

rather suffering that has been ‘chosen’ and borne joyfully for the benefit of others. 981  

 

                                                                 
975 Ibid., p. 86. 
976 Ibid., p. 87. 
977 Kuske, and Tödt, DBWE 4, p. 87, n. 10. 
978  DBWE 4, p. 87.   
979 Ibid.  
980 Ibid., p. 89. 
981 Ibid., p. 81. 
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It is Anfechtung and Sünde (sin) that fall onto the disciples.982  ‘Sin covers the disciples with shame 

and expels them from the gates of the city like scapegoats’ (Leviticus 16:8-26).  Then Bonhoeffer 

writes, ‘So wird der Christ zum Träger von Sünde und Schuld für andere Menschen’983 (So the 

Christian becomes bearer of sin and guilt for other people).  The burden that the disciple is called to 

bear is the ‘Sünde’ – the sin of the other.984  An editorial note in DBWE 12 indicates that Anfechtung 

can be translated as ‘temptations’:  

provided its force is underscored as an ‘assault by temptation’ or ‘spiritual assault’.  The 

connotation is an assault from without that causes one’s heart to doubt God and engage in a 

battle with the demonic.985  

 

Although he described suffering as a necessary aspect of Christian discipleship, Bonhoeffer is clear 

that it is only Christ’s suffering that brings reconciliation: ‘allein Christi eigenes Leiden 

Versöhnungsleiden’.986 It is also only Christ’s sufferings that achieve salvation: ‘Allein sein Leiden ist 

erlösendes Leiden’.987 The vicarious suffering of the disciple is not suffering as Christ but suffering 

with Christ. 

 

In his discussion of suffering discipleship Bonhoeffer includes Gal. 6:2: ‘Carry each other’s burdens, 

and in this way you will fulfil the law of Christ’. 988 This passage is heavily marked in his Lutherbibel 

and it is often quoted by him.989 ‘Bearing’, writes Bonhoeffer, ‘constitutes being a Christian’,990  and 

God, he emphasized, is a God who bears.991  As the Church was for Bonhoeffer the continuing 

                                                                 
982 DBWE 4, p. 88; DBW 4, p. 81. 
983 Ibid. 
984 Ibid., p. 82. 
985 Rasmussen, DBWE 12, p. 217, n. 29. 
986 DBW 4, p. 81. 
987 Ibid., p. 84. 
988 DBWE 4, p. 88. 
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990 DBWE 4, p. 91. 
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presence of Christ in history, this ecclesial community was called, because of its existence as the 

Body of Christ, to share in the Messianic suffering of God in Christ by being there for others, carrying 

their burdens and sins, and so fulfilling the duty laid on them by Christ himself.  In doing so they 

become ‘like Christ’, conforming their lives to the way of self-giving love and sacrificial suffering 

service.992   

 

According to Bonhoeffer ‘das Leiden [ist] zum Kennzeichen der Nachfolger Christi’.993 Suffering as the 

identifying mark of Christian discipleship is passio passiva.  ‘Using “passive” shows that suffering is 

obligatory (as opposed to self-chosen)’. 994  According to Bonhoeffer, Luther believed that suffering 

was among the essential marks of ‘der rechten Kirche’.995  Luther asked rhetorically how the Christian 

can be identified, and in Von den Konziliis und Kirchen996  he suggested that there were seven 

constitutive ‘marks’ of the Church.  These were: proclamation, baptism, Eucharist, the ‘office of the 

keys’ (or absolution), ordination, prayer and discipleship.997  In Luther’s analysis each of these ‘core’ 

practices ‘enacts and embodies the Church’998 and in his discussion of the mark of ‘discipleship’ he 

stated that discipleship was demonstrated by suffering.  In identifying suffering as the ‘badge of 

membership’ of Christ's Church, this section of Luther’s essay disclosed his understanding of the 

ultimate purpose of suffering: that Christians might become like Christ.  In suffering ‘both the 

hiddenness and lowliness, as well as the supreme glory and greatest riches of the Christian life are 

comprehended’.999  Bonhoeffer follows Luther in describing the Christian community as ‘the 

                                                                 
992 Ibid., p. 91. 
993 DBW 4, p. 82. 
994 Kuske, and Tödt, DBWE 4, p. 89, n. 16. 
995 DBW 4, p. 82. 
996 WA 50, p. 641 / LW 41, p. 148; cf. Lull, Timothy F., (ed.), Martin Luther’s Basic Theological Writings 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1989), p. 545. 
997 Ibid, pp. 148-168.  Cf. Braaten, Carl E., and Jenson, Robert W., eds., Marks of the Body of Christ (Grand 
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1999). 
998 Hütter, Reinhard, Bound to be Free.  Evangelical Catholic Engagements in Ecclesiology, Ethics, and 
Ecumenism (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2004), pp. 53, 91. 
999 Loewenich, Luther’s Theology of the Cross, op. cit., p. 123. 
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community of the cross with Christ’1000 but he does not follow Luther in his statement that Christians 

become ‘bearers of sin and guilt for other[s]’.1001   

 

In Die Bergpredigt Bonhoeffer discusses the suffering of persecution, and he writes: ‘Loving one’s 

enemies leads disciples to the way of the cross and into communion with the crucified one’.1002  In 

this section of Nachfolge he repeats the statement he made in Sanctorum Communio1003 and 

extends Stellvertretung beyond the Gemeinde to include the ‘enemy’:  

Pray for those who abuse and persecute you... In prayer we go to our enemies, to stand at 

their side… Now we are taking up their neediness and poverty, their being guilty and lost, 

and interceding for them before God.  We are doing for them in [Stellvertretung] what they 

cannot do for themselves.1004 

 

In the second section of Nachfolge, ‘Die Kirche Jesu Christi und die Nachfolge’, and in the first 

chapter of this section, Bonhoeffer considers questions of discipleship as they relate to Jesus’ call to 

follow.  This is followed by a consideration of baptism and then ‘Der Leib Christi’ discusses the 

Church as the Body of Christ.  In chapter four, ‘Die sichtbare Gemeinde’, Bonhoeffer considers the 

experience of the Church as a lived reality.  The fifth chapter focuses upon the saints, including a 

discussion of confession, and the final chapter of this section, ‘Das Bild Christi’, discusses the image 

of the crucified Christ as it is formed in the life of the disciple.  

 

 The biblical verse that is often associated with vicarious suffering in literature, including the Papal 

encyclicals referenced in Part One, is Col. 1:24 and in the chapter ‘Der Leib Christi’ Bonhoeffer 

                                                                 
1000 DBWE 4, pp. 89, 114. 
1001 Ibid., p. 88. 
1002 Ibid., p. 141. 
1003 DBWE 1, p. 140. 
1004 DBWE 4, p. 140. 
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provides a commentary on aspects of this verse. 1005  In Bonhoeffer’s Novum Testamentum Graece et 

Germanice the passage reads: 

Νῦν χαίρω ἐν τοῖς παθήμασιν ὑπὲρ ὑμῶν καὶ ἀνταναπληρῶ τὰ ὑστερήματα τῶν θλίψεων 

τοῦ Χριστοῦ έν τῇ σαρκί μου ὑπὲρ τοῦ σώματος αὐτοῦ, ὅ ἐστιν ἡ ἐκκλησία.1006  

This has been translated in Bonhoeffer’s Lutherbibel as:  

Nun freue ich mich in meinem Leiden, das ich für euch leide, und erstatte an meinem Fleisch, 

was noch mangelt an Trübsalen in Christo, für seinen Leib, welcher ist die Gemeinde. 

(Now I delight in my suffering, which I suffer for you, and I repay in my flesh what is still 

lacking in Christ’s sufferings, for his body which is the church-community.) 

 

As we have seen, Bonhoeffer first discusses Col. 1:24 in his university essay Wie urteilt Paulus über 

die irdischen Leiden? (1930).  However, it is in the Finkenwalde period that he gives this verse 

attention - including his lecture on Christian service ‘Vorlesungsabschnitt zu Gottesdienst und 

Bruderdienst’ (February 1936),1007 and then in his biblical study seminars and in his discussion of 

‘joy’.1008  

 

An important issue in understanding the Colossians verse is to ascertain what the Apostle Paul 

meant by ‘ἀνταναπληρῶ τὰ ὑστερήματα τῶν θλίψεων τοῦ Χριστοῦ’.  J. H. Houlden described the 

problem: ‘it is easy to see Paul as here exposing himself to the charge that he regards Christ’s 

sufferings as somehow an insufficient sacrifice for human sin’.1009  Most commentators agree that 

                                                                 
1005 Ibid, pp. 220-222; DBW 4, pp. 234-236.   
1006 Bonhoeffer used Novum Testamentum Graece et Germanice, ed. D. Eberhard Nestle and Erwin Nestle, 13th 
edition (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelstiftung, 1929).  Nestle-Aland (28th edn.) has identified the verse’s two minor 
textual differences but the MSS which include this variant are either relatively late or provide the variant as a 
marginal note.  This text in this form appeared in the Greek NT published by Erasmus in his Novum 
Instrumentum of 1516 and was used for Luther’s German translation of 1522.  In the NRSV the passage reads: 
‘I am now rejoicing in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I am completing what is lacking in Christ’s 
afflictions, for the sake of his body, that is, the church’.  
1007 DBWE 14, p. 475. 
1008 DBWE 15, pp. 362-364. 
1009 Houlden, J. H., Paul’s Letters from Prison: Philippians, Colossians, Philemon and Ephesians, The Pelican New 
Testament Commentaries (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1970), p. 176.  Peter T. O’Brien comments: ‘This verse ... 
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any interpretation of the verse cannot suggest that there is a deficiency in what Christ has achieved 

through his suffering, and this is Bonhoeffer’s position.1010   

 

In ‘Der Leib Christi’ Bonhoeffer describes the Church as the Body of Christ, noting that it is the Holy 

Spirit who builds up the Church, gathering together individual believers: ‘Er schafft die 

Gemeinschaft… die Glieder des Leibes’.1011   The Church of Christ is Christ, made present by the Spirit: 

‘Die Kirche Christi ist der gegenwärtige Christus im Heiligen Geist’.  He then states that ‘in Christ’ 

Christians are no longer independent, but that Christ now lives his life in them:  

So ist das Leben des Leibes Christi unser Leben geworden.  In Christus leben wir nicht mehr 

unser Leben, sondern Christus lebt sein Leben in uns.1012   

(Thus, the life of the Body of Christ has become our life.  In Christ, we no longer live our lives, 

but Christ lives his life in us.) 

 

Bonhoeffer then wrote: ‘Das Leben der Gläubigen in der Gemeinde ist in Wahrheit das Leben Jesu 

Christi’ (The life of believers in the church-community is truly the life of Jesus Christ).  He italicises 

the first part of this sentence for emphasis.1013 

 

Bonhoeffer believed that the sufferings endured by the Christian disciple ‘für Christus’ were Christ’s 

suffering: ‘Christi Kreuz liegt auf dem Leibe der Gemeinde’1014 (Christ's Cross is on the body of the 

Gemeinde).  All the sufferings that are experienced ‘under this cross’ are the sufferings of Christ: 

                                                                 
appears to express ideas that go beyond Paul’s statements elsewhere and which seem to have no parallel in 
the rest of the NT’.  Colossians and Philemon, Word Biblical Commentary, 44 (Nashville: Nelson, 1982), p. 75. 
Andrew T. Lincoln and A. J. M. Wedderburn describe it as ‘one of the more enigmatic verses of the entire New 
Testament’.  The Theology of the Later Pauline Letters (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), p. 38.  
Barnabas Mary Ahern described the verse as ‘noteworthy’ but also ‘mysterious’. ‘The Fellowship of his 
Sufferings’, in: The Catholic Biblical Quarterly, Vol. XXII, no. 1, Jan (1960), p. 26. 
1010 DBWE 4, pp. 88, 90, 221. 
1011 DBW 4, p. 235. 
1012 Ibid. 
1013 Ibid. 
1014 Ibid. 
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‘Was sie unter diesem Kreuz leidet, ist Christusleiden’1015 (what they suffer from this cross is Christ's 

suffering).  This is a suffering that ‘holds an indescribable promise’ (ein Leiden von unaussprechlicher 

Verheißung). 1016  As in the Colossians verse, the suffering of the disciple is also undertaken for the 

benefit of the Church. 

Deutlich aber ist es, daß der Leidende in der Kraft des Leibes Christi stellvertretend ‘für’ die 

Gemeinde, ‘für’ den Leib Jesu leidt, daß er tragen darf, was anderen erspart bleibt.1017 

(It is evident that those suffering in the power of the Body of Christ suffer vicariously ‘for’ 

the church-community, ‘for’ the Body of Christ.  They are permitted to bear what others are 

spared.) 

 

In Colossians St. Paul had written that he was rejoicing in his suffering.  According to Bonhoeffer they 

are blessed whom God grants ‘gewürdigt ist’ (the privilege/honour) ‘für den Leib Christi zu leiden’ (to 

suffer for the Body of Christ). 1018 Bonhoeffer considers that such suffering is ‘joy’, ‘Solches Leiden ist 

Freude’, and he includes the Colossians text in brackets in this section (Col. 1: 24).1019  It is not only 

joy, it is also glory, honour, privilege, a miracle and grace.1020  The joy in suffering is because the 

vicarious suffering undertaken by the members of the Body of Christ is the very life of Christ taking 

form (Gestalt) in his body:  

Solches stellvertretendes Tun und Leiden der Glieder am Leibe Christi ist selbst das Leben des 

Christus, der in seinen Gliedern Gestalt gewinnen will.1021  

(Such vicarious action and suffering of the members in the Body of Christ is itself the life of 

Christ, striving to take shape in his members.) 

 

                                                                 
1015 Ibid. 
1016 DBWE 4, p. 221. 
1017 DBW 4, p. 336.  
1018 Ibid. 
1019 Ibid. cf. DBWE 4, p. 222.  Phil. 2: 17 is also referenced; cf. DBWE 4, p. 91. 
1020 DBWE 4, pp. 221-222. 
1021 DBW, pp. 236-237. 
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Bonhoeffer states that it is ‘[i]n the community of the crucified and transfigured body of Jesus that 

we take part in Christ’s suffering and glory’.1022  He then adds: ‘This suffering will benefit the Body of 

Christ, the Church’.1023  According to Bonhoeffer Christ gives the ‘fruit of his suffering’ to those who 

are ‘Nachfolgergemeinde’ – the community of followers and ‘die Gemeinschaft seines Leidens’ - the 

community of his suffering.1024   

 

In Colossians St. Paul had said that his sufferings were completing what was lacking in Christ’s 

afflictions: ‘τῶν θλίψεων τοῦ Χριστοῦ’.  Bonhoeffer likewise states that each member of the Body of 

Christ has been allocated a specific amount of suffering: ‘Es ist dem Leibe Christi ein Maß von Leiden 

verordnet’.1025  This suffering is undertaken vicariously for others: ‘Gott gibt dem einen die Gnade, an 

des anderen Stelle besonderes Leiden zu ertragen’.1026  Each ‘measure of suffering’ must be 

‘completed, borne, and overcome’.1027  He writes: ‘Das Leiden muß ja erfüllt, getragen und 

überwunden werden’.1028  

 

Bonhoeffer indirectly considers the contentious issue of the relationship between the vicarious 

suffering of the disciple (generic) and the forgiveness of sins.  He seems clear that we cannot do or 

suffer anything that would bring personal benefit to us and that only Christ’s suffering has ultimate 

atoning power (‘allein Christi eigenes Leiden versöhnende Kraft’).  However, those who in ‘der  

Gemeinschaft seines Leibes nicht schämen’ he grants the grace to endure suffering for him (‘für ihn 

leiden zu dürfen’).1029  Bonhoeffer describes this suffering for Christ as a privilege and as a miracle of 

                                                                 
1022 DBWE 4, p. 221. 
1023 Ibid., p. 222. 
1024 DBW 4, p. 231; DBWE 4, p. 217.  In DBW 4, p. 262 the disciples are called Leidensgemeinschaft: the 
community of suffering. 
1025 DBW 4, p. 236. 
1026 Ibid. 
1027 DBWE 4, p. 222. 
1028 DBW 4, p. 236. 
1029 Ibid., p. 235. 
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grace that is enjoyed in ‘der Gemeinschaft des Leibes Christi’.1030  Although Christ has accomplished 

all the necessary stellvertretendes Leiden - vicarious suffering - the sufferings of Christ were not 

‘completed’ on the Cross:  

Er hat in seiner Gnade für diese letzte Zeit bis zur Wiederkunft seiner Gemeinde einen Rest 

(ὑστερήματα) von Leiden zurückgelassen.1031  

(In his grace, he has left a remainder of suffering for his community to endure in this last 

time until his return.) 

 

The editorial note on ‘ὑστερήματα’ in Nachfolge is that Luther translates this term from Col. 1:24 as 

‘what is still lacking’.1032 Bonhoeffer states that this ‘unfinished suffering’ needs to be completed 

before Christ’s second coming.  Significantly, he then asks whether the suffering of Christians has the 

power to atone for sin.  His response, ‘bleibt unsicher’ (remains uncertain), is notable.     

 

According to Bonhoeffer ‘Solches stellvertretendes Tun und Leiden (vicarious action and suffering) 

undertaken by the members of the Body of Christ (Liebe Christi) is ‘das Leben des Christus, der seinen 

Gliedern Gestalt gewinnen will’1033 (the life of Christ, who wants to take shape in his members).  

Bonhoeffer then references Gal. 4: 19, which in Bonhoeffer’s Lutherbibel reads:  

Meine lieben Kinder, welche ich abermal mit Ängsten gebäre, bis daß Christus in euch eine 

Gestalt gewinne.1034  

(My dear children, whom I give birth to again with anxiety, until Christ is formed in you.)   

 

                                                                 
1030 Ibid., p. 236. 
1031 Ibid. 
1032 Kuske, and Tödt, DBWE 4, p. 222, n. 32. 
1033 DBW 4, pp. 236-237.   
1034 Galatians 4: 19 was a key text for Bonhoeffer in his understanding of the transforming power of grace: 
DBWE 4, pp. 222, 285; DBWE 8, p. 475; DBWE 6, p. 93.  Although it is misattributed in the passage as Galatians 
4:9. 
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Luther preferred the designation ‘conformitas cum Christo’ to ‘imitatio Christi’ because of the latter's 

tendency to elevate Christ as ‘model’ to the detriment of Christ as a ‘gift’.  In Luther’s Epistel Sanct 

Petri gepredigt und ausgelegt the sufferings of Christ were a Geschenk (gift) that provides the 

forgiveness of sins, and they are given as example encouraging the Christian to follow in Christ’s 

footsteps.1035 However, Bonhoeffer wrote that the ‘Nachfolgende’ (follower) is also the ‘Nachahmer’ 

(imitator): 

Der Nachfolgende sieht allein auf den, dem er folgt. Von ihm aber, der in der Nachfolge das 

Bild des menschgewordenen, gekreuzigten und auf-erstandenen Jesus Christus trägt, von 

ihm, der zum Ebenbild Gottes geworden ist, darf es nun zuletzt heißen, daß er berufen ist, 

‘Gottes Nachahmer’ zu sein. Der Nachfolger Jesu ist der Nachahmer Gottes. 1036 

 (The followers look only to the one who they follow.  But he who follows carries the image 

of Jesus Christ, who became man, was crucified, and rose again and who is also the image of 

God; it may be said lastly therefore that the follower is called to be 'God's imitator'. The 

successor of Jesus is the imitator of God.) 

 

Bonhoeffer concludes this sentence with a quotation from Eph. 5: 1: ‘So seid nun Gottes Nachfolger 

als die lieben Kinder’ (therefore, be followers of God as beloved children).  However, in his text he 

substitutes ‘Nachahmer’ for ‘Nachfolger’. Commenting on this passage the DBW editors note that 

Bonhoeffer’s ‘Nachahmer’ (‘imitator’) emphasises a participatory understanding of Christian 

suffering.   

 

                                                                 
1035 WA 12, p. 16 / LW 30, p. 117.  See Rittgers, The Reformation of Suffering, op. cit., p. 325, n. 32.  Rittgers 
writes: ‘Luther’s point here is that Christians must first receive Christ’s Passion as a means of grace before they 
can regard it as a model to imitate… They cannot act like Christ until Christ has acted upon (and in) them… 
there is no thought of human merit here, as in late medieval Passion piety’. Ibid., p. 115. 
1036 DBW 4, p. 304; cf. Kuske, and Tödt, DBWE 4, p. 288, n. 20.  The editors also draw attention to Bonhoeffer’s 
quotation of De Imitatione Christi in Gemeinsames Leben. DBWE 5, pp. 81, 85, 89. 
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Bonhoeffer is clear that although it is only Christ’s suffering which has ultimate atoning power, 

disciples are nonetheless called to participate in Christ’s sufferings and to suffer for Christ.1037  

Bethge described Bonhoeffer’s Nachfolge as ‘participation in Christ’s suffering for others, as 

communion with the Crucified One’. 1038 

 

Bonhoeffer appears to go beyond Luther in his understanding of vicarious suffering, and it is also in 

this that he distinguishes himself from Barth.  In the chapter of his Church Dogmatics (IV/ 2) ‘The 

Sanctification of Man’ and in the section ‘The Dignity of the Cross’ Barth discusses participatio 

Christi,1039 mentioning Bonhoeffer’s Nachfolge in relation to ‘the cross of the Christian’.1040  Barth 

states that the cross of the Christian disciple is ‘the most concrete form of the fellowship between 

Christ and the Christian’.  It is ‘the distinction, glory and dignity proper to him as a Christian’ 

dependent upon the suffering of the cross of Christ.  In this section of CD IV/2 Barth draws attention 

to the fact that those who were responsible for Christ’s sufferings were the religious leaders and 

again here he references Bonhoeffer.1041 

 

However, Barth states that the cross of Christ was unique and the cross of the Christian is not in any 

sense like Christ’s cross or identifiable with that cross.1042  Barth dismisses any idea of an 

interchangeability between ‘Christ and the Christian, the Head and the member, the One who leads 

and the one who follows’.1043  According to Barth, suffering that the Christian may experience cannot 

be offered for another, nor is it a repetition or representation of Christ’s cross.   

 

                                                                 
1037 DBWE 4, p. 221. 
1038 DB-EB, p. 456.   
1039 CD IV/2, pp. 598-613. 
1040 Ibid., p. 599; cf. pp. 533-534.  Barth writes that Bonhoeffer’s description of discipleship ‘is handled with 
such depth and precision that [he] is almost tempted simply to reproduce [it] in an extended quotation’. Ibid., 
p. 533. 
1041 Ibid., p. 599. 
1042 Ibid., p. 600. 
1043 Ibid., p. 601. 
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Bonhoeffer does not suggest that Christ’s suffering was insufficient for salvation but that the 

Christian disciple, as a member of Christ’s body, is called to participate in the redeeming suffering of 

Christ.  In Nachfolge he suggests that because the disciple knows he is accepted and carried within 

Christ’s humanity, the sin-bearing of Christ is then replicated in his life:  

Weil wir in Jesu Menschheit uns selbst angenommen und getragen wissen, darum besteht 

nun auch unser neues Menschsein darin, daß wir die Not und die Schuld der andern tragen. 

Der Menschgewordene macht seine Jünger zu Brüdern aller Menschen. 1044  

This has been translated in DBWE as:  

Since we know ourselves to be accepted and borne within the humanity of Jesus, our new 

humanity now also consists in bearing the troubles and the sins of others.  The incarnate one 

transforms his disciples into brothers and sisters of all human being.1045  

 

Although Bonhoeffer only begins to employ the expression ‘Schuldübernahme’ (trespasses/guilt-

bearing) in Ethik the concept is already evident here in Nachfolge,1046 as it had been alluded to in 

Sanctorum Communio.1047  According to Bonhoeffer, Jesus transforms his disciples so that they can 

bear the troubles and sins of others – they become Schuldübernahme. 

 

In Nachfolge Bonhoeffer states that the New Testament repeatedly calls the Christian disciple to be 

‘like Christ’.  This, however, is only possible because the disciple has already been shaped and 

formed into Christ’s image:  

                                                                 
1044 DBW 4, p. 301.  My emphasis 
1045 DBWE 4, p. 285.  My italics. 
1046 Ibid., p. 88, cf. DBWE 6, p. 275.   
1047 DBWE 1, p. 190. 
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Weil wir Christi Bild schon tragen, darum allein kann Christus das ‘Vorbild’ sein, dem wir 

folgen.  Weil er selbst sein wahrhaftiges Leben in uns führt, darum können wir ‘wandeln 

gleichwie er gewandelt ist’ (1 Joh. 2: 6).1048  

(Only because we already bear Christ's image, can Christ be the 'model' which we follow. 

Because he himself leads his true life in us, we can 'walk' just as he walked.) 

 

The suffering that the Christian experiences ‘für Christi’ is suffering that is experienced ‘in Christo’. It 

was not satisfaction for sin that Bonhoeffer was concerned with but carrying the sin and suffering of 

others, as Christ.  ‘Leiden durch Leiden überwunden’: the sin and suffering of others is carried by the 

Christian disciple, and suffering is overcome by suffering.1049 

 

Gemeinsames Leben (September 1938) 1050 

Christology was an aspect of Bonhoeffer’s lecture on the Psalms at Finkenwalde,1051 particularly the 

crucified Christ: ‘Christus in den Psalmen heißt Christus als der Gekreuzigte’.1052 Elements of this 

lecture reappear in Gemeinsames Leben, which he wrote in September 1938 at a time of 

considerable political tension and following the closure of the seminary at Finkenwalde by the 

Gestapo.  

 

In Gemeinsames Leben, Stellvertretung is described as the ‘life-giving principle of the visible 

communion of saints’ and it is this that makes it possible for Christians to serve one another, to pray 

for one another, to offer confession and forgiveness, and to share together the Lord’s Supper.1053  It 

                                                                 
1048 DBW 4, p. 303.  Bonhoeffer adds that only because we are in Christ’s image can we act as Christ acted (Jn. 
13: 15), love as he loved (Eph. 5: 2; Jn. 13: 34; 15: 12), forgive as he forgave (Col. 3: 13), have the same mind as 
Christ (Phil. 2: 5), follow his example of suffering (1 Pet. 2: 21), and lose our lives for the sake of other 
members of the Church as he lost his life (1 John 3: 16); cf. DBWE 4, p. 287.  
1049 DBW 4, p. 84 
1050 Gemeinsames Leben was published in English as Life Together. 
1051 DBW 14, pp. 369-377 / DBWE 14, pp. 386-393. 
1052 Ibid., p. 376. 
1053 Kelly, DBWE 5, p. 8.  



163 
 

is Stellvertretung that makes possible miteinander and füreinander.  Gemeinsames Leben flows from 

the experience of the common life at Finkenwalde.  It is in the section of the book ‘Beichte und 

Abendmahl’ that Bonhoeffer describes at length the practice of the confession of sins, the basis of 

which is the promise of forgiveness in Christ but in the context of the community of faith.  

 

Gemeinsames Leben also includes a discussion of the Psalms.  Bonhoeffer writes that the Psalter ‘ist 

das stellvertretende Gebet Christi für seine Gemeinde’ (the vicarious prayer of Christ for his 

community).  Christian disciples can and should pray the psalms of suffering, not because of their 

own experience of suffering but because of Christ, who has experienced ‘Krankheit, Schmerz, 

Schande und Tod’ 1054 (sickness, pain, shame, and death).  The ‘prayers’ of the Psalter are ‘the 

prayers of Christ;1055 that the community of faith can pray when they too experience trials and 

sufferings. 

 

Bibelkundliche Lehrveranstaltungen über Neutestamentliche 
Grundbegriffe (1938-39) 
 

In his letter to the Finkenwalde Brethren in February 1939 Bonhoeffer reiterates what he had been 

teaching in his biblical study seminars. 1056   Although the notes from these study seminars on New 

Testament concepts are fragmentary, the section on ‘joy’ (χαρά) references Col. 1 24 in the 

description of the experience of joy in persecution and in the midst of anxiety.1057  

 

In the seminar notes Bonhoeffer has ‘Col. 1:24 – “To make full use of everything”’ - the German 

word ‘ausschöpfen’ is used, which means to ladle something out.  Then he writes ‘ὑπὲρ’.1058  It is not 

clear from Bonhoeffer’s notes what he intended but he provides three supporting verses: 2 Tim. 

                                                                 
1054 DBW 5, p. 41. 
1055 DBWE 5, p. 57. 
1056 DBWE 15, p. 145. 
1057 Ibid., pp. 361, 364. 
1058 Ibid., p. 362; cf. p. 337, 427. 
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2:10, 2 Cor. 1:5 and 4: 12.  In each of these passages St. Paul describes his suffering as beneficial for 

others.   

 

According to the BADG in the New Testament the idea of Stellvertretung as ‘place-taking’ is 

expressed by Greek verbs qualified by various prepositions, including ὑπέρ.1059  In the BADG ὑπέρ is 

placed in the section ‘after expressions of suffering, dying, devoting oneself, etc’.1060  For Bonhoeffer 

what is being expressed by ὑπέρ is that ‘one person has done or suffered something “instead of” 

(anstatt) or “in place of” (an Stelle) other persons’.1061 This is confirmed in the discussion of infant 

baptism in his 1942 ‘Betrachtung der Tauffrage’, and in his explanation of 1 Cor. 15:29: ‘…οἱ 

βαπτιζόμενοι ὑπὲρ τῶν νεκρῶν’ (‘those who are baptised [in the place of] the dead’).1062   

 

Bonhoeffer utilised Walter Bauer’s Wörterbuch zum NT in his studies,1063 and the verbs associated 

with Stellvertretung in the Wörterbuch are ‘bitten, beten, sorgen, arbeiten, mühen, leiden, sterben, 

sich einsetzen’1064 (plead/ask, pray, care for, work, toil, suffer, die, commit).  A contemporary of 

Bauer, Leopold Wenger, specifically links ὑπέρ with Stellvertretung. 1065  This suggests that 

Bonhoeffer’s understanding of ὑπέρ was probably ‘in the place of’ rather than the ‘for’ as suggested 

by the DBWE editors.1066  The ‘place-taking’ understanding of ὑπὲρ with the genitive, in a 

substitutionary sense, occurs in several the New Testament passages which refer to Christ.  Rom. 

5:8: ‘Χριστός ὑπὲρ ἡμῶν ἀπέθανεν’ (Christ died for and/or in the place of us) and 1 Tim. 2:6: ‘ὁ δοὺς 

                                                                 
1059  Under ὑπέρ w. gen., in the BDAG, the following are given: ‘for’, ‘on behalf of’ and ‘for the sake of 
someone/something’. When used in the sense of ‘representation’ (e.g. Stellvertretung) ὑπέρ is associated with 
verbs such as: ‘request, pray, care, work, feel, suffer, die, [and] support’.  Other words with this same meaning 
are άντἱ, περἱ, and διά; and prepositionally augmented nouns such as, ἀντίλυτρον, ἀντάλλαγμα, and 
περικάθαρμα.  
1060 Ibid. p. 1030. 
1061 Janowski, ‘He Bore Our Sins’, op. cit., p. 53. 
1062 DBWE 16, pp. 557, 560. 
1063 DBWE 15, p. 88. 
1064 Bauer, Walter, Griechisch-Deutsches Wörterbuch zu den Schriften des Neuen Testaments und der übrigen 
urchristlichen Literatur (Berlin: Töpelmann, 1937).  
1065 Wenger, Leopold, Die Stellvertretung im Rechte der Papyri (Leipzig, 1906).   
1066 Schulz, DBWE 15, p. 362, n. 139. 
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ἑαυτὸν ἀντίλυτρον ὑπὲρ πάντων’ (who gave himself as a ransom for all people).  Therefore, 

Bonhoeffer’s association of ὑπέρ with Stellvertretung was not unusual. 

 

In her study of Stellvertretung Sölle acknowledges the absence of this noun in the New Testament 

but she considered that it is indicated by the preposition ‘ὑπὲρ’.1067 Sölle summarises the different 

New Testament uses of Stellvertretung under four rubrics: ‘Historizität, Entgrenzung, Freiwilligkeit, 

und Leiden’.1068  According to Sölle, in defining Stellvertretung as the historical particularity of Jesus 

the New Testament writers avoided any impersonal and ‘timeless’ views (Historizität).  In stating 

that Jesus embodied this particularity the New Testament gave Stellvertretung a universal relevance 

(Entgrenzung) which expanded the Old Testament concept with its restriction of ‘universality’ to one 

particular (Jewish) community.  Jesus as the Stellvertretung responded freely (Freiwilligkeit) and, 

finally, Sölle suggests that Jesus as the Stellvertretung introduced a new concept to Judaism, that of 

‘das Leiden das Vertreters’ (the suffering of the representative).   Sölle is not correct in this assertion, 

as the studies by Richard Harries,1069 Leora Batnitzsky,1070 Hermann Cohen1071 and David Kraemer1072 

indicates.  Bonhoeffer’s interpretation of the suffering servant of Isaiah is not only consistent with 

traditional Christian understanding but it is also an interpretation present in Judaism.1073 

 

                                                                 
1067 Sölle, Stellvertretung, op. cit., p. 90. For a discussion of substitution and representation in Sölle see: 
Graham, Jannine Michele, Representation and Substitution in the Atonement Theologies of Dorothee Sölle, 
John Macquarrie, and Karl Barth (New York: Lang, 2007). 
1068 Sölle, Stellvertretung, op. cit., pp. 87-93. 
1069 Harries, Richard, After the Evil: Christianity and Judaism in the Shadow of the Holocaust (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2003), pp. 49, 52. 
1070 Batnitzky, Leora, ‘Suffering.  On the suffering of God’s Chosen: Christian Views in Jewish Terms’, in: 
Christianity in Jewish Terms, ed. Tikva Frymer-Kensky, David Novak, Peter Ochs, David Fox Sandmel and 
Michael A. Signer (Oxford: Westview, 2000), pp. 203-220.  
1071 Cohen, Hermann, Religion of Reason out of the Sources of Judaism, trans. S. Kaplan (New York: Frederick 
Ungar, 1972), pp. 227ff, 286. 
1072 Kraemer, David, Responses to Suffering in Classical Rabbinic Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1995), pp. 68, 84; cf. Solomon, Norman, Jewish Responses to the Holocaust (Centre for the Study of Judaism 
and Jewish-Christian Relations: Birmingham, 1988), p. 10. 
1073 Ibid., pp. 23-24; cf. Batnitzky, ‘Suffering’, op. cit. 
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However, Sölle does suggest in her study that suffering in the New Testament is the definitive sign of 

election: ‘Der verachtete christliche Messias wird gerade durch sein Leiden als Gottes Auserwählter 

erwiesen’1074 (The despised Messiah of the Christians, however, proves himself to be God’s elect 

precisely by his suffering).  The implications of this for the Gemeinde are notable but not discussed 

by Sölle. 

 

In his biblical study seminar Bonhoeffer discusses the Greek word for suffering, ‘θλίψις’, and among 

the verses he references is Col. 1:24.1075  He indicates that ‘θλίψις’ occurs 45 times in the New 

Testament1076 and that to be in the Body of Christ in the world is to be ‘yoked in between θλίψις and 

the [Kingdom]’.1077  Suffering is the means of testing1078 and the disciples experience of being in the 

world.1079  In his notes Bonhoeffer writes that ‘θλίψις’ means suffering and affliction or inner 

affliction and anxiety or the affliction of the pious.1080 

 

The root meaning of the verb ‘θλίβω’ and its noun ‘θλῖψις’ is ‘to press, squeeze’, as in Mark 3:9: ‘…. 

διὰ τὀν ὃΧλον ἵνα μὴ θλίβωσιν αὐτόν’.1081 However, it is the figurative sense (‘to oppress/afflict’ or 

‘pressure/affliction/suffering’) which is the more usual sense in the NT, and this can refer to either 

internal or external θλῖψις.  It is also the figurative sense which dominates in the LXX and, according 

to Heinrich Schlier, it is the association of ἐκκλησία with θλῖψις which is significant and provides the 

interpretive key for an understanding of its usage in the NT.1082 

 

                                                                 
1074 Sölle, Stellvertretung, op. cit., p. 92.   
1075 DBWE 15, p. 363. 
1076 Ibid., p. 362.  BADG identifies 55. 
1077 Ibid., p. 352. 
1078 Ibid., p. 359. 
1079 Ibid., p. 367. 
1080 DBWE 15, p. 362. 
1081 ‘because of the crowd lest they crowd/crush him’.  The noun θλιψις can also mean ‘pressure’ although this 
does not occur in the NT in its literal sense. 
1082 Schlier, Heinrich, θλίβω, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. G. Kittel and G. Friedrich, trans. 
G. W. Bromiley, vol. 3. (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1964), p. 142.  
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On this analysis the significance of θλῖψις is that this is an identifying marker for the people of God. 

E. J. Tinsley sees the significance of ‘τῶν θλίψεων τοῦ Χριστοῦ’ in Col. 1:24 as an imitatio Christi 

motif, and this would appear to reflect Bonhoeffer’s understanding.   

 

Protestantismus ohne Reformation (1939)  

Bonhoeffer became increasingly disillusioned as the Kirchenkampf wore on because ‘the church 

ceased to be church by remaining church’.1083  This had been evident in his frustration regarding Der 

Kirche vor der Judenfrage.   

 

Of the 18,000 Protestant ministers in Germany fewer than one-third were supporters of the 

Deutsche Christen movement, 1084 and a further third remained neutral.  The Bekennende Kirche had 

around 5,000 members.1085  This division amongst the Protestant clergy was not a straightforward 

one between those who were members of the Bekennende Kirche and those who had joined the 

Nazi party because some clergy were simultaneously members of both organisations.1086  The 

Bekennende Kirche was, like many in Germany, affected by excessive nationalism and anti-Semitism 

and the preoccupation and priority of the Kirchenkampf for many concerned ecclesial independence 

and the issue of the suffering of the Jews was not a central concern. 1087    

 

                                                                 
1083 Gremmels, Christian, ‘Bonhoeffer, The Churches, and Jewish-Christian Relations’, in: Theology and the 
Practice of Responsibility, op. cit., p. 300. Italics in the original. 
1084 Bergen, Doris, Twisted Cross: The German Christian Movement in the Third Reich (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina, 1996), p. 178. 
1085 Helmreich, Ernst, The German Churches under Hitler:  Background Struggle and Epilogue (Detroit: Wayne 
State University, 1979), p. 156. 
1086 Railton, Nicholas, The German Evangelical Alliance and the Third Reich: An Analysis of the ‘Evangelisches 
Allianzblatt’ (Bern: Peter Lang, 1998), p. 78.   
1087 Littell, Franklin H., and Locke, Hubert G., eds., The German Church Struggle and the Holocaust (Detroit: 
Wayne State University, 1974); Scholder, Klaus, vol. 2, The Year of Disillusionment: 1934. Barmen and Rome, 
trans. John Bowden (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987-88). 
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Bethge describes 1938 as ‘the low point of the Church Struggle’.1088  Following the infamous 9th 

November 1938 Kristallnacht ‘scarcely any pastors or church leaders spoke out against [the] acts of 

blatant anti-Semitism’.1089  In his Bible Bonhoeffer underlined Psa. 74:8: ‘they burned all the meeting 

places of God in the land’, and he wrote beside it ‘9.11.38’.  In a newsletter sent to the Finkenwalde 

students he wrote: ‘In the last few days I have thought much about Ps. 74, Zech. 2:8 and Rom. 9:4f., 

and 11:11-15.  That leads deeply into prayer’.1090 

 

It was during this period that Bonhoeffer ‘began to distance himself from the rearguard actions of 

the Confessing Church’s defeated remnants’.1091  His sense of disillusionment deepened the 

following year on Hitler’s fiftieth birthday when Werner, the minister for church affairs, called on all 

pastors of the Reich to swear an oath of loyalty.  Most church leaders, including most of the 

Bekennende Kirche pastors, complied.  Bonhoeffer was also facing the prospect of being drafted for 

military service.  With these different pressures on him he accepted an invitation from Reinhold 

Niebuhr and Paul Lehmann to go to America to teach a summer school at Union, undertake a lecture 

tour and provide pastoral services to German refugees.  However, on arrival in New York he realised 

he had made a mistake and returned to Germany in June 1939.1092 

 

Following his return Bonhoeffer prepared an essay reflecting on his American experience, 

‘Protestantismus ohne Reformation’.1093 According to Bethge, most of the essay was written at Union 

Seminary but only finished when he returned.1094 In the essay Bonhoeffer describes his conviction 

that the American churches have failed to take seriously the ‘scandal of the Cross’; they had 

preferred to forgo suffering and to live out their faith in freedom without a struggle.  Bonhoeffer 

                                                                 
1088 DB-EB, p. 596. 
1089 Nelson, Burton F., ‘The Life of Dietrich Bonhoeffer’, in: The Cambridge Companion, op. cit., p. 38.    
1090 DBWE 15, p. 84. 
1091 DB-EB, p. 607. 
1092 DBWE 15, p. 210; cf. DB-EB, p. 655. 
1093 Protestantism without Reformation. DBWE 15, pp. 438-462 / DBW 15, pp. 431-460. 
1094 DB-EB, p. 658. 
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suggested that the Christian refugee had come to America and then ‘claimed the right to avoid 

ultimate suffering in order to serve God in quietness and peace.  But now, in the place of refuge, the 

continuation of the fight has no right to exist’.1095  However, the question that Bonhoeffer was 

struggling with during this period was not merely the failings and short-comings of American 

Protestantism but also his own decisions and their consequences.  Writing about this future struggle, 

he suggested  

that all of Christendom should be praying [for the Church in Germany] for the coming 

resistance ‘to the point of shedding blood’ and for the finding of people who can suffer it 

through. …. the real struggle that perhaps lies ahead must be one of simply suffering 

through in faith.1096 

 

In his essay Bonhoeffer acknowledges a change in American theology which included a ‘return to 

revelation from secularism’1097 and a move back towards dogmatics.1098  He credits Niebuhr with 

being one of those responsible for this change and calls him one of the most important and creative 

theologians in America.1099   

 

Bonhoeffer contrasts the challenges faced by the churches of the Reformation with American 

denominationalism.  He writes that the churches of the Reformation need a new examination and a 

correction in the doctrine of the two kingdoms.1100 According to the DBW editors this was one of the 

tasks that Bonhoeffer undertook in Ethik.1101 He recognised that something more was needed than 

                                                                 
1095 Ibid. 
1096 DBWE 13, p. 129. 
1097 DBWE 15, p. 459.   
1098 Bonhoeffer quotes from The Christian Century, ‘Ten Years that Shook My World’, Vol. 56 (26th April 1939), 
Niebuhr’s contribution is pp. 542-546. 
1099 DBWE 16, p. 397. 
1100 DBWE 15, p. 453.   
1101 Schulz, DBWE 15, p. 453, n. 35. 
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the ‘right way between neo-orthodoxy and true liberalism’ and he believed that this was to be found 

in the doctrine of the person and work of Christ.1102   

 

Conspiracy and Travel (March 1940-April 1943) 

Following its closure by the Gestapo in March 1940, Bonhoeffer’s work with the Sammelvikariate 

(the collective pastorate) at Sigurdshof ceased.  Then on 4th September 1940 he was prohibited from 

public speaking and required to register regularly with the police.  It was during this period that he 

began work on Ethik.  On 30th October he was assigned to the Abwehr headquarters in Munich, 

although official approval of this position was not given until the following January.  From 17th 

November until February 1941 Bonhoeffer stayed with the Benedictines at Ettal monastery, where 

he continued working on Ethik. 1103  He would have been aware that monasteries and religious 

communities had become centres for Resistenz,1104 and that Ettal was concurrently providing 

sanctuary to Rupert Mayer, a Jesuit priest and a leading figure of the Catholic Widerstand.    

 

In February 1941 Bonhoeffer left Ettal and then travelled to Switzerland, staying with the Pestalozzis 

and Barth.  In Switzerland he also met with ecumenical colleagues in Geneva, including Willem Visser 

‘t Hooft, the general secretary of the nascent World Council of Churches.  This was the first of three 

trips that Bonhoeffer made to Switzerland.1105  In April he returned briefly to Ettal.  During this 

period he worked with those who were attempting to secure support for the resistance. Bonhoeffer 

met with the senior Catholic lawyer Josef Müller and others in August 1941 at Ettal, and in 

November 1942 with Carl Goerdeler in Berlin.  He made two trips to Sweden, including one in May 

1942 when he met with the Anglican Bishop George Bell in Sigtuna, travelling under the auspices of 

                                                                 
1102 DBWE 15, p. 460. 
1103 DB-EB, p. 453. 
1104 Harrison, E. D. R., ‘The Nazi Dissolution of the Monasteries: A Case-Study’, in: The English Historical Review, 
Vol. 109, No. 431, April (1994), pp. 323-355. 
1105 24th February - 24th March 1941; 29th August - 26th September and 11th May -26th May 1942. 
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the Abwehr.  In addition to his visits to Switzerland and Sweden, he travelled to Norway, Denmark 

and Italy where he met with senior Vatican clerics.1106  Throughout this period Bonhoeffer continued 

to work on Ethik. 

 

Ethik (September 1940-April 1943) 

Bonhoeffer’s Ethik is a composite ‘book’ of thirteen mostly unedited manuscripts written between 

September 1940 and April 1943.  Bethge, who described Ethik as ‘fragmentary’,1107 edited and 

published the first edition in 1949.  A second edition appeared in 1963 and a third edition was re-

published in 1992.  This last edition re-organised the manuscripts according to what was believed to 

have been their original sequence.  Although it was unfinished, Green, one of the editors of Ethik, 

describes it as demonstrating ‘a high degree of continuity and coherence’.1108  

 

Ethik was important for Bonhoeffer, although he acknowledged that it reflected ‘incomplete’ 

thoughts.1109  The language Bonhoeffer uses in Ethik and the issues addressed provide guidance for 

the academic resources he draws on.  This thesis has already drawn attention to his use of the 

expression ‘Gnadenwahl’ in Ethik, which is considered to have been influenced by Barth’s CD II/2.  

Within Ethik the manuscript ‘Erbe und Verfall’ discusses the sacramental character of the Jews, who 

in their suffering provide a sign of Christ’s suffering.1110  Bonhoeffer writes: ‘[the Jews] keep open the 

question of Christ; they are the sign of God’s free, gracious election [Gnadenwahl]…’.1111  

 

Other examples in Ethik of Bonhoeffer ‘borrowing’ concepts include Pieper’s ‘selbstlose Selbstliebe’ 

and das Wirklichkeitsgemäß.  In the Ethik manuscripts ‘Christus, die Wirklichkeit und das Gute’ and 

                                                                 
1106 3rd -10th July 1942 Bonhoeffer met with Fr. Robert Leiber and Rector Ivo Zeiger. 
1107 Bethge, Eberhard, Prayer and Righteous Action (Belfast: Christian Journals, 1979), p. 29. 
1108 DBWE 6, p. 32; cf. Tödt, I and H; Feil; and Green, Afterword, p. 438. 
1109 DBWE 8, p. 181. 
1110 Hunsinger, How to Read Karl Barth, op. cit., p. 141. 
1111 DBWE 6, p. 105; DBW 6, p. 95.  
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‘Die Geschichte und das Gute’ Bonhoeffer condemns the division of ‘reality’ into the sacred and the 

profane and he criticises the monk who ‘takes no part in worldly existence’.1112  Bonhoeffer believed 

that the Church was called to participate in the reality of the world and not just content itself with 

‘religious matters’.1113   

 

Ethik is a work of Christian ethics and consequently Christology is central to Bonhoeffer’s 

discussion.1114 In three of the Ethik manuscripts Bonhoeffer includes a litany celebrating and 

describing Christ.  In ‘Das konkrete Gebot und die göttlichen Mandate’, Christ is described as the 

eternal Son with the Father, who became human and was the crucified Reconciler but who is now 

the risen and exalted Lord.1115  In ‘Ethik als Gestaltung’ Bonhoeffer wrote: ‘Ecce homo-behold, what 

a human being!’.1116  Jesus is ‘den Gottmenschen’1117 who became a real human being,1118 was 

judged,1119 but accepted and awakened to new life: ‘Ecce homo!’.1120  In ‘Die letzten und die 

vorletzten Dinge’ Christ is God who became human and lived among humanity in deepest 

poverty.1121 Jesus was fully human but without sin and became the crucified but he is now the 

resurrected one.1122   

 

For Bonhoeffer Christ was ‘der Gottmensch’ who stepped into the centre of reality1123 as the 

‘compassionate sufferer’1124 and this is the ‘unfathomable mystery of the love of God for the 

                                                                 
1112 DBWE 6, p. 57; cf. p. 291. 
1113 DBWE 6, pp. 55, 83, 223, 232. 
1114 Ibid., p. 5. 
1115 Ibid., pp. 399-401. 
1116 Ibid., p. 82. 
1117 DBW 6, p. 69. 
1118 DBWE 6, p. 84. 
1119 Ibid., p. 88 
1120 Ibid., p. 91. 
1121 Ibid., p. 157. 
1122 Ibid., pp. 157-159. 
1123 DBW 6, p. 69; DBWE 6, p. 83. 
1124 DBWE 6, p. 85. 
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world’.1125 God in Jesus took on human form, which meant taking on ‘bodily’ the ‘Natur, Wesen, 

Schuld und Leiden’1126 - the nature, essence, Schuld and suffering of humanity.      

 

Bonhoeffer suggests that all philosophical and Christian thinking needs to take account of Christ’s 

statement ‘I am the life’.  Christ is the embodiment and example of a ‘responsible life’.1127  His entire 

life, action, and suffering is Stellvertretung: ‘Sein gesamtes Leben, Handeln und Leiden ist 

Stellvertretung’.1128  Bonhoeffer makes a clear association between Stellvertretung and suffering. 

 

It is in the manuscript ‘Die Geschichte und das Gute’ that Bonhoeffer discusses issues of 

Verantwortung (responsibility).1129  In an editorial note Green writes that Bonhoeffer was drawing on 

the root meaning of Verantwortung, ‘which means “responding” - literally “answering” - to the 

other’.1130  Bonhoeffer’s use of Verantwortung was ‘biblical’ because it was ‘rooted in the real 

[Stellvertretung] of Jesus Christ’.1131 The Christian disciple takes responsibility ‘for human beings 

before Christ’.1132 The structure of this ‘responsible life’ is determined by the ‘bond’ to other humans 

and the ‘bond’ to God.  This ‘bond’, according to Bonhoeffer, takes the form of Stellvertretung1133 

and it means risking all of life for genuine neighbours in the reality of their lives.1134  According to 

Bonhoeffer love for humanity ‘leads into the solidarity of human Schuld’.1135   

 

It has already been noted that the German noun ‘Schuld’ can be translated as ‘sin’, ‘debt’ ‘blame’, 

‘fault’, ‘culpability’, ‘liability’ or ‘trespass’.  The translation by DBWE of Schuld as ‘guilt‘, as in 

                                                                 
1125 Ibid., p. 84. 
1126 DBW 6, p. 71. 
1127 DBWE 6, p. 231. 
1128 DBW 6, p. 231. 
1129 Ibid., pp. 249-254. 
1130 Green, DBWE 6, p. 234, n. 62. 
1131 DBWE 6, p. 232. 
1132 Ibid., p. 256. 
1133 Ibid., p. 257. 
1134 Ibid., pp. 255, 261. 
1135 DBWE 6, p. 233; DBW 6, p. 232. 
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Bonhoeffer’s expression in Ethik ‚die Bereitschaft zur Schuldübernahme’ (‘willingness to become 

guilty’), 1136 might refer to his participation in the conspiracy against Hitler.1137  However, given that 

the concept of bearing the Schuld of others was present in Sanctorum Communio,1138 predating 

National Socialism, and again in Nachfolge,1139  which predates his participation in the conspiracy, 

this fails to adequately explain Bonhoeffer’s purpose.  Bonhoeffer’s concern transcended his 

immediate political context and historical period, as his Entwurf für eine Arbeit indicates - it was 

written after the failed coup d’état.1140 Translating Schuld as ‘guilt’ is also potentially misleading 

because ‘guilt’ can carry a subjective ‘therapeutic’ or psychological connotation rather than the 

objective ‘juridical’ sense that is intended in the German, as Green acknowledges in his editorial.1141   

 

Furthermore, Schuld is the word used in Das Vater unser.  In Bonhoeffer’s Lutherbibel the text reads: 

‘Und vergib uns unsere Schuld, wie wir unseren Schuldigern vergeben’ (Matt 6:12).1142  In English the 

request in the Lord’s prayer is not for forgiveness of guilt but of trespasses or of sin.  The confession 

of Schuld is fundamentally more concrete than ‘guilt’ might suggest. 

 

The concept of Schuldübernahme carries an objective sense and suggests in the German a 

‘willingness actively to take on Schuld and not something that passively happens to a person’.1143 It is 

something freely chosen.  Bonhoeffer writes that the Church is the community of people who, 

grasped by the power of Christ’s grace, acknowledge, confess and take upon themselves not only 

their personal sins but also the world’s falling away from Christ.1144  The whole Schuld of the world 

                                                                 
1136 DBW 6, p. 275; DBWE 6, p. 991. 
1137 DBWE 6, p. 35. 
1138 DBWE 1, p. 156. 
1139 DBW 4, pp. 82, 88. 
1140 DBWE 8, pp. 499-504. 
1141 Green, DBWE 6, p. 35. 
1142 Die Bibel oder die ganze heilige Schrift des Alten und Neuen Testaments, nach der deutschen Übersetzung 
D. Martin Luthers (Stuttgart, 1911), p. 8 (Neuen Testaments). 
1143 Green, DBWE 6, p. 35. My italics. 
1144 Ibid., p. 135. 
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falls on the Church.1145 They are bearers of Schuld and in this they stand in communion with the 

Crucified.1146   The Christian disciple, in following Christ, becomes a voluntary bearer of others’ 

burdens and these burdens are Schuld. 

 

The significance of a Protestant theologian suggesting that a Christian can be a Schuldübernahme 

has been highlighted by Christine Schliesser.  However, Schliesser’s discussion of Bonhoeffer’s 

understanding of Stellvertretung as Schuldübernahme focuses on Bonhoeffer’s participation in the 

conspiracy and Schliesser follows the DBWE in translating Schuldübernahme as ‘guilt bearing’.1147 

Schliesser also states that Bonhoeffer only starts to employ the term ‘acceptance of guilt 

[Schuldübernahme] in his Ethics’.1148 However, as has been indicated, although the precise term is 

absent prior to Ethik the concept is not.  Furthermore, Schuldübernahme for Bonhoeffer includes 

much more than ‘guilt bearing’ and this translation potentially mutes the fundamental existential 

cost suggested in Schuldübernahme as a Christological concept.  Bethge confirms the importance to 

Bonhoeffer of Schuldübernahme and of its original Christological basis.1149  

 

The Christological basis of Schuldübernahme suggests that it is not just ‘guilt-bearing’ that 

Bonhoeffer intends in his use of Stellvertretung as Schuldübernahme but also ‘co-suffering’.  If Jesus' 

life was essentially a life of vicarious suffering and carrying the trespass of others, then a Christian 

understanding of responsibility as imitatio Christi would also include a 'co-suffering’ for others, in a 

responsible bearing of the Schuld of others.  This Christological connection of Bonhoeffer’s between 

                                                                 
1145 Ibid., p. 136. 
1146 DBWE 4, p. 104. 
1147 Ibid., p. 2.  
1148 Schliesser, Everyone who Acts Responsibly, op. cit., p. 2. 
1149 Bethge, Eberhard, ‘Schuldübernahme bei Dietrich Bonhoeffer’, in: Am gegebenen Ort. Aufsätze und Reden 
(München: Kaiser, 1979), pp. 83-99. Jürgen Moltmann considers that Schuldübernahme was not only of 
personal concern to Bonhoeffer but also one of his main theological problems. Foreword to Schliesser, 
Everyone who Acts Responsibly, op. cit., p. xi.   
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imitatio Christi and suffering has been recognised by various scholars,1150 including Barth,1151 but not 

as co-suffering - as Bonhoeffer himself indicates and Bethge acknowledges.1152   

 

If Schuldübernahme had been translated in DBWE as ‘trespass-bearing’, ‘sin-bearing’ or ‘bearing 

culpability’, which is consistent with Bonhoeffer’s Christology, its full theological significance to 

ecclesiology might have been more obvious.  It is in Christ that all responsible vicarious suffering has 

its origin: ‘In diesem sündlos-schuldigen Jesus Christus hat nun jedes stellvertretend verantwortliche 

Handeln seinen Ursprung’.1153  As Jesus took the Schuld of all humanity upon himself, everyone who 

acts responsibly [verantwortlich] becomes schuldig.1154  This is ‘selfless love’.1155 Only those who are 

selfless live responsibly, which means that only selfless people truly live.1156  

 

This is a feature of the manuscript Ethik als Gestaltung which, in addition to its Christological ‘litany’, 

contains a repeated refrain regarding conforming to Christ.1157  ‘Conforming includes enduring 

suffering.  Bonhoeffer writes:  

[the disciples] bear here only the sign of the cross and judgement.  In bearing them willingly, 

they show themselves as those who have received the Holy Spirit and are united with Jesus 

Christ in incomparable love and community.1158  

 

                                                                 
1150 Phillips, John, ‘Radical Christology: Jesus and the Death of God’, in: Cross Currents, 19, Summer (1969), p. 
294; Carson, Ronald A., ‘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, Vol. 43, No. 3, 
September (1975), pp. 542-553. 
1151 Barth, ‘From a Letter of Karl Barth to Landessuperintendent P. W. Herrenbrück’, op. cit., p. 91. 
1152 DB-EBG, p. 522. 
1153 DBW 6, p. 276. 
1154 Ibid.; DBWE 6, p. 275. 
1155 Ibid., p. 275-276. 
1156 Ibid., p. 259. 
1157 Ibid., p. 94. 
1158 Ibid., p. 95. 
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The ‘sign’ is one of suffering because it is ‘of the cross and judgement’.  This is reminiscent of 

Luther’s comment to Melanchthon regarding suffering as the only ‘touchstone’ for authenticity.1159  

The Christian community stands where the whole world should stand and serves the world as a 

vicarious representative. 1160  In Ethik als Gestaltung the Gemeinde is described as the ‘new creation’, 

the ‘new creature’ and the goal of God’s purposes on earth.  In this dual vicarious representation the 

Gemeinde reflects Christ and is Christ.1161  

 

Christ is the one present in the Gemeinde as pro-me, as the vicarious suffering Saviour, and the 

nature of Christ is determinative for the nature of his Body the Church.  The ethical ‘content’ of 

Stellvertretung is based on this foundational Christology.  In the editorial Nachwort the editors write: 

Wenn Jesu Leben aber in Stellvertretung und Schuldübernahme ganz und gar Leben für 

andere war, dann muß ein christliches Verständnis von Verantwortung auch die einem jeden 

von Gott auferlegte, ‘Mitverantwortung für den Gang der Geschichte’ umfassen.1162 

(If, however, Jesus' life was absolutely a life of vicarious suffering and carrying trespass for 

others, then a Christian understanding of responsibility must also encompass the 'co-

responsibility for the course of history' that God imposes upon each person.) 

 

In the manuscript Die Geschichte und das Gute (1) Bonhoeffer not only links the possibility of 

stellvertretende Verantwortung with the person of Jesus Christ; he also summarises the activity of 

the ‘responsible’ Christian disciple:  

Originating from Christ alone, there is now human action that is not crushed by conflicts of 

principle, but springs instead from the already accomplished reconciliation of the world with 

God.  It is an action that, completely free of tragic or heroic overtones, soberly and simply 

                                                                 
1159 LW 48, pp. 364-372; WA, Br 2, pp. 424-427. 
1160 DBWE 6, p. 403.   
1161 Ibid., p. 404-405. 
1162 DBW 6, p. 438. 
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does what is in accord with reality.  It is an action of vicarious suffering [Stellvertretung] and 

of responsibility [stellvertretender Verantwortung] in love for the real human being, of 

taking on oneself the sin [Schuld] that burdens the world.1163 

 

Christ is contemporaneous and contemporaneously present within the vicariously suffering church 

and is described by Bonhoeffer with the terms Gestalt and geschehen.  The concept of Gestalt 

introduced in Nachfolge is returned to in Ethik.  In the final chapter of Nachfolge, ‘Das Bild Christi’, 

Bonhoeffer writes that the image of Christ penetrates the Christian, filling him and transforming 

him.1164  Gestaltung in German carries the sense of shaping, restructuring, metamorphosis, 

conversion or formation.  According to Bonhoeffer it is the Church where Jesus Christ takes form and 

is both proclaimed and demonstrated as a contemporaneous experience: ‘Die Kirche ist der Ort, an 

dem das Gestaltwerden Jesu Christi verkündigt wird und geschieht’. 1165   

 

According to Bonhoeffer what happens to Christ happens to human beings: ‘Was an ihm geschieht, 

geschieht am Menschen, geschieht an allen und darum auch an uns’.1166  ‘Geschieht’ is the present 

tense of geschehen - the nature, essence, Schuld and suffering of Christ are a present reality.  Christ 

suffers in his disciples now. 

 

The structure of the ‘responsible life’ for Bonhoeffer includes being a Stellvertretung, in accordance 

with Wirklichkeitsgemäß (reality/conformity) and Schuldübernahme (undertaking/carrying/assuming 

Schuld), in freedom: ‘den Begriffen der Stellvertretung, der Wirklichkeitsgemäßheit, der 

Schuldübernahme und der Freiheit die Struktur des verantwortlichen Leben…’.1167   If Stellvertretung 

                                                                 
1163 DBWE, 6, pp. 238-239; DBW 6, p. 238. 
1164 DBW 4, p. 297, DBWE 4, p. 281. 
1165 DBW 6, p. 102. 
1166 Ibid., pp. 71-72. 
1167 Ibid., p. 289. 



179 
 

describes the actions of the disciples as Nachfolger, Schuldübernahme describes its purpose: 

carrying/bearing Schuld.   

 

Bonhoeffer’s description of the responsible life in Ethik as Stellvertretung, responding and living in 

Wirklichkeitsgemäß as Schuldübernahme in freedom, is corroborated by the literature he was 

reading while writing Ethik, which included Reinhold Schneider’s Macht und Gnade. 

  

Schneider’s ‘presence’ in Ethik is thought by the DBW editors to be in Bonhoeffer’s discussion of 

power.1168  However, the section in Macht und Gnade which explores ‘power’ reflects Schneider’s 

leitmotif of vicarious suffering and it was this that stood as a counterpoint to the kind of power 

demonstrated by the Nazis.  Christ’s experience of Gethsemane contradicted the language of power 

promoted by National Socialism with its emphasis on Ehre, Lust and Vergnügen. 1169  By contrast 

Gethsemane was the ‘power’ of ‘das Kreuz, Verfolgung, Elend, Armut, Schande, und Leid’1170 (the 

cross, persecution, misery, poverty, shame and suffering).   

 

Rechenschaft an der Wende zum Jahr 1943 (Christmas, 1942) 

In his essay Rechenschaft an der Wende zum Jahr 1943 Bonhoeffer explores various subjects 

including Stellvertretung and the relationship between the suffering disciple and the suffering of 

Christ. 1171  This retrospective essay was written for his friends and fellow conspirators Bethge, 

Dohnanyi and Oster for Christmas 1942.  Bonhoeffer reflects on the events and challenges relating 

to the conspiracy and includes subjects discussed in Ethik.  His essay also ‘prefigures much that 

became the substance of the “theological letters”’.1172   

                                                                 
1168 Tödt, I and H; Feil; and Green DBWE 6, p. 143, n. 39; cf. p. 265, n. 68. 
1169 Balthasar, Bernanos, op. cit., p. 469; cf. Bernanos, Georges, Les Grands cimetières sous la lune (Plon, 1938), 
p. 85. 
1170 Schneider, Macht und Gnade, op. cit., p. 321.   
1171 DBW 8, pp. 20-39; DBWE 8, p. 37-52.  
1172 Gruchy, John W. de, DBWE 8, p. 11. 
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Themes relating to vicarious suffering are addressed in the sections of the essay ‘Einige 

Glaubenssätze über das Walten Gottes in der Geschichte’,1173 ‘Vom Leiden’1174 and ‘Gefährdung und 

Tod’.1175   

 

After describing the ultimate and complete stellvertretendes Leiden von Christi Bonhoeffer writes 

that the suffering disciples are not Christ, called to redeem the world through their deeds and 

sufferings.  They are only ‘instruments in the hands of the Lord of history’ and they can only share in 

a limited way in the sufferings of others.  However, although they are not Christ, to be a Christian is 

to take part in ‘Christ’s greatness of heart’.  This, according to Bonhoeffer, was to freely act 

responsibly and to face the danger of the present ‘in the true sympathy that springs forth not from 

fear but from Christ’s freeing and redeeming love for all who suffer’.1176  Although only Christ’s death 

is ultimately redemptive, this does not preclude the disciples, as members of Christ’s Body, from 

participating in responsible action. 

 

In her commentary on Bonhoeffer’s poem Von Guten Mächten, Renate Bethge connects the 

sentiments expressed in the poem with a comment by Bonhoeffer in Rechenschaft an der Wende: 

‘God who demands responsible action in a bold venture of faith and promises forgiveness and 

consolation to the man who becomes a sinner in that venture’.  Renate Bethge interpreted the 

description of the ‘responsible man’ described by Bonhoeffer in Rechenschaft an der Wende in terms 

of Schuldübernahme.1177 

 

                                                                 
1173 DBW 8, pp. 30-31; DBWE 8, p. 46. 
1174 Ibid., p. 35; pp. 49-50. 
1175 Ibid., p. 37; p. 51. 
1176 Ibid., pp. 49-50. 
1177 Bethge, Renate, ‘By Powers of Good’, in: Who am I, op. cit., p. 77.  See: DBWE 8, p. 41 / DBW 8, p. 24. 
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Prison Writings (5th April 1943- 9th February 1945) 

In January 1943 Bonhoeffer became engaged to Maria von Wedemeyer but on 5th April he was 

arrested, ostensibly because of suspected currency violations.  He was imprisoned in Berlin’s military 

prison at Tegel and he was in Tegel when the Gestapo discovered his involvement in ‘Operation 

Seven’, the successful rescue of a group of Jews.1178     

 

From prison he corresponded with family, friends and associates and this early correspondence 

includes various domestic comments, but he also began writing fiction.  Although Green is surprised 

that the theologian Bonhoeffer had decided to do this,1179 Bonhoeffer had consistently displayed an 

interest in fictional literature and understood its importance in exploring ethical themes and 

theological concepts. 

 

Bonhoeffer’s Fiction 

In a letter to his parents in August 1943 Bonhoeffer describes his attempt at writing a play - although 

by the time he wrote his letter he had begun reworking the material into a novel.1180  His fictional 

writings in Tegel included this incomplete play, a novel, a short story and another ‘little work’ about 

two friends1181 which has not been preserved.  In a letter to Bethge (8th July 1944) he wrote that the 

novel had become ‘bogged down’ and the ‘little piece’ intended for Bethge unfinished.1182 

 

Bonhoeffer’s fictional endeavours have been described as a ‘therapeutic outlet’ to help him adapt to 

the deprivations and confinement of prison.1183  He acknowledged that his fiction contained much 

                                                                 
1178 DB-EB, pp. 747-749, 817. 
1179 Green, DBWE 7, p. 8. 
1180 DBWE 8, pp. 135-136. 
1181 Ibid., p. 263. 
1182 Ibid., p. 457. 
1183 Zerner, Ruth, ‘A Commentary’, in Fiction from Prison: Gathering up the Past, ed. Renate and Eberhard 
Bethge, trans. Ursula Hoffmann (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1981), p. 144. 
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personal material1184 and in correspondence with Bethge (November 1943) he spoke of working on 

‘the story of a middle-class [bürgerlich] family’.1185  Renate and Eberhard Bethge have attempted to 

identify the biographical sources for Bonhoeffer’s fictional characters but ‘[t]he threads are so 

manifold that it is only possible with difficulty to point out the traces of all the people who are visible 

in Bonhoeffer’s two compositions’.1186   

 

In addition to its therapeutic function Bonhoeffer’s fiction has been described as ‘theology in a 

narrative form’1187 and parallels suggested between Bonhoeffer’s fiction and Ethik.1188  Christoph 

Perels, in an editorial comment in DBW 7, argues that it is not the literary qualities of Bonhoeffer’s 

fiction that are of interest but rather their subject matter, and these relate to politics and 

theology.1189  Ruth Zerner has identified three dominant themes in Bonhoeffer’s drama and novel: 

traditional middle-class family life as a resource ‘of strength and joy’, a Christian faith ‘rightly 

understood’ and, significantly, ‘sacrificial death, accepted and potentially transforming’.1190   

 

The characters of Bonhoeffer’s play reappear in the novel, although the play takes place at a later 

point in time.  Set in early twentieth century Germany, it has a father and his returned veteran son 

condemn corruption and the ‘modern’ attitude of contempt for traditional values including sacrifice.  

Christianity ‘rightly understood’ and cultured middle-class family life are the dominant themes of the 

novel, and although sacrificial death is only alluded to in the closing paragraphs the Christianity 

portrayed ‘is essentially one of deeds, not just of words’.1191   

 

                                                                 
1184 DBWE 8, p. 136; cf. Green, DBWE 7, p. 4. 
1185 Ibid., pp. 181-182. 
1186 Bethge, Fiction from Prison, op. cit., p. 6.  The Bethges believe that Bonhoeffer is represented by the 
characters Martin and Little Brother in the drama and in the novel.   
1187 Ibid., p. 12. 
1188 Ibid., p. 15. 
1189 DBWE 7, p. 16, n. 43. 
1190 Zerner, ‘A Commentary’, op. cit., p. 147; cf. p. 152. 
1191 Ibid., p. 150. 
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Bonhoeffer’s prison experience was central to his incomplete story about Lance-Corporal Berg.  In 

addition to condemning the corruption and injustice of prison, Bonhoeffer’s story demonstrates a 

concern for sacrificial suffering.  He describes the experiences of Berg, a severely disfigured soldier 

who is assigned to be a prison guard.  Berg’s credibility as a wounded veteran and his sympathy for 

the prisoners antagonises the corrupt prison administration who then have him reassigned back to 

the front lines. 

 

The editors of Fragmente aus Tegel: Drama und Roman and the English edition Fiction from Tegel 

Prison consider that Bonhoeffer’s fiction demonstrates literary influences.1192 Schiller is mentioned in 

the novel and Don Quixote is also referenced.1193  The influence of Dostoevsky as interpreted by 

Guardini is thought to be present in both the play and novel. 1194   

 

John W. de Gruchy described Bonhoeffer’s fiction as: ‘an attempt to express through a different 

medium his theological concerns, not least the problem of power, the “theology of the cross” and 

what he came to call “unconscious Christianity”’.1195 Heinrich is possible a fictional example of 

Bonhoeffer’s ‘unconscious Christian’ - he reads the Bible and other literature, he fails to attend 

church or profess any religious conviction.  In Heinrich, Bonhoeffer affirms that ‘it is not a religious 

act that makes someone a Christian, but rather sharing in God’s sufferings in the worldly life’.1196 

 

Although Zerner considers that Heinrich’s ‘tensions and contradictory emotional dynamics’ closely 

resemble Bonhoeffer’s inner personal struggles,1197 Bonhoeffer’s Heinrich also allowed him to 

                                                                 
1192 Bethge, Tödt, and Green suggest the following additional literary ‘influences’, in DBW 7: Goethe (p. 105), 
Gotthelf (p. 173), Kafka (p. 39), Nietzsche (pp. 41, 57), Rilke (pp. 42, 115), Santayana (pp. 35, 59), Stifter (pp. 
94, 128), Toller (pp. 51, 64, 67, 81), T. S. Eliot (p. 51) and Zola (p. 99). 
1193 DBWE 7, p. 173. 
1194 Bethge, Tödt, and Green, Ibid. pp. 26, n. 5; 52, n. 2; 55-56, n. 12; cf. Guardini, Dostojewskijs, op. cit., pp. 98, 
104, 179. 
1195 Gruchy, DBWE 8, pp. 12-13. 
1196 DBWE 8, p. 480; cf. Green, DBWE 7, p. 2. 
1197 Zerner, ‘A Commentary’, op. cit., p. 157. 
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express theological themes from Dostoevsky and Bernanos.  These ‘themes’ include the importance 

of an artistic depiction of Christ, poverty, the prostitute as a figure of love and redemption, death, 

and the significance of childhood and of the child.  Not all of these relate directly to vicarious 

suffering, but each does touch on it. 

 

The DBW editors suggest that a phrase of Heinrich as reported by Ulrich, ‘Suddenly, there in the 

midst of hell, I met God’, was inspired by Nietzsche. 1198  The DBW editors also suggest that the 

anonymous curé in Bernanos’ Tagebuch provides inspiration for the background of the fictional 

Heinrich from the drama1199  - both the curé and Heinrich were brought up in poverty in their aunt’s 

tavern.  ‘Poverty’ for Bonhoeffer was not only a social concern but also a theological issue.  In the 

closing comments in his Rechenschaft an der Wende zum Jahr 1943 he describes seeing the ‘view 

from below’, ‘from the perspective of the outcasts, the suspects, the maltreated, the powerless, the 

oppressed and reviled, in short from the perspective of the suffering’.1200  This ‘perspective from 

below’ in Bonhoeffer’s fiction includes the poor, the prostitutes, and the suffering.  

 

A further literary comparison exists between Bonhoeffer’s Heinrich character and the importance of 

the child in both the fiction of Bernanos and Dostoevsky.  Returning home in the evening from his 

work as a dockhand Heinrich would collect children from the street, ‘take them to his room, give 

them something to eat, say a few nice things to them, and send them home’.1201  Children or the 

spirit of childhood have a pivotal role throughout Bernanos’ novels1202 - children, or those who 

possess the spirit of childhood, although sometimes victims of violence are also presented as 

conduits of grace and mercy.1203   In Dostoevsky’s Karamasow it is the children who recognise 

                                                                 
1198 Bethge, Tödt, and Green, DBWE 7, p. 41, n. 8. 
1199 Bethge, Tödt, and Green, DBWE 7, pp. 40-41, n. 7. 
1200 DBWE 8, p. 52. 
1201 DBWE 7, p. 41. 
1202 Bernanos, The Diary of a Country Priest, op. cit., pp. 280, 293; Tagebuch, op. cit., pp. 314, 328. 
1203 Mooney, Hilary Anne-Marie, ‘Becoming Like a Child: An insight into the Christology of Hans Urs von 
Balthasar’, in: Milltown Studies 57 (2006), pp. 80ff. 
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Alyosha’s new ‘redeeming’ significance,1204 and this, as Bonhoeffer recognised, was a Christological 

image.1205   

 

The ‘child’ is theologically significant for Bonhoeffer.  In Akt und Sein Bonhoeffer points to the child 

as the model of what being in Christ involves,1206 and in his lecture in Barcelona, Jesus Christus und 

vom Wesen des Christentums, where he refers to Dostoevsky, the illustrations given of Christian 

discipleship are children.1207 

 

An example of Bonhoeffer’s ‘derivative’ fictional style, and one which relates to vicarious suffering, is 

the prostitute character in his play.  His fictional prostitute is one who loves Heinrich and he refrains 

from sleeping with her ‘out of pity, out of reverence for Christ’.  In this attitude Heinrich mirrors that 

of Dostoevsky’s Raskolnikov in Schuld und Sühne.  The Bible becomes significant for both fictional 

characters and both characters move towards faith - although not traditional church.  Raskolnikov 

and Heinrich also both ‘embrace’ suffering.1208   

 

The literary parallels that exist between Bonhoeffer’s fiction and that of Dostoevsky and Bernanos 

supports the premise that Bonhoeffer interpreted his experience and actions in terms of 

Stellvertretung, as vicarious suffering, and as Schuldübernahme.  However, it is primarily in his 

‘Theological letters’ and in his poetry that Bonhoeffer addresses these concepts but not in an 

abstract way, as in his fiction, but directly and, in his poetry, intimately. 

 

 

                                                                 
1204 Dostoevsky, Karamasow., op. cit., pp. 1145-1148. 
1205 DBWE 10, pp. 350-351. 
1206 DBWE 2, pp. 157-161; cf. DBWE 10, p. 103; DB-EB, p. 96. 
1207 DBWE 10, pp. 350-351. 
1208 DBWE 7, pp. 41-42. 
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The ‘Theological’ Letters 

In April 1944 Bonhoeffer wrote to Bethge reflecting upon his life and the choices that he had made, 

including the decisions which had led to his imprisonment.  He believed that his life had followed an 

‘inevitable, necessary and straightforward course, determined by a higher providence’.1209  This was 

not an unhealthy ‘fatalism’ and included the acceptance of periods of pain and testing.  In his letter 

Bonhoeffer distinguished between the sufferings of the world, which are the common experience of 

humanity, and suffering for Christ.1210 Bonhoeffer’s correspondence, particularly after 30th April 

1944, continued a number of his theological concerns from his previous writings.1211  He recognised 

the significance of these ‘theological letters’ and asked Bethge to keep them safe for further 

consultation.1212   

 

In the letter of 30th April Bonhoeffer writes: ‘What keeps gnawing at me is the question, what is 

Christianity, or who is Christ actually for us today?’.1213  He ponders the approach of a ‘completely 

religionless age’ and asks how it is possible to be a ‘religionless-worldly’ Christian while ‘belonging 

wholly to the world’.1214  

 

In his next letter to Bethge of 5th May 1944 Bonhoeffer continued the discussion of salvation in 

relation to the religious act and ‘religionlessness’ (Religionslosigkeit)1215 that he had begun 

previously.  He describes what being there for the world might look like and he contrasts ‘liberal, 

mystical, pietistic, ethical theology’ with the biblical theology of ‘the creation and the incarnation, 

crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ’.1216 

                                                                 
1209 DBWE 8, p. 358. 
1210 Ibid., p. 407. 
1211 DB-EB, p. 855. 
1212 DBWE 8, p. 458. 
1213 Ibid., p. 362, 
1214 Ibid., pp. 362-364. 
1215 Ibid., p. 372; DBW 8, p. 414. 
1216 DBWE 8, p. 373. 
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It seemed that to speak of religion was to speak ‘metaphysisch, andererseits individualistisch’.1217  He 

considered that the question of the salvation of individual souls was irrelevant, and he wondered 

whether the concept was even biblical.  What was of ultimate importance for him was to be 

genuinely present for the world.1218  ‘Faith’ for Bonhoeffer was ‘”something whole, involving the 

whole of one’s life”, whereas the “religious act” seemed to him to be “something partial”’.1219  Faith 

then for Bonhoeffer meant the vicarious suffering of Christ’s followers or, as Bethge writes, ‘the 

conformation of man with Christ’s messianic suffering’.1220 

 

In his ‘Gedanken zum Tauftag’ written in May 1944 Bonhoeffer attempted to write a testimonial of 

significance and of lasting relevance for his Gottessohn, Dietrich Wilhelm Rüdiger Bethge. Towards 

the end of the document Bonhoeffer asks a series of questions relating to the nature of the Church:  

What is meant by reconciliation and redemption, rebirth and the Holy Spirit, love for one’s enemies, 

cross and resurrection, what does it mean to live in Christ and to follow Christ?1221  These questions 

about the content of the Gospel have, in Bonhoeffer’s present circumstances, become so uncertain 

as a lived reality that they can hardly be spoken of.  He then suggests that the Christian is left with 

only two possibilities, ‘Beten und Tun des Gerechten unter den Menschen’ - prayer and righteous 

action amongst the people.1222  

 

                                                                 
1217 DBW 8, p. 414. 
1218 DBWE 8, p. 364. 
1219 Pangritz, Andreas, ‘The Understanding of Mystery in the Theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer’, in: Mysteries in 
the Theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer: A Copenhagen Bonhoeffer Symposium, eds. Kirsten Busch Nielsen, Ulrik 
Nissen, and Christiane Tietz (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2007), p. 23. 
1220 Bethge, Eberhard, ‘Bonhoeffer’s Christology and His “Religionless Christianity”’, in: Union Seminary 
Quarterly Review, Vol. XXIII, no. 1, Fall, (1967), p. 63. 
1221 DBW 8, p. 435. 
1222 Ibid. 
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This is reminiscent of Bonhoeffer’s comments in Sanctorum Communio regarding the nature of the 

Church: ‘Das tätige Füreinander der Glieder und das Prinzip der Stellvertretung’.1223  Then the Prinzip 

der Stellvertretung was actualised through the three positive ‘acts of love’: self-renouncing active 

work on behalf of one’s neighbour, intercessory prayer, and confession (the mutual forgiveness of 

sins).1224  Surprisingly, in ‘Gedanken zum Tauftag’ Bonhoeffer doesn’t mention confession, even 

though it was a message to his godson on the occasion of his baptism and he had previously 

encouraged confession as a central ecclesiological praxis.  Confession is closely associated with the 

inner life of the Church, whereas Stellvertretung, as vicarious suffering, as the fundamental 

Christological-ethical principle, here determines and describes the public life of the Church, and it is 

this that remains significant. 

 

In the chapter ‘Die Heiligen’ in Nachfolge Bonhoeffer discussed the life of the Church and the 

sanctification of Christian disciples.  For him the Gemeinde was not an ideal community of the sinless 

and the perfect but rather the community that proclaims God’s forgiveness.1225 Confession and the 

forgiveness of sins were important for Bonhoeffer’s ecclesiology.  In Sanctorum Communio he had 

described the confession of sins as central to Stellvertretung,1226 and he believed that confession 

‘needs to be part of the life of the saints’.1227  In confession the Christian receives the grace of God 

and he becomes ‘like Christ in his death’.  Bonhoeffer invokes Luther in support of this practice and 

Luther’s Großer Katechismus: ‘Therefore, when I urge you to go to confession, I am simply urging 

you to be a Christian’.1228    

 

                                                                 
1223 DBW 1, p. 117.   
1224 Ibid., p. 121. 
1225 DBWE 4, p. 269. 
1226 DBW 1, p. 121. 
1227 DBWE 4, p. 271. 
1228 Ibid., p. 271.  WA 30, I:238. 
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Until Ethik, and certainly Nachfolge, Stellvertretung was associated with confession but even in 

Sanctorum Communio a trans-ecclesial content was given to this concept in the idea of loving one’s 

enemy.  Now in his theological letters the accent is completely ‘world’ - but this is not a ‘faith-less’ 

Christianity: it has become a religion-less faith.   

 

It is in his letter of 8th June that Bonhoeffer introduces the concept of the world ‘come of age’: ‘die 

mündig gewordene Welt’,1229 a concept that he develops in his subsequent correspondence. Mündig 

relates to individual responsibilities and action and not simply ‘maturity’.  Peter Potter writes,  

In essence, Bonhoeffer is restating the classical Lutheran position on faith and works.  Those 

who have come of age (mündig) are those who rely on faith (Glaube) rather than works 

(Religion).1230   

 

This is consistent with Bonhoeffer’s emphasis in Ethik of participation and his criticism of those who 

seek to withdraw from the world. 

 

It was also on 8th June that Bonhoeffer wrote to Eberhard and Renate Bethge enclosing a 

commentary on the Losungen der Brüdergemeinde, ‘merely thrown together in haste and not 

formulated in advance’.1231 Bonhoeffer’s regular spiritual practice included the Losungen, the daily 

Bible readings published by the Moravian Brethren, which he described as ‘a real blessing to all who 

have ever used them’1232 and a daily joy.1233 

 

                                                                 
1229 DBWE 8, pp. 426, 431. 
1230 Potter, Peter, ‘Lost in Translation: What Did Bonhoeffer Mean by “Coming of Age”?’, in: Theology in 
Scotland, University of St. Andrews, Vol. XV, n. 1 (2008), p. 45. 
1231 DBWE 16, p. 633. 
1232 DBWE 5, p. 58. 
1233 DBWE 8, p. 264. He described the Losungen texts for the period of the failed 20th July coup d’état as a 
source of happiness Ibid., p. 485.  On 20th July, they were Psa. 28:8, and Rom. 8:31.  On 21st July they were Psa. 
23 and Jn. 10:14. 
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Bonhoeffer’s meditation for the Bethges on 8th June explored the relationship between suffering and 

discipleship with the intention of encouraging them.  The texts for that day were Psalm 34:19: ‘Many 

are the afflictions of the righteous; but the Lord rescues them from them all’ (RSV) and 1 Peter 3:9: 

‘Do not repay evil for evil or abuse for abuse; but, on the contrary, repay with a blessing.  It is for this 

that you were called - that you might inherit a blessing’. (RSV).   

 

In his meditation Bonhoeffer says that the suffering of the righteous was ‘unter der Ungerechtigkeit, 

unter der Sinnlosigkeit und Verkehrtheit des Weltgeschehens’ (under the unrighteousness, 

meaninglessness and perversion of world events).1234 This suffering included the destruction of the 

‘divine orders’ of marriage and the family.  The suffering of the righteous occurred because the 

righteous share God’s perspective ‘in dem Leiden des Gerechten ist immer Gottes Hilfe’ – it is in the 

suffering of the righteous that God’s help is discovered.  The righteous share God’s suffering at the 

hands of the world – they are co-sufferers.  Bonhoeffer’s translation of Psalm 34:19 was ‘Der 

Gerechte muß viel Leiden; aber der HERR hilft ihm aus dem allem’ (the righteous must endure much 

suffering but the Lord helps him out of it all).  Although most English translations use either ‘rescues’ 

or ‘delivers’ for the word ּנּו ֶ֥ יל   1235 both words are more passive and fail to suggest(yaṣ-ṣî-len-nū) ַיצִּ

any participation by those rescued.  Bonhoeffer’s Lutherbibel used hilft (‘helps’) and this is in 

accordance with his understanding of the responsibility (Verantwortung) of the members of the 

Church (the ‘righteous’) for the world as Stellvertretung.   

 

Bonhoeffer stated that ‘Im Leiden findet der Gerechte Gott’1236 and the appropriate response to the 

suffering that the world inflicts was: ‘segen’ (to bless).  This was the response of God to the world 

                                                                 
1234 DBW 16, p. 657. 
1235 ‘Many are the afflictions of the righteous; but the Lord delivers him out of them all’. (RSV). 
1236 DBW 16, p. 657. 
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which had ‘nailed Christ to the Cross’.  According to Bonhoeffer the world lives by the blessing of 

God and of the righteous, and it is this that gives the world a future.1237   

 

In his letter to Bethge of 27th June 1944 Bonhoeffer contrasted what he described as a religion of 

redemption with the Christian faith.  The difference for Bonhoeffer was that the former sought for 

redemption outside of history, whereas Christianity sought for redemption within history.  

Redemption, as the liberation from sorrows, hardships, anxieties and longings, and from sin and 

death to a better life ‘beyond’, was not, according to Bonhoeffer, Christianity.  Genuine Christianity 

for Bonhoeffer meant redemption within suffering.  The disciple,  

[l]ike 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.1238 

 

In the following letter (30th June) Bonhoeffer describes what he means by die mündig gewordene 

Welt, which has been translated as ‘the world that has come of age’.1239  He claims that God has 

been pushed out of the world and limited to functioning as a deus ex machina.  Bonhoeffer was 

concerned with the claim of Christ on a world ‘that has come of age’1240 and he continues his 

discussion on 8th July describing the attempt to ‘hang on’ to the excluded God in the areas of ‘the 

“personal”, the “inner life” and the “private” sphere’.1241 

 

In the letter of 16th July Bonhoeffer says he was reading Dostoevsky’s Memoiren aus dem Totenhaus.  

It was Memoiren that he read while waiting for news of the conspiracy, and it was this book that he 

was reading when he learnt of its failure.  Totenhaus describes the prison experiences of its fictional 

                                                                 
1237 Ibid. 
1238 DBWE 8, p. 448. 
1239 DBW  8, p. 504. 
1240 DBWE 8, p. 451. 
1241 Ibid., p. 455. 
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narrator Alexander Petrovich Goryanchikov and his increasing appreciation for the humanity of his 

fellow prisoners.  On the 25th Bonhoeffer completed Totenhaus, which he described as ‘full of good 

and wise things.’1242  Vicarious suffering is not a theme of Dostoevsky’s semi-autobiographical 

Totenhaus, but it was the importance of hope in the novel that caught Bonhoeffer’s attention.     

 

It is in the letter of 16th July that Bonhoeffer writes he is working towards a ‘nonreligious 

interpretation of biblical concepts’.1243  The ‘coming of age’ has revealed God pushed out onto the 

cross, weak and powerless.  Bonhoeffer writes, ‘The Bible directs people toward the powerlessness 

and the suffering of God; only the suffering God can help’.1244 

 

Bonhoeffer’s letter to Bethge on 18th July 1944 returns to Jesus’ experience in Gethsemane.  This 

letter is written immediately before the attempted coup d’état and when Bonhoeffer has every 

expectation of success and liberty.  Here he refers to his poem Christen und Heiden and the line 

‘Christen stehen bei Gott in Seinen Leiden’. 1245  He writes that standing by God is the distinguishing 

mark of Christian discipleship: 

‘Could you not stay awake with me one hour?’ Jesus asks in Gethsemane.  That is the 

opposite of everything a religious person expects from God.  The human being is called upon 

to share in God’s suffering at the hands of a godless world.1246 

 

In this correspondence he considers the relationship between ‘faith’ and the profane, and he 

suggests that vicarious suffering was the path that Jesus walked and that this is also the path offered 

to his followers:  

                                                                 
1242 Ibid., p. 488. 
1243 Ibid., p. 475. 
1244 Ibid., p. 479. 
1245 DBW 8, p. 535. 
1246 DBWE 8, p. 480. 
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Der Mensch wird aufgerufen, das Leiden Gottes an der gottlosen Welt mitzuleiden.1247  

(People are called to co-suffer with the suffering of God in the godless world.)   

 

Bonhoeffer says that people must try to live in ‘der gottlosen Welt’ and not attempt to try to cover 

up or hide its ‘Gottlosigkeit’ with religion.  The worldliness (weltlich) to which the believer is called 

means that he ‘nimmt eben darin an den Leiden Gottes teil’ - takes part by participating in the 

suffering of God.  For Bonhoeffer, being a Christian did not mean being ‘religious’ but by 

participating in the suffering life of God:  

Nicht der religiöse Akt macht den Christen, sondern das Teilnehmen an Leiden Gottes im 

weltlichen Leben.1248   

(It is not the religious act that makes a person a Christian but participating in the suffering of 

God in the life of the world.) 

 

This, for Bonhoeffer, was ‘μετάνοια’, it was allowing oneself to be pulled into walking the same path 

that Jesus walked, which Bonhoeffer describes as ‘das messianische Ereignis’, the fulfilment of  

Isaiah 53:   

Das ist ‘μετάνοια’, nicht zuerst an die eigenen Nöte, Fragen, Sünden, Ängste denken, sondern 

sich in den Weg Jesu mithineinreißen lassen, in das messianische Ereignis, daß Jes 53 nun 

erfüllt wird!1249 

(That is ‘μετάνοια’, not looking first to your own needs, questions, sins, anxious thoughts, 

but rather allowing yourself to be carried with Jesus in His way, in the messianic event, so 

that Isa. 53 may now be fulfilled.) 

 

                                                                 
1247 DBW 8, p. 535.  
1248 Ibid.   
1249 Ibid., pp. 535-536. 
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Significantly, Bonhoeffer inserted the present continuous ‘nun’ – now - into this text.  The editorial 

comment is that this insertion ‘is noteworthy because until then Bonhoeffer had always seen the 

suffering as God’s servant as accomplished on the cross on Golgotha’.1250  The editors reference a 

letter from Bonhoeffer to Rüdiger Schleicher in which Isa. 53 is quoted and Bonhoeffer says that the 

Old Testament is fulfilled in the cross of Jesus.1251  The editors further reference an outline for a 

lecture on confirmation which also references Isa. 53.1252  However, neither of these references 

contradicts the basic premise of this thesis that Bonhoeffer understood the vicarious suffering of 

Christ as a present reality for the Gemeinde.  In Nachfolge Bonhoeffer had written:  

So leidet Christus stellvertretend.  Allein sein Leiden ist erlösendes Leiden.  Aber auch die 

Gemeinde weiß nun, daß das Leiden der Welt einen Träger sucht.1253 

(Thus, Christ suffers vicariously.  Only his suffering is a saving suffering.  But the Church too 

now knows that the suffering of the world seeks a bearer.) 

 

The addition by Bonhoeffer of ‘nun’ in his letter of 18th July emphasises that in writing about the 

messianic event, the fulfilment of Isa. 53, he was not referring to the vicarious suffering and death of 

Christ 2,000 years ago but to the experience in the present of those who ‘leiden durch Nachfolge’; 

the followers of Christ who all ‘stellvertretendes Leidender’ and who have become in their voluntary 

suffering, as Christ, ‘Schuldübernahme’ for others. 

 

In the chapter of Nachfolge entitled ‘Die Nachfolge und das Kreuz’ Bonhoeffer references the ‘cup’ 

metaphor and quotes from the Gospel of Matthew:  

And going a little further, [Jesus] threw himself on the ground and prayed, ‘My Father, if it is 

possible, let this cup pass from me; yet not what I want but what you want’. …  Again he 

                                                                 
1250 Gremmels; Bethge, E and R; Tödt, I, DBWE 8, p. 481, n. 50.  Italics in the original. 
1251 Ibid.; cf. DBWE 14, p. 168. 
1252 DBWE 8, p. 481, n. 50; cf. DBWE 14, p. 804. 
1253 DBW 4, p. 84. 
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went away for the second time and prayed, ‘My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, 

your will be done’ (Matt. 26: 39, 42 NIV).1254 

 

In Nachfolge Bonhoeffer comments that the cup of suffering would only pass from Jesus by his 

drinking it.  It was only in bearing the suffering that it would pass, and he needed to ‘drink it to the 

dregs’.1255  ‘[S]uffering overcome by suffering’1256 (‘das Leiden durch Leiden überwunden’).1257 

Bonhoeffer writes that the world’s suffering seeks a bearer.  The Christian community bears the 

suffering whilst being borne by Christ:  

Stellvertretung steht die Gemeinde Jesu Christi für die Welt vor Gott, indem sie nachfolgt 

unter dem Kreuz.1258  

(The vicarious suffering of the community of Jesus Christ stands for the world before God in 

that it follows Jesus under the cross.) 

 

The DBWE translates this as: ‘The community of Jesus Christ vicariously represents the world before 

God by following Christ under the cross’.1259  God is a God who bears. 1260   Jesus bore our flesh and 

the cross and it is bearing that constitutes being a Christian.1261  In chapter six of Nachfolge, ‘Die 

Bergpredigt’, an exposition of the Sermon on the Mount, Bonhoeffer draws attention to Luther’s 

translation of Matt. 5:4. ‘It is meaningful and lovely that Luther translates the Greek word for what is 

blessed [μακάριοι] with “to bear suffering”’. 1262 In Bonhoeffer’s Lutherbibel this is ‘Selig sind, die da 

Leid tragen; denn sie sollen getröstet werden’ (Blessed are those who bear sorrow; for they shall be 

comforted).  Bonhoeffer continues:  

                                                                 
1254 DBWE 4, p. 90. 
1255 Ibid., p. 90; cf. p. 133. 
1256 Ibid. 
1257 DBW 4, p. 84. 
1258 Ibid. 
1259 DBWE 4, p. 90. 
1260 DBW 4, p. 84. 
1261 Ibid. 
1262 DBWE 4, p. 104. 
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The important part is the bearing.  The community of disciples does not shake off suffering, 

as if they had nothing to do with it.  Instead they bear it…  As bearers of suffering, they stand 

in communion with the Crucified.1263   

 

The disciples are ‘die Leidtragenden’ – those who ‘bear suffering’ - called to drink the cup of 

suffering, and they do so for the benefit of the world,1264 and they do so nun - now.  It is a present 

experience of vicarious suffering.  This is ‘communion with [Christ’s] passion’ and ‘[p]articipation in 

the cross’.1265 A vicarious suffering (Stellvertretung) for those guilty, lost and helpless.1266 The 

disciples suffer so that ‘the world can still live under God’s forbearance’1267 and they bear ‘the 

troubles and sins of all others’.1268  This is an image of vicarious suffering undertaken by Christian 

disciples for the benefit of others. 

 

Bonhoeffer’s understanding of vicarious suffering in his letter of 18th July is not, as the editors state, 

the first time he presents suffering for Christ as a present reality.  Gethsemane and suffering had 

been the theme of a sermon on Isaiah 53 that Bonhoeffer preached at Finkenwalde in July 1935.  

The student notes on the sermon are sparse: ‘Taken through such suffering out of anxiety and 

judgment (before death) verse 8: Gethsemane’.1269  The notes are unclear as to whether the 

community of faith is only formed by the Stellvertretung of Christ or whether they are now the 

community in which stellvertretende Aktion is undertaken.  However, the text states that the ‘law’ of 

Stellvertretung applies now to his church-community.1270 The student notes add:  

                                                                 
1263 Ibid. 
1264 Ibid., p. 112. 
1265 Ibid., pp. 136-137. 
1266 Ibid., p. 140. 
1267 Ibid., p. 251. 
1268 Ibid., p. 285. 
1269 DBWE 14, p. 360. 
1270 Ibid., pp. 360-361. 
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God acts through his slain servant.  The law of [Stellvertretung] applies from now on to his 

[Gemeinde].  Whoever respects the despised one will be righteous through him, will be 

drawn into the new law of life.1271 

 

Then, in a Bible study on temptation for the seminarians at Zingst in June 1938, Bonhoeffer again 

references Gethsemane.  He describes Jesus’ experience of temptation and suffering1272 and Jesus’ 

strengthening in the garden by an angel.1273  This has become the experience of the disciples, who 

are similarly tempted in their ‘hour of Gethsemane’.1274 The temptation of the disciples is their 

‘participation and communion in the temptation of Jesus’.1275  

 

In his letter of 21st July, written the day after the failed coup d’état, Bonhoeffer picked up a number 

of the themes of his previous letter, and reminisced about a conversation with Jean Lasserre.1276  He  

again contrasted the religious person, the homo religiosus, with the ‘worldly’ Christian.1277 

Bonhoeffer said that he recognized the ‘dangers’ of Nachfolge, which he had written as an attempt 

to describe the ‘heiliges Leben’,  although he still stood by what he had written.1278  The ‘dangers’ lay 

in the attempt to make ‘something of oneself’.1279 He was concerned with the difference between an 

ethical striving after an ideal and an ontological participation in Christ.  According to this concept 

Christian discipleship was ‘not only following after Christ but being in Christ’.1280  In the fragmentary 

notes from his biblical seminar on New Testament concepts Bonhoeffer writes, ‘To be wakeful with 

                                                                 
1271 Reimer, Gerhard, DBWE 14, p. 361, n. 136. 
1272 DBWE 15, p. 394. 
1273 Ibid., p. 395. 
1274 Ibid., p. 396. 
1275 Ibid. 
1276 DBWE 8, pp. 485-487; cf. DB-EB, pp. 152-154. 
1277 DBWE 8, p. 485, DBW 8, p. 541. 
1278 Ibid. 
1279 DBW 8, p. 542. 
1280 Gregor, Brian, ‘Following-After and Becoming Human. A Study of Bonhoeffer and Kierkegaard’, in: Gregor, 
Brian and Zimmermann, Jens, eds., Bonhoeffer and Continental Thought: Cruciform Philosophy (Bloomington, 
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2009), p. 166. 
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Jesus [is] “to participate in Jesus’ sufferings”’.1281 It is in this sense that vicarious suffering needs to 

be understood for Bonhoeffer - it is not repeating, but rather participating in, Christ’s sacrificial act 

as a present experience. 

 

Bonhoeffer in his letter described ‘worldliness’ as throwing ‘oneself completely into the arms of 

God… living fully in the midst of life’s tasks, questions, successes and failures, experiences, and 

perplexities’.1282  It is in this ‘worldly’ way that ‘one takes seriously no longer one’s own sufferings 

but rather the suffering of God in the world’.1283  Then, according to Bonhoeffer, it is possible to stay 

‘awake with Christ in Gethsemane’.1284  This is faith and μετάνοια, and this is how a person can 

become a human being and a Christian.  He then quotes Jeremiah 45, a passage about God’s 

judgement but one which poignantly concludes with the promise that God will allow his servant to 

escape with his life. Bonhoeffer says that life is not about success or failure but about ‘diesseitigen 

Leben Gottes Leiden mitleiden’1285 (sharing in God’s suffering in the life of this world). This is a 

description of vicarious suffering.  

 

This thesis suggests that literary references provided inspiration or illustrations for Bonhoeffer, 

particularly when they resonated with his biblical exegesis.  The influence of Bernanos which 

Bonhoeffer had found ‘intimate’ and ‘disturbing’ continued beyond the Finkenwalde period and was 

evident in Bonhoeffer’s prison writings.  It is possible that Bonhoeffer discovered in Bernanos’ novels 

a narrative that resonated with his understanding of the vocation of vicarious suffering by members 

of the Body of Christ for the suffering of the world.  This, for Bonhoeffer, was represented by 

Gethsemane and the passion of Christ but it was first explored in the suffering servant of Isaiah 53. 

 

                                                                 
1281 DBWE 15, p. 371. 
1282 DBWE 8, p. 486. 
1283 Ibid. 
1284 Ibid., p. 486. 
1285 DBW 8., p. 542. 
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Michael R. Tobin writes that in Bernanos ‘divinization’ takes the form of the Suffering Servant and 

the Garden of Olives becomes ‘the antechamber of the Redemptive act’.1286  In Unter der Sonne the 

suffering of the priest Donissan is linked to the confessional and to his spiritual struggle for the souls 

of those who come to him for help.  Donissan is a Stellvertreter.  In the novel Bernanos makes the 

link with the Passion of Christ clear.  At the end of his life, after he has become the famed confessor 

of Lumbres parish, Donissan is exhausted, ‘il ne fait rien de bon’,1287 alone at the foot of the cross.1288 

Bernanos writes ‘Consummatum est’,1289 making an obvious link with Christ’s dying words from the 

cross in the Latin Vulgate (Jn. 19:30).  In his suffering for others Donissan had become an alter 

Christus.  Later in the novel the final words of Le saint de Lumbres are recorded, and again these are 

from the Vulgate and the words of Christ from the cross: ‘Pater dimitte illis non enim sciunt quid 

faciunt!’1290  (Lk. 23:34). 

 

Bonhoeffer’s copy of Bernanos’ Der Abtrünnige shows that he had read of the vicarious suffering of 

the young fictional Chantal.  Chantal demonstrates that vicarious suffering for Bernanos was a 

vocation for all the faithful.  In Der Abtrünnige the Gethsemane allusion is explicit:  Chantal’s vision 

of Christ’s passion in the ‘shadows of an Agony’, among the black twisted olive trees.1291  Chantal’s 

suffering was for the salvation of others1292 but her suffering became the suffering of God, who had 

been for Chantal a suffering presence.1293  

 

The symbolism of Gethsemane for the vicarious suffering of the Christian disciple is most obvious in 

Tagebuch and introduced early in the novel by the curé de Torcy, Fr. Martin.  In his description of his 

                                                                 
1286 Tobin, Georges Bernanos, op. cit., p. 98. 
1287 Bernanos, Georges, Sous le Soleil de Satan (Le Castor Astral, 2008), p. 265. 
1288 Ibid., p. 274; Under the Sun, op. cit., p. 183; Unter der Sonne, op. cit., p. 255. 
1289 Bernanos, Sous Le Soleil, op. cit., p. 266.  The German translation follows more closely the French: Unter 
der Sonne, op. cit., p. 248; Under the Sun, op. cit., p. 182. 
1290 Bernanos, Sous Le Soleil, op. cit., p. 330; Under the Sun, op. cit., p. 305; Unter der Sonne, op. cit., p. 255. 
1291 Bernanos, Der Abtrünnige, op. cit., pp. 472-478.   
1292 Ibid., p. 468. 
1293 Ibid., p. 476. 
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life as a priest, Fr. Martin describes the cost of pastoral care as a physical suffering.1294 The Word of 

God is a ‘red-hot iron’ that burns those who take it seriously, but the clergy are ‘half-asleep’, and he 

references Gethsemane.1295  Martin explains how everyone serves God in his or her own way.  

According to him each person has a vocation, his own special place in the Gospel story.  Martin 

declares:  

We're all called to the priesthood, I agree, but not always in the same way. So, to get things 

straight I start off by taking each one of us back where he belongs in Holy Writ.1296   

 

In listening to his friend, the curé of Ambricourt recognizes that his calling is in the Garden of 

Gethsemane, and he describes his vocation:  

The truth is that my place … has been Mount Olivet …, when He set His hand on Peter's 

shoulder asking him the useless question, almost naïve yet so tender, so deeply courteous: 

‘Why sleep ye?’ ... I am never to be torn from that eternal place chosen for me – that I 

remain the prisoner of His Agony in the Garden.  Who would dare take such an honour upon 

himself?1297 

 

Although in the original French edition Bernanos originally wrote ‘... j’étais prisonnier de la Sainte-

Agonie’,1298 Bonhoeffer’s Tagebuch makes the reference to Gethsemane clearer: ‘… das ich 

Gethsemane, dem heiligen Todeskampf verhaftet bin?  Wer dürfte wagen, sich einer solchen Gnade 

zu brüsten?’.1299  The anonymous priest of Tagebuch identifies with the solitude, suffering and fear 

of death that Christ experienced before his Passion.  

 

                                                                 
1294 Bernanos, Diary, op. cit., p. 54; Journal, op. cit., p. 93; Tagebuch, op. cit., p. 69. 
1295 Ibid. 
1296 Bernanos, Diary, op. cit., p. 203. 
1297 Ibid., p. 203. 
1298 Bernanos, Journal, op. cit., p. 194. 
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The English translation also misses the Gethsemane reference when the curé feels the terror of his 

illness, which in Bonhoeffer’s Tagebuch is ‘O Todesangst von Gethsemane’.1300  According to 

Bernanos’ curé his vocation was to ‘[s}uffer on behalf of others’1301 and the vocation of ‘saints’ was 

to redeem those in sin.1302  The curé’s faith is an embodied, vicarious suffering faith.  He writes in his 

journal: 

Sometimes I feel that my faith has withdrawn and still persists where certainly I should 

never have thought of seeking it, in my flesh, my wretched flesh, in my flesh and blood, my 

perishable flesh, which yet was baptised.1303 

 

In Bonhoeffer, as in Bernanos, ‘Gethsemane’ functioned as a metaphor for Stellvertretung and the 

responsible action of taking upon oneself the sin of another.  In Ethik he wrote:  

Es gibt also für das verantwortliche Handeln so etwas wie eine relative Sündlosigkeit, die sich 

gerade im verantwortlichen Aufnehmen fremder Schuld erweist.1304 

(There is thus, for responsible action, something like a relative sinlessness, which is 

demonstrated precisely in the responsible taking on of another’s Schuld.) 

 

This concept of sacrificially taking on the guilt/sin of others as an act of a responsible life is 

something that Bonhoeffer emphasises in his poetry, particularly Der Tod des Mose and Jona. 

 

In August 1944 Bonhoeffer sent to Bethge Entwurf einer Arbeit,1305  a ‘theological manifesto’.1306 

Here Bonhoeffer addressed the question ‘Who is God?’, and he wrote, ‘God is not primarily a 

                                                                 
1300 Ibid., p. 261.  Diary: ‘Passion before Death!’ p. 232. Although the English translation here is closer to the 
original French: ‘O Sainte Agonie!’; cf. Journal, op. cit., p. 213. 
1301 Bernanos, Diary, op. cit., p. 31. Bonhoeffer’s German reads: ‘Durch die Seelen leiden’. (Tagebuch, op. cit., p. 
43).  See also The Diary, p. 28: ‘… our pain is on behalf of souls’.  
1302 Ibid., op. cit., p. 117. 
1303 Ibid., p. 123; cf. Tagebuch, op. cit., p. 145. 
1304 DBW 6, p. 280. 
1305 DBWE 8, pp. 499-504. 
1306 Marsh, Strange Glory, op. cit., p. 377. 
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general belief in God’s omnipotence… That is not a genuine experience of God.  That is but a 

prolongation of a piece of the world’.  Bonhoeffer believed that the only genuine encounter with 

God was the ‘encounter with Jesus Christ’ and this meant for him that a genuine experience of God 

only occurs Christologically.  Given that Jesus is there only for others, for Bonhoeffer being a 

Christian meant participation in this story.  A life of vicariousness, of ‘being there-for-others’ and 

discovering that the experience of transcendence lay in ‘the neighbour within reach in any given 

situation’.  Bonhoeffer writes that ‘The church is church only when it is there for others’.1307  The 

vision of the Church that Bonhoeffer proposed in Entwurf einer Arbeit was of a Christological 

community of humility, sacrifice and service whose existence was predicated upon the needs of 

others.1308   

 

Among the literature Bonhoeffer read in Tegel prison was poetry 1309 but between June and 

December 1944 he also wrote ten poems.  Given that Bonhoeffer had said that poetry was not 

something that came either naturally or easily to him, 1310 and given that he described his ‘literary 

attempts’ as ‘silly bungling’,1311 his decision to write poetry is notable.  In 1946 Bethge published 

some of Bonhoeffer’s poems in Auf dem Wege zur Freiheit: Gedichte aus Tegel.  This early 

publication so soon after the war is an indication of Bethge’s assessment of their importance.  

Although few of the various anthologies of German poetry of the Innere Emigration mention 

Bonhoeffer1312 the significance of his poetry lies not in their literary competence but that they were 

                                                                 
1307 DBWE 8, p. 505. 
1308 DBW 8, pp. 556-561. 
1309 DBWE 8, p. 453: Tegel Notes, 8. 
1310 DBW 8, p. 572.  
1311 Ibid., p. 505. 
1312 Gunter Groll’s anthology of German poetry from the war period includes sixty-five authors: De profundis 
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(Hoffmann, Oppositional Poetry, op. cit.) and in a study of the importance of ‘cultural confessionalism’ during 
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a ‘message in a bottle, sent out with a hopeful expectation that someone will eventually find 

them’.1313   

 

Bonhoeffer’s Prison Poetry 

Bonhoeffer’s poems ‘serve as keys to interpret the moods and profound thoughts harbored by [him] 

during the months of his forced confinement’.1314  Robertson suggests that the real heart of 

Bonhoeffer’s thinking lay in his poetry.1315 Certainly poetry has the potential for ‘truth bearing’,1316 

differing from prose in its use of language, which can be condensed, indirect and analogous.   

 

Bonhoeffer’s poem Vergangenheit 1317 was written on 5th June 1944, following Maria’s visit on 22nd 

May.  It is probable that the poem Glück und Unglück was also composed in early June 19441318 and 

that it was inspired in part by Bonhoeffer’s meditation on the Losungen readings for 30th May.1319  

 

On 8th July 1944 Bonhoeffer wrote to Bethge1320 and enclosed with the letter were two poems: Wer 

Bin Ich 1321 and Christen und Heiden.1322 In the letter Bonhoeffer mentions an additional longer poem 

                                                                 
this same period, Henley included Bonhoeffer’s prison writings (Henley, Cultural Confessionalism, op. cit., pp. 
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1316 Warnock, Mary, Imagination (London: Faber, 1980); Mackey, James P., ed. Religious Imagination 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University, 1986), pp. 142-57; Kearney, Richard, The Wake of Imagination: Ideas of 
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‘The Lord was with Joseph and whatever he did, the Lord made it prosper’.  This last phrase from Bonhoeffer’s 
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1320 DBWE 8, pp. 454-458. 
1321 DBW 8, pp. 513-514460. 
1322 Ibid., pp. 515-516. 
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that he had also composed that he considered ‘not too bad’.1323 That poem was Nächtliche 

Stimmen.1324   

 

There were two poems written as birthday gifts for Bethge: Stationen auf dem Wege zur Freiheit,1325 

which was probably enclosed with a letter dated 14th August 1944, and Der Freund.  Der Freund was 

completed on 28th August. 1326  

 

Der Tod des Mose 1327 was written after 20th September and before 29th September, when Bethge 

received it.  The poem was composed following the discovery by the Gestapo of the Zossen files, 

which ‘exposed the extent of Bonhoeffer’s involvement in the attempted coup’.1328 Jona was written 

on 5th October and was originally sent to Maria. 1329 

 

Von Guten Mächten was Bonhoeffer’s final poem, and it bore the notation ‘New Year, 1945’. 1330  The 

poem included a note written by Bonhoeffer: ‘Here, in addition, are a few verses that came to me 

the past few evenings.  They are my Christmas greeting for you and my parents and siblings’.1331 This 

is one of his final written communications. 

 

Not all of Bonhoeffer’s poems are explicitly ‘theological’ and, contrary to Henley’s suggestion, there 

is no indication that his motive in writing poetry was primarily to avoid censorship.  The importance 

                                                                 
1323 DBWE 8, p. 458. 
1324 DBW 8, pp. 516-523. 
1325 Ibid., pp. 570-572. 
1326 Ibid., pp. 585-589. 
1327 Ibid., pp. 590-598. 
1328 DBWE 8, p. 531. 
1329 DBW 8, pp. 606-606. 
1330 Ibid., pp. 607-608. 
1331 Gremmels; Bethge, E and R; Tödt, I, DBWE 8, pp. 548-549, n. 1. 
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of Bonhoeffer’s poems ‘lies in the fact that they were the ultimate attempt to express his deepest 

feelings about himself, his friends, his church, the future of Germany, and his future’.1332  

 

Bonhoeffer’s poems varied in length, content and style.  The identity of the intended recipient was 

determinative of their content, as was their date of composition, particularly in relation to the failed 

20th July assassination.  An appropriate question to ask is why Bonhoeffer, who confessed to be no 

poet, turned to the poetical medium as an appropriate communication methodology? 

 

Bonhoeffer described his theological ‘style’ as more intuitive than systematic.  In a letter to Bethge 

he wrote that he was ‘guided more by my instinct for responding to questions that may arise than 

being already clear about them’.1333 This predilection for the intuitive was perhaps why he was open 

to exploring ethical issues through fictional literature and poetry, including vicarious suffering, and 

can help explain why he turned to this medium when he was faced by life in extremis. 

 

It was only in the last stage of his imprisonment, and when the prospect of his imminent death had 

become all too possible, that Bonhoeffer began to write poetry.  His earlier prison correspondence is 

full of domestic details but, as his situation deteriorates, the need to communicate matters of 

significance becomes urgent and he turns to poetry.  The first poems focus on personal concerns and 

explore issues of separation, loss, identity and his experience of imprisonment.  

 

Vergangenheit (‘Past’, 5th June 1944) 

On 5th June 1944 Bonhoeffer wrote to Bethge that he had been ‘trying his hand at poetry’ and sent 

him Vergangenheit.  In this poem, which was intended for Maria, Bonhoeffer described his 

                                                                 
1332 Robertson, The Prison Poems, op. cit., p. 17. 
1333 DBWE 8, p. 425. 
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confrontation with the past as the daily background music of his life at Tegel.1334  Vergangenheit  

explores the emotional landscape of absence and longing, loss and forgetting, remembering and 

resignation.  The poem describes Bonhoeffer’s emotions following Maria’s visit to Tegel and her 

subsequent departure from the prison: ‘You left, beloved bliss and pain so hard to love. / What shall 

I call you? life, anguish, ecstasy’.1335   

 

At the end of the poem Bonhoeffer reminded Maria about Gottes Vergebung und Güte and affirmed 

that it was God’s forgiveness and goodness which would sustain them in the future.   

 

Glück und Unglück (‘Fortune and Misfortune’, Early June 1944) 

The poem Glück und Unglück - like Vergangenheit - also ends with an invocation of God’s 

transformative presence.  In Glück und Unglück Bonhoeffer states that the moment of failure is also 

the hour of steadfast love and it is steadfast love that transforms all failure: 

Das ist die Stunde der Treue, / die Stunde der Mutter und der Geliebten, / die Stunde des 

Freundes und Bruders. / Treue verklärt alles Unglück/ und hüllt es leise /in milden, / 

überirdischen Glanz.1336 

(This is the hour of fidelity, / the hour of the mother and the beloved, / the hour of the 

friend and brother. / Fidelity transfigures all misfortune/ And wraps it quietly/ in gentle, 

/celestial splendor.) 

 

 

 

 

                                                                 
1334 Ibid., p. 416. 
1335 Ibid., p. 418. 
1336 DBW 8, p. 494. 
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Wer Bin Ich (‘Who am I’, 8th July 1944) 

Wer Bin Ich explores the nature of identity and the response to Bonhoeffer by others in Tegel.  He 

contrasts his confident exterior with his interior experience of uncertainty and doubt: ‘unruhig, 

sehnsüchtig, krank, wie ein Vogel im Käfig’1337 (restless, longing, sick, like a bird in a cage).    

 

In Wer Bin Ich Bonhoeffer describes his internal doubts struggles, tensions, self-doubt and questions: 

‘Wer bin ich?  Einsames Fragen treibt mit mir Spott’1338 (Who am I?  They mock me, these lonely 

questions of mine). The only resolution to this tension and to the question of authenticity is found in 

God: ‘Wer ich auch bin, Du kennst mich, Dein bin ich, O Gott’1339 (Whoever I am, you know me, I am 

yours, O God). 

 

The offering of the life of the Christian disciple in prayer, confession, meditation and suffering can 

only make sense in the context of a life lived and offered to the God who has made Himself known in 

Christ as the one seen and touched and the one who can be addressed as Du.  It is this intimate and 

sustaining relationship mediated through Christ that makes possible a vicarious presence in a place 

marked by confinement, despotism and petty humiliation.1340  

 

Nächtliche Stimmen (‘Voices in the Night’, 8th July 1944)   

Nächtliche Stimmen is a comparatively lengthy poem, and it has an irregular configuration of forty-

six ‘groups’ or sections, varying in length between one and fifteen lines.  Philip G. Ziegler described 

                                                                 
1337 DBW 5, p. 514.  
1338 DBW 8, p. 514. 
1339 Ibid. 
1340 DBW 8, p. 514 / DBWE 8, pp. 459-460. 
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the poem as ‘unruly’1341 and Hoffmann as ‘artistically uneven’;1342 however, Bonhoeffer thought the 

poem not ‘too bad’ and hoped it would have a wider circulation.1343   

 

The poem describes the sounds of the prison at night.  The prisoner listens and records what he 

hears: footsteps, shouts, chains, the waking dreams of fellow sufferers.  In this first section a ‘song’ is 

inserted which describes those in the prison and then the clock strikes midnight.  Bonhoeffer, as the 

poem’s narrator, describes his longing for change and transformation but then he awakes to 

disappointment and darkness, into which he lowers himself.  It is in the centre of the poem that 

Schuld is introduced - but it is not Schuld gladly born and voluntarily chosen.  Until this point in the 

poem the narrator had been the principal voice but now it is ‘we’ who accuse:  

Wir verklagen, die uns in Sünde stießen, / die uns mitschuldig warden ließen, / die uns zu 

Zeugen das Unrechts machten-/ um den Mitschuldigen zu verachten.1344 

(We accuse those who pushed us into sin, / those who make us share their sinful deed, / 

those who made us witnesses of the wrong-/ only to despise their accomplices.) 

 

The poem states that it is only before God that he and his associates are sinners: ‘Nur vor Dir, alles 

Wesens Ergründer, / vor Dir sind wir Sünder’.1345  The poem then becomes a prayer and a confession 

and the ‘night’ is no longer the night of the prison but the night of existential struggle in which the 

narrator calls out for prayer: ‘Bruder, bis die Nacht entwich, bete für mich’.1346  It is poignant to 

remember - in the light of Bonhoeffer’s request for prayer - that he was not among those ‘named on 

the famous lists which were distributed by the Confessing Church for public intercession’.1347 

                                                                 
1341 Ziegler, Philip G., ‘”Voices in the Night”, Human Solidarity and Eschatological Hope’, in: Who am I, op. cit., 
p. 142. 
1342 Hoffmann, Oppositional Poetry, op. cit., p. 116. 
1343 DBWE 8, pp. 457-458. 
1344 DBW 8, p. 520. 
1345 Ibid., p. 521. 
1346 Ibid., p. 522. 
1347 Bethge, Prayer and Righteous Action, op. cit., p. 17. 
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The final section returns to the sounds of the prison and Bonhoeffer, as the narrator, introduces the 

theme of ‘bearing’.  It was ‘bearing’ that Bonhoeffer described as a defining characteristic of the 

sanctorum communio in his thesis.  He designated ‘bearing’ in Nachfolge as an essential theme of 

discipleship and then in Ethik bearing becomes the Leitmotif of responsibility. 

 

In this poem Bonhoeffer writes:  

Hold fast brother… I go with you brother, to that place, and I hear your last word: ‘Brother, 

when the sun shines no longer for me, you must live for me!’.1348 

 

Johann Hampe sees a parallel between Bonhoeffer’s poem and Dostoevsky’s semi-autobiographical 

Memoiren aus einem Totenhaus in the description of the prison as ‘a community of degrading 

compulsion’.1349  Bonhoeffer mentions Dostoevsky’s Memoiren on 16th July shortly after composing 

Nächtliche Stimmen.1350  Memoiren, the record of the fictional Goryanchikov who was serving 10 

years in prison for murder.  Through this experience Goryanchikov becomes convinced that it is 

through the path of suffering that hope and love are discovered.1351  

 

Nächtliche Stimmen contains a variety of reflections on his prison experience all of which contribute 

to its ‘unruly’ nature: factual observations, personal reflections, expressions of guilt, hope and 

longing.  Nächtliche Stimmen does not directly mention vicarious suffering but all the elements of 

das Prinzip der Stellvertretung are present in the poem including intercession, confession and the 

bearing of the burdens and sufferings of the neighbour.1352  

                                                                 
1348 This is Edwin Robertson’s translation, The Prison Poems, op. cit., pp. 57-58. 
1349 Hampe, Johann Christoph, Prayers from Prison.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer (London: Collins, 1977), p. 61. 
1350 DBWE 8, p. 474. 
1351 In ‘The Dream of a Ridiculous Man’ the narrator says that ‘...we can truly love only with suffering and 
through suffering’.  In: The Best Short Stories of Fyodor Dostoevsky, trans. and intro. David Magarshack 
(Modern Library, 2001), p. 275. 
1352 DBW 1, p. 117; cf. Ziegler, ‘Voices in the Night’, op. cit., p. 135. 
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Nächtliche Stimmen describes the ‘heart of darkness’: imprisonment, isolation, sleeplessness, 

exclusion, fear, helplessness.  In a letter to Bethge written shortly before he sent the poem 

Bonhoeffer criticises those who believe ‘redemption’ means ‘being redeemed out of sorrows, 

hardships, anxieties, and longings, out of sin and death’.1353  According to Bonhoeffer Christian 

disciples cannot escape these many temptations and trials but, like Christ himself, they must ‘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’.1354 

 

Hoffmann describes the following lines of the poem as an ‘attack against Hitler’ and as a ‘woodcut-

like, concentrated outline of the whole course of the Third Reich’: 

Bösewicht, / tritt ins Licht/ vor Gericht. / Trug und Verrat, / arge Tat, / Sühne naht.1355 

(Villain comes into the light in court.  Deception and betrayal, wicked deed, expiation 

approaches.) 

 

Although the background to Nächtliche Stimmen is that of Bonhoeffer’s participation in the 

conspiracy, and the poem may reflect his complex emotions regarding the incurring of guilt,1356 this 

was not his only concern.  It was shortly after the composition of Nächtliche Stimmen that 

Bonhoeffer wrote his letters of the 16th and 18th July where he described the experience of Christian 

discipleship in terms of co-suffering with Christ for the needs of the world.1357 The content of these 

letters indicate that Bonhoeffer’s primary concern was theological rather than political. 

 

                                                                 
1353 DBWE 8, p. 447. 
1354 Ibid., p. 448. 
1355 DBW 8, p. 519. 
1356 Schliesser, Everyone who Acts Responsibly, op. cit., pp. 151-153; Ziegler, ‘Voices in the Night’, op. cit. p. 
136; Hampe, Prayers from Prison, op. cit., p. 62; Robertson, The Prison Poems, op. cit., p. 60. 
1357 DBWE 8, p. 480. 
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Christen und Heiden (‘Christians and Heathens’, 8th July 1944) 

Christen und Heiden is written with a regular rhymed meter and is Bonhoeffer’s shortest poem.  

Hampe described the poem as a ‘summary of Bonhoeffer’s theology’ because he considered that the 

movement of the poem was from a ‘religious’ to a ‘non-religious’ interpretation of faith. 1358  In the 

first stanza God is presented as the deus ex machina, and the Lord is the other-worldly powerful God 

to whom we turn for intervention and assistance.  This position, according to Bonhoeffer, was no 

longer tenable in a ‘world come of age’.  In the second stanza he addresses the issue of salvation and 

vicarious suffering.  Here is the theologia crucis – God pushed out of the world and onto the cross.  

In the third stanza the transcendent God is described as immanent in suffering, service and death:  

Menschen gehen zu Gott in ihrer Not, / flehen um Hilfe, bitten um Glück und Brot / um 

Errettung aus Krankheit, Schuld und Tod. / So tun sie alle, alle, Christen und Heiden.   

 

Menschen gehen zu Gott in Seiner Not, / finden ihm arm, geschmäht, ohne Obdach und Brot. 

/ sehn ihn verschlungen von Sünde, Schwachheit und Tod. / Christen stehen bei Gott in Seinen 

Leiden.   

 

Gott geht zu allen Menschen in ihrer Not, / sättigt den Leib und die Seele mit Seinem Brot, / 

stirbt für Christen und Heiden den Kreuzestod, und vergibt ihnen beiden. 1359 

(People go to God in their need, / beg for help, for happiness and bread, / for relief from 

sickness, guilt, and death. / This is what they all do, Christians and ‘heathens’ alike.  People 

go to God in His need, / find Him poor, despised, without home or bread, / see Him 

consumed in sin, weakness, and death. / Christians stand by God in His suffering. God goes 

to all people in their need, / satisfies body and soul with His bread, / dies on the cross for 

Christians and ‘heathens’ and forgives them all.) 

                                                                 
1358 Hampe, Prayers from Prison, op. cit., p. 66. 
1359 DBW 8, pp. 515-516.  
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It is notable that the poem describes a unifying experience shared by Christen and Heiden alike.  It 

emphasises that all are included, and Bonhoeffer does this by repeating ‘alle’.  One of the 

characteristics of the Hebrew Scriptures that Bonhoeffer appreciated was their description of 

salvation as a social, communal experience.1360  However, in the poem it is only Christians who ‘stand 

by God in his suffering’.  Suffering is a universal experience but the Christian who ‘stands by God’ 

does so consciously and voluntarily, identifying with the vicarious suffering of God: Christen stehen 

bei Gott in Seinen Leiden. 

 

Jürgen Henkys identifies the rich liturgical and theological background to the image of ‘standing by 

God’ that might have informed Bonhoeffer’s poem.  These religious references might have included 

the description in John’s Gospel of Mary and John as the witnesses to the crucifixion (Jn. 19: 25ff)1361 

and Paul Gerhardt’s hymn O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden.1362  Alternatively, Bonhoeffer may have 

had in mind his copy of Grünewald's Crucifixion, which he had mentioned in a letter to Bethge some 

months previously.   

 

Bonhoeffer’s Grünewald had hung behind his desk at Finkenwalde,1363 and it was a painting that 

depicted Christen stehen bei Gott in Seinen Leiden.  In a commentary on Bonhoeffer’s poem Bethge 

suggested that the notion of ‘standing’ was too static.  Bonhoeffer’s reply was to say that the 

expression ‘stand by God’ probably came from his thinking about the cross.1364  Bethge’s comment 

and Bonhoeffer’s response are notable because they indicate that what was being alluded to in this 

section of the poem was the relationship of the Christian disciple to the cross of Christ.  This is 

                                                                 
1360 DBWE 8, pp. 372-373, 447-448.   
1361 Henkys, Jürgen, Dietrich Bonhoeffers Gefängnisgedichte: Beiträge zu ihrer Interpretation (Berlin: 
Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 1986).  John 19: 25ff. 
1362 Gruchy, DBWE 8, p. 461, n. 2.  O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden Eng. trans.: ‘O Sacred Head, Sore Wounded’. 
1363 Ibid., p. 194.  The Grünewald was among the possessions which Bonhoeffer bequeathed to Bethge. 
1364 Ibid., p. 505. 
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confirmed in correspondence with Bethge after the poem.  On 16th July Bonhoeffer described the 

weakness of God on the cross but said that it was by this method that God ‘helps’ because ‘The Bible 

directs people toward the powerlessness and the suffering of God, only the suffering God can 

help’.1365   Then in his subsequent letter (18th July) Bonhoeffer said that Bethge will recognise the 

thought that ‘Christians stand by God in God’s own pain’ and that it is this ‘that distinguishes 

Christians from heathens’.1366  Bonhoeffer then gives a summary of those in the Gospel stories who 

share ‘in the suffering of God in Christ’.1367  He distinguishes between ‘religious acts’, which are only 

partial, and ‘faith’, which ‘is something whole and involves one’s whole life’.1368  According to 

Bonhoeffer ‘Jesus calls not to a new religion but to life’, and this life is a participation in the 

powerlessness of God in the world - a life of vicarious suffering.1369  

 

Stationen auf dem Wege zur Freiheit  
(‘Stations on the Way to Freedom’, 14th August 1944) 
 

In a letter to Bethge about Glück written on 28th July 1944 Bonhoeffer describes God as the source of 

happiness and adds that happiness can also be discovered in the cross.1370  It is in this letter that 

Bonhoeffer describes suffering as a way to freedom and says that he finds this thought ‘important 

and very comforting’.  The significance of Bonhoeffer’s comment is that this letter was written after 

the failed coup d'état of 20th July and in the knowledge that his liberation from prison had become 

less likely.  According to Bonhoeffer ‘liberation’ in suffering ‘consists in being allowed to let the 

matter out of one’s own hands into the hands of God’.1371 

 

                                                                 
1365 Ibid., p. 479. 
1366 Ibid., p. 480. 
1367 Ibid., pp. 481-482. 
1368 Ibid., p. 482. 
1369 Ibid. 
1370 DBWE 8, pp. 491-493. 
1371 Ibid., p. 493. 
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The poem provides an exploration of the landscape of faith and the places where God may be 

discovered.  The Church is where people are travelling ‘on the way to freedom’ in discipline, action, 

suffering and death.  Leiden, in the third stanza of the poem, is the place of God’s ‘holding’: the place 

of suffering.1372 

 

Bonhoeffer distinguished between suffering chosen by the Christian disciple for the sake of Christ, 

which is the cause of joy, and suffering which is endured as an ordinary human experience, and in 

this he distinguishes himself from traditional Catholic interpretations.1373  

 

In the last two lines of the final verse of the poem Bonhoeffer writes 

Freiheit, dich suchten wir lange in Zucht und in Tat und in Leiden. / Sterbend erkennen wir 

nun im Angesicht Gottes dich selbst.1374 

(Freedom, long have we sought for you in discipline, in action, and in suffering. / Dying, we 

now discover you in the face of God.) 

 

Freedom and God have become synonymous in these lines and they are discovered not passively or 

‘accidentally’ but deliberately in ‘Zucht und in Tat und in Leiden’. 1375 

 

 

 

                                                                 
1372 Ibid., pp. 570-572. 
1373 Cf. John Paul II, Salvifici Doloris, https://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-
ii/en/apost_letters/1984/documents/hf_jp-ii_apl_11021984_salvifici-doloris.html. 1984, paras 1-4. In The 
Catechism and the section, ‘Union with the Passion of Christ’ the passage reads: ‘By the grace of this 
sacrament the sick person receives the strength and the gift of uniting himself more closely to Christ’s Passion: 
in a certain way he is consecrated to bear fruit by configuration to the Saviour’s redemptive Passion.  Suffering, 
a consequence of original sin, acquires a new meaning; it becomes a participation in the saving work of Jesus’.  
pp. 340-341, para. 1521. Italics in the original. 
1374 DBW 8, p. 572. 
1375 DBWE 4, p. 236. 
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Der Freund (‘The Friend’, 28th August 1944)  

Bonhoeffer sent Bethge the poem Stationen auf dem Wege zur Freiheit as a birthday gift.  He then 

sent Der Freund.  This poem indicates the importance to him of their friendship.1376  Der Freund 

celebrates friendship1377 and includes a reference to sacrifice:  

und, wenn es sein muß, das Blut ihrer Leiber zum Opfer bringen, / neben dem Acker des 

täglichen Brotes.1378  

(and, if necessary, to sacrifice their bodies’ blood, beside the field of daily bread.) 

 

After Der Freund a change occurs in the tenor of Bonhoeffer’s poems from the more personal and 

intimate to the sombre and reflective mood of the final three poems.  The first of these, Der Tod des 

Mose, was received by Bethge on 29th September 1944 and it was most likely written, according to 

the DBW editors, following the discovery by the Gestapo of the Zossen files which implicated 

Bonhoeffer in the attempted coup.1379  These final three poems, Der Tod des Mose, Jona and Von 

Guten Mächten, each describe vicarious suffering – not as a philosophical possibility or as a 

theological concept but as a potential experience. 

 

Der Tod des Mose (‘The Death of Moses’, September 1944)  

At Tegel prison Bonhoeffer had told Gaetano Latmiral that he was ‘writing a poem on the death of 

Moses, when Moses climbed Mount Nebo and God showed him, before he died, the land that would 

one day belong to his people, but that he would never enter’.  This theme, according to Latmiral, 

was one that Bonhoeffer ‘loved’.1380   

 

                                                                 
1376 DBWE 8, p. 523. 
1377 Hauerwas, Stanley, ‘The Friend’, in: Who am I, op. cit., p. 104. 
1378 DBWE 8, p. 586. 
1379 Ibid., p. 531. 
1380 DB-EB, p. 851.  Letters from G. Latmiral to G. Leibholz, 06.03.1946 and 02.04.1946.  
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Mose was not included in early editions of Widerstand und Ergebung, and extracts were first 

published in Das Zeugnis eines Boten.1381   Hampe considered the poem Mose ‘unsuccessful’.1382    On 

receipt of the poem Bethge wrote thanking Bonhoeffer, saying that he was very much moved by the 

poem but that he was not sure what to make of it.  Bethge thought that the language was fine, 

although he noted that the rhyming was not like that in Bonhoeffer’s other poems.   

 

Bonhoeffer identifies in the ninety stanzas of Der Tod des Mose the theological motifs which he 

associated with Moses including intercession, the bearing of sin and of suffering for others.  All the 

themes that Hoffman considers as characteristic of Bonhoeffer’s poetry are present in this poem: 

humility, vicarious suffering, death, responsibility and eschatology.1383 Craig J. Slane identifies two 

important concepts in the poem: Stellvertretung and Schuldübernahme.1384 He describes the poem 

Mose as, 

a literary testament to Bonhoeffer’s protracted quest to understand theologically and to live 

personally the so-called responsible life.  As such, it is a fitting dénouement to a set of ideas 

that occupied him beginning with Sanctorum Communio and continuing all the way through 

[to] the prison period.1385   

 

During his Stipendiat at Union Theological Seminary Bonhoeffer and Erwin Sutz made a ‘road trip’ 

across the USA and visited Cuba.  Bonhoeffer preached at the German Lutheran Christmas service in 

Havana and the subject he chose was ‘the story of Moses on Mount Nebo, destined to die without 

entering the promised land’.1386  What is notable in this sermon is his emphasis on the death of 

Moses on the mountain, in view of the promised land and in view of God’s promise.1387   

                                                                 
1381 Gruchy, DBW 8, p. 531, n. 1. 
1382 Hampe, Prayers from Prison, op. cit., p. 79. 
1383 Hoffmann, Oppositional Poetry, op. cit., p. 182, n. 19. 
1384 Slane, Craig J., ‘The Death of Moses’, in: Who am I, op. cit., p. 228. 
1385 Ibid. 
1386 DB-EB, p. 152.  
1387 DBWE 10, pp. 585, 586, 587.   
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At the end of his life the prophet Moses stands on Mount Nebo, overlooking the fertile plains of 

Canaan.  This is described in Numbers 27:12-13, which is marked in Bonhoeffer’s Lutherbibel:  

Und der HERR sprach zu Mose: Steig auf dies Gebirge Abarim und besiehe das Land, das ich 

den Kindern Israel geben werde. Und wenn du es gesehen hast, sollst du dich sammeln zu 

deinem Volk, wie dein Bruder Aaron versammelt ist. 

Then the LORD said to Moses, ‘Go up this mountain in the Abarim Range and see the land I 

have given the Israelites. After you have seen it, you too will be gathered to your people, as 

your brother Aaron was’ (NIV). 

 

While Bonhoeffer alludes to the motif of a sacrificial stellvertretender death as exemplified by Moses 

in his prison fiction1388  this motif is presented with particular power in Der Tod des Mose.1389 Here 

stellvertretendes Leiden is no longer a theoretical ideal but has become a potential reality. 

Following the failed assassination attempt on Hitler on 20th July and the subsequent arrest of 

Rüdiger Schleicher and Bonhoeffer’s brother Klaus he realised that his hope of surviving the war was 

considerably reduced.  It was during this period that he composed Mose - identifying existentially 

with the Jewish prophet, and in his identification ‘the interpretive prospects were so explosive, 

compelling, and revealing, that he chose to veil them in poetry’.1390 

 

Mose has been described as ‘an effort by Bonhoeffer in the more strained circumstances of the 

Gestapo’s tightening grip on the conspirators, to peer into the future and to see some meaning 

amidst the bleakness’.1391 By early 1945 interrogations were being undertaken by the Gestapo, and 

communication was no longer possible between those who had been involved in the conspiracy.  

                                                                 
1388 Green, DBWE 7, p. 37, and n. 59. 
1389 DBWE 8, pp. 590-98. 
1390 Slane, ‘The Death of Moses’, op. cit., p. 229; cf. Hampe, Prayers from Prison, op. cit., p. 79. 
1391 Bonhoeffer, Dietrich, A Testament to Freedom, The Essential Writings of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, eds. Geffrey 
B. Kelly and Burton F. Nelson (San Francisco: Harper, 1995), p. 494.  
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Bonhoeffer and his compatriots were being examined under torture, and they were all on trial for 

their lives.1392 

 

In Mose God’s prophet is not just drinking from the cup of suffering, he has become the cup:  

(stanza 9) Staub, von Gottes mächt’ger Hand geknetet / ihm zur Opferschale – Mose betet  

(Dust shaped by God’s mighty hand as a cup of sacrifice from clay – Moses prays).   

The Moses of Bonhoeffer’s poem was a man of doubt and impatience:  

(st. 28) Ungeduld und zweifelnde Gedanken, / meinen Glauben brachten sie ins Wanken   

(Impatience and doubting thoughts, make my faith waver).  

Moses had experienced God’s anger and grief:  

(st. 31) Deine Trauer und Dein großer Zorn / gräbt sich in mein Fleisch als Todesdorn  

(Your sorrow and your great anger dig into my flesh, a deadly thorn).  

(st. 32) Vor dem heil’gen Wort – von Dir entflammt  

(Who had been inflamed before God’s ‘holy word’).    

The certainty of death awaits the prophet:  

(st. 35) Du läßt mich, Herr, der Strafe nicht entrinnen, / doch gönnst Du mir den Tod auf 

 hohen Zinnen  

(O Lord, your chastening I cannot flee, yet death on lofty peak you grant to me).   

He has been the people’s mediator, intercessor, instrument, friend, prophet and messenger: 

(st. 40) der Mittler Deines Volkes im Gebet, / Dein Werkzeug, Herr, Dein Freund und Dein 

Prophet 

but death’s shroud has already begun to envelop him:  

(st. 44) Wenn mich die Nacht des Todes nun umhüllt, / seh’ ich von ferne doch Dein Heil  

erfüllt   

Bonhoeffer as ‘Moses’ had been given a glimpse of a future of abundant grace:  

                                                                 
1392 Bosanquet, Mary, The Life and Death of Dietrich Bonhoeffer (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1970), p. 267. 
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(st. 53) Gottes Gnade über Freie Erde, / daß ein heilig neues Volk hier werde; free from  

tyranny (Willkür: st. 54) and violence (Gewalt).   

Bonhoeffer describes ‘Gottes Land’ as God’s Weinberg and Garten; a place of God’s Recht, Wahrheit,  

Frieden and Ruhe (sts. 51-57); a place of welcome and charity (sts. 62-63).   

He acknowledged the guilt of the people and the cost:  

(st. 71) Stets wird ein Volk, wie schuldig es gewesen, / allein an Deinem Heiligtum genesen  

(Always a people however guilty it has been recovering alone at your sanctuary).  

However, he urged them to move on to possess the Landes Herrlichkeit (st. 76).  

(st. 77) Auf dem Gipfel des Gebirges steht / Mose, der Mann Gottes und Prophet  

(On the summit of the mountains stands the prophet Moses, man of God). 

(st. 78) Seine Augen schauen unverwandt / in das heilige gelobte Land  

(Steady his gaze, he surveys the sacred promised land).   

God has been faithful but his servant faithless (st. 81) and death awaits.   

(st. 86-89) läßt mich durch den Todesschleier sehn / dies, mein Volk, zu höchster Feier gehn.   

Sinkend, Gott, in Deine Ewigkeiten / sie mein Volk ich in die Freiheit schreiten.  Der  

die Sünde straft und gern vergibt, / Gott, ich habe dieses Volk geliebt.  Daß ich seine  

Schmach und Lasten trug / und sein Heil geschaut – das ist genug.  

(Through death’s veil you let me see at least/ this, my people, go to highest feast. / 

As I sink into your eternity / they my people march into freedom. He who punishes 

sin and is eager to forgive; / O God, this people have I truly loved. That I bore its 

shame and burdens/ and saw its salvation - that suffices.)  

(st. 90) Halte, fasse mich! Mir sinkt der Stab, / treuer Gott, bereite mir mein Grab 

(Hold me fast! – for sinking is my stave, / faithful God, make ready now my grave). 
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According to Kelly and Nelson Bonhoeffer had accepted death for the sake of his people and he had 

done all he could to share in the sufferings of Christ at the hands of the godless world of Nazism.1393  

It was enough for Bonhoeffer to at least ‘see his people marching free’.1394 All the fundamental 

elements of the Prinzip Stellvertretung are present in this poem: prayer, confession and vicarious 

suffering.  However, Bonhoeffer also describes in Mose his understanding of Stellvertretung as 

Schuldübernahme.  

 

In his analysis of Bonhoeffer’s theology Die neue Theologie, ein Exkurs, Bethge states that for 

Bonhoeffer ‘everything depended on the theologia crucis’ and that the only ‘form’ Bonhoeffer 

recognized was in the ‘concrete fellowship of those who share Christ’s sufferings in the world’.1395  

Bethge then quotes from Bonhoeffer’s poem Der Tod des Mose:  

Der die Sünde straft und gern vergibt, 

Gott, ich habe dieses Volk geliebt.   

Daß ich seine Schmach und Lasten trug 

und sein Heil geschaut – das ist genug.  

 

Bethge concludes his analysis of Bonhoeffer’s ‘new’ theology with a quotation from Luther’s 

Operationes in Psalmos:  

Luther sagt über den rechten Theologen: ‘Vivendo, immo moriendo et damnando fit 

theologus, non intelligendo, legendo aut speculando’.1396 

(Of the true theologian Luther says: ‘It is not by understanding, reading and speculation that 

makes the theologian, but to live, no, more to die and be condemned’.)   

 

                                                                 
1393 Kelly and Nelson, The Cost of Moral Leadership, op. cit., pp. 245-246. 
1394 Bonhoeffer, A Testament to Freedom, op. cit., p. 494. 
1395 DB-EB, p. 888. 
1396 DB-EBG, p. 996; cf. WA 5, Operationes in Psalmos, p. 163, line 28. 
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Jona (‘Jonah’, October 1944) 

By October 1944 the situation for Bonhoeffer had deteriorated further and on 8th October 

Bonhoeffer was transferred to the Gestapo prison on Prinz-Albrecht-Straße, Berlin.  However, before 

his transfer Bonhoeffer sent Jona to his fiancée, Maria von Wedemeyer.  He asked Maria to send a 

copy of the poem on to Bethge.   

 

Unlike his frequent engagements with the biblical Moses, which provided a precursor to Der Tod des 

Mose, there are few indications in the Bonhoeffer corpus of the significance of Jonah in his theology.  

Jonah is mentioned in an undergraduate essay as one of those who, through their witness, brought 

about repentance.1397 Jonah is also included in a circular letter to the dispersed Finkenwalde 

community in which Bonhoeffer urged the brethren to do all they could so that the kingdom might 

come (15th May 1937).  In this letter he states that a strong ‘witness, martyria, and prayer’ would 

‘quickly bring about the final age’.1398 Finally, Jonah is referenced in a lecture to the Confessing 

Church Council of Brethren in Pomerania (October 1938).1399 Here Jonah is described as one who 

disobeyed. 

 

The poem Jona is short and its four stanzas, each of four lines, follow an ABBA rhyming pattern.1400  

Of the ‘prison poems’ only Christen und Heiden is shorter.  In the first stanza Bonhoeffer begins with 

a description of the reaction of the sailors to the unleashed power of the storm.  The fearful sailors 

scream ‘in the face of death’ and their ‘frightened’ bodies claw at the ship’s rigging.  The second and 

third stanzas are the prayers of the sailors to God to know who is responsible for their predicament, 

and they end with Jonah’s admission of guilt: ‘Tis I! In God’s eyes I have sinned. Forfeited is my life’.  

                                                                 
1397 DBWE 9, p. 250. 
1398 DBWE 14, p. 303. 
1399 DBWE 15, p. 431. 
1400 Plant, Stephen, Taking Stock of Bonhoeffer.  Studies in Biblical Interpretation and Ethics (Farnham: Ashgate, 
2014), p. 67.  Much of the detail of this discussion in this section is dependent upon Plant’s study. 
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The final stanza concludes Jonah’s admission with the plea that he should perish for others: ‘Away 

with me! The guilt is mine. God’s wrath for me. / The pious shall not perish with the sinner!’.  Finally, 

but trembling, the strong hands of the sailors ‘cast the guilty one away’.  The sea stands still.  Jonah 

offers his life so that others may not die – Jona is therefore a poem of stellvertretende 

Verantwortung.1401   

 

Bonhoeffer’s Jona is not a complete re-telling of the biblical myth but focuses upon the second 

‘drama’ of the narrative, and it finishes abruptly before the introduction of the whale which 

swallows the prophet.  The violence of the storm dramatically and suddenly ends as Jonah is thrown 

by the sailors into the sea. The last line of the poem is a phrase from Bonhoeffer’s Lutherbibel: ‘Da 

stand das Meer’ (The sea was still).  The biblical text reads: 

Und sie nahmen Jona und warfen ihn ins Meer; stand das Meer still von seinem Wüten.  Und 

die Leute fürchteten den HERR sehr und taten dem HERRN Opfer und Gelübde 

(1912 Lutherbibel, Jona 1: 15-16). 

Then they took Jonah and threw him overboard, and the raging sea grew calm.  At this the 

men greatly feared the Lord, and they offered a sacrifice to the Lord and made vows to him 

(Jonah 1: 15-16 NIV). 

 

The last lines of Bonhoeffer’s poem read: 

… Und Jona sprach: ‘Ich bin es! / Ich sündigte vor Gott.  Mein Leben verwirkt. /  

Tut mich von Euch!  Mein ist die Schuld.  Gott zürnet mir sehr. / Der Fromme soll nicht mit 

den Sünder enden!’/ Sie zitterten.  Doch dann mit starken Händen / verstießen sie den 

Schuldigen.  Da stand das Meer.1402 

                                                                 
1401 Gruchy, DBWE 8, p. 548, n. 2. 
1402 DBW 8, p. 606. 
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(And Jonah spoke: ‘I am he! I sinned before God. My life is forfeit.  Away with me!  Mine is 

the sin/guilt.  God is very angry with me.  The righteous shall not perish with the sinner! 

They were trembling. But then with strong hands they cast the guilty one away.  The sea 

stood still.) 

 

The poem follows the biblical text until verse 15, describing the action of the sailors and the sacrifice 

of Jonah.  In ending with the calming of the raging sea the poem fails to include the Bible’s 

affirmation of God’s presence in the offering of a sacrifice and the vows of the sailors to the Lord.  

Bonhoeffer’s Jona provides a stark and abrupt ending. 

 

In his commentary on Jona Stephen Plant writes that it would be natural to assume that Bonhoeffer 

is intimating ‘the conspirators’ willingness to sacrifice themselves for the German people.1403  The 

abrupt ending of the poem ‘Da stand das Meer’ is notable and suggests the acceptance of the 

offering of Jonah.  When the perilous circumstances of Bonhoeffer’s situation are remembered as 

the background to the poem the ultimate cost of vicarious sacrifice becomes clear:   

Jonah’s acknowledgement of guilt and his instruction to cast him overboard suggests both 

acknowledgement of guilt and a taking of responsibility for the lives of others.1404   

 

Plant wonders whether the Jonah of this poem of stellvertretende Verantwortung was not in fact ‘an 

instance of Stellvertretung’ and whether Jonah therefore represents ‘an archetypal Stellvertreter’.1405     

 

Bonhoeffer’s ‘offering’ of his life differed significantly from that of Stein, who had offered herself in a 

premeditated way whereas Bonhoeffer had hoped and planned for an escape.  However, both Stein 

and Bonhoeffer were united in their sense of responsibility for others, and both, as their testimonies 

                                                                 
1403 Plant, Taking Stock of Bonhoeffer, op. cit., p. 68. 
1404 Ibid., p. 69.  Italics in the original. 
1405 Ibid. 
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indicate, demonstrated a sense of freedom and choice.  In Jona Bonhoeffer is the prophet who 

sacrifices himself for others, a sacrifice that is accepted and becomes a source of hope for others.  

 

Von Guten Mächten (‘By Powers of Good’, New Year 1945) 

Von Guten Mächten is not only ‘the last theological and developed witness from Bonhoeffer’s 

hand’1406 but also probably the best known of his poems.  This is surprising given that the poem was 

originally included in a letter to his fiancée Maria and that there is every indication that the original 

intended recipients of the poem were only Maria, the members of his family and his close 

friends.1407 Nancy Lukens describes the poem as ‘a kind of epistolary last testament with an 

embedded poetic jewel’.1408   

 

Von Guten Mächten often appears in print form as a hymn, and it is in this form that it is universally 

known and recognised.  In some hymn books the sequence of the verses of the original poem are 

altered or verses omitted, and the ‘hymn’ now demonstrates considerable variation in the 

translation provided and in the musical setting offered.  The original poem had a seven-stanza 

structure of four lines. 

 

The first stanza describes the faithful powers of good which console and shelter, and Bonhoeffer’s 

longing to be with his family and accompany them into the New Year: 

so will ich diese Tage mit euch leben/ und mit euch gehen in ein neues Jahr.  

(so, I will live with you these days / and go with you into a new year.) 

 

The second stanza describes the torments (‘quälen’) of the evil times and then a prayer is uttered:  

                                                                 
1406 DB-EB, p. 910. 
1407 Gruchy, DBWE 8, pp. 548-549, n. 1. 
1408 Luckens, Nancy, ‘By Powers of Good’, in: Who am I’, op. cit., p. 81.   
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Ach, Herr, gib unsern aufgescheuchten Seelen/ das Heil, für das Du uns bereitet hast.  

(Oh, Lord grant our frightened souls the salvation for which you have prepared us.)   

 

In the third stanza Bonhoeffer describes ‘den schweren Kelch, den bittern’ (the bitter heavy cup). 

The fourth stanza is a message of hope which contrasts with the previous verse.  There is also a 

reminder of the good times of the past.  Bonhoeffer and the lives of his friends and family all belong 

to God: dann gehört Dir unser Leben ganz (then our life belongs to you completely.) 

 

The fifth stanza is a reminder of the candles of hope that have been brought into their darkness:  

Laß warm und still die Kerzen heute flammen  

(Let the candles burn warm and still today). 

Also, following a request for reunion, there is a reminder that God’s light is shining through the 

night:  

führ, wenn es sein kann, wieder uns zusammen! /Wir wissen es, Dein Licht scheint in der  

Nacht  

(lead us back together, if possible/ We know that your light shines through the  

night.) 

 

There is a contrast in tempo in the sixth stanza: although the quiet deepens around them, the world 

continues to ‘expand’: 

Wenn sich die Stille nun tief um uns breitet, / so laß uns hören jenen vollen Klang / der Welt, 

die unsichtbar sich um uns weitet, / all Deiner Kinder hohen Lobgesang  

(When now the quiet deepens all around us, / so let us hear that full sound / Of the world 

that expands invisibly around us, / as all your children listen to high praise.)  

 

The final verse then returns to the ‘powers of good’ of the first stanza:  
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Von guten Mächten wunderbar geborgen.   

 

Bonhoeffer writes that we wait with confidence whatever might befall:  

erwarten wir getrost, was kommen mag because God is with us,  

Abend und am Morgen, / und ganz gewiß an jedem neuen Tag.  

(Night and in the morning and oh, most certainly on each new day.)1409 

 

Renate Bethge1410  and Lukens1411 have identified similarities between Bonhoeffer’s poem and a 

hymn by Paul Gerhardt, ‘Nun laßt uns gehn und treten’, which was well known to the Bonhoeffer 

family.  Gerhardt’s influence is probably not too surprising.  In a letter to his parents from Tegel 

prison in early April 1943 Bonhoeffer had said that ‘as an antidote’ he was reading and memorizing 

Gerhardt’s hymns.1412  Bonhoeffer knew these hymns so well that when he was first imprisoned and 

kept in isolation he said that it was Gerhardt’s music that had sustained him.   Bonhoeffer described 

Gerhardt’s hymns as ‘of value in unexpected ways’.1413   

 

The hymn ‘Nun laßt uns gehn und treten’ was traditionally sung every New Year’s Eve in the 

Bonhoeffer home.  If Lukens is correct, then Bonhoeffer was not simply repeating the message of 

the hymn but was seeking to develop its central theme.  The hymn describes the experience of 

journeying through the year ‘through so much fear and suffering, through trembling and 

faintheartedness, through war and great horrors...’.  There are, however, important differences 

between Gerhardt’s hymn and Bonhoeffer’s poem.   

 

                                                                 
1409 DBW 8, pp. 607-608. 
1410 Bethge, Renate, ‘By Powers of Good’, in: Who am I, op. cit., p. 76. 
1411 Luckens, Nancy, ‘By Powers of Good’, Ibid., p. 82. 
1412 DBWE 8, p. 56. 
1413 Ibid., pp. 179-180.  See also Bonhoeffer’s letter to his parents, 14th June 1943: Ibid., pp. 104-105.  
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In the hymn the travellers are kept safe by God’s paternal care.  God is their faithful protector and 

his strong hands redeem all their sorrows.  God is asked to be present in their suffering and to be the 

fount of their joys.  Gerhardt’s hymn then invokes God’s care and requests His paternal care for 

those who are abandoned, lost, unwell and grieving.  The hymn concludes with the request that the 

petitioners be filled with God’s Spirit and then led heavenwards.   

 

Although Gerhardt’s hymn and Bonhoeffer’s poem both acknowledge the experience of suffering 

and invoke God’s sustaining presence, and both the hymn and the poem also use the theme of a 

journey, it is in their understanding of the source of suffering that they differ.  In Bonhoeffer’s poem 

it is God who offers ‘den schweren Kelch, den bittern’ – the bitter heavy cup:  

Und reichst Du uns den schweren Kelch, den bittern, / Das Leids, gefüllt bis an den höchsten 

Rand, / so nehmen wir ihn dankbar ohne Zittern / Aus Deiner gutten und gliebten Hand. 

(And if You give us the heavy cup of bitterness / of suffering, filled to the brim / then we will 

receive it thankfully without trembling / from Your good and loving hand.) 

 

The ‘cup of suffering’ or the metaphor of a cup to describe the experience of God’s action was not 

something Bonhoeffer invented.  The cup of God’s blessing and the cup of suffering are common 

biblical themes and present throughout Christian literature. 

 

The quest to identify the inspiration for Bonhoeffer’s writing finds an obvious resource in the 

Scriptures.  Throughout the Bible the cup as a metaphor functions as a description of an individual's 

fate. The ‘cup’ (ַַיע  is mentioned in Psalms 73: 10, 116: 13 and 31: 9-16.  In Psalm 16:5 the psalmist (ָגבִּ

credits the Lord with assigning his ‘portion and cup’ in life, while Psalm 23:5 equates the overflowing 

cup with an abundant life.  In Psalm 116:13 the psalmist raises the cup of salvation as a thank 

offering to God. 
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The cup metaphor in the Bible also functions as a symbol for God’s judgement.  In Psalm 75:8 the 

Psalmist describes the cup of judgement, poured out for the wicked of the earth to drink.  In Isaiah 

51:17 Jerusalem is a woman who has drained the cup of wrath to its dregs.  However, God removes 

‘the cup that made you stagger, the goblet of my wrath’ (v. 22) and gives this cup to Israel’s enemies.  

The prophet Jeremiah sees a vision of destruction in which God forces the nations to drink from the 

Lord’s cup and stagger to destruction (Jer. 25: 15-28).  In Ezekiel Samaria and Jerusalem are 

described as two sisters who are prostitutes (Ezek. 23:31-34) and Ezekiel describes the cup that 

Jerusalem drinks as a ‘cup of ruin and desolation, the cup of your sister Samaria’ (23: 33). The 

prophet Zechariah uses the cup of wrath image to describe the fate of Jerusalem’s enemies.   

 

The cup of suffering metaphor recurs in the New Testament and the author of Revelation describes 

the cup of God’s wrath and the wine of God's judgment (Rev. 14:9-10, 16:4-21, 18:6).  In post-New 

Testament imagery however, the cup of suffering metaphor is no longer a generalised ‘cup of wrath’ 

because of its association with the experience of Jesus in Gethsemane.  Augustine describes the cup 

of suffering in his Sermon 329 where he commends the death of the martyrs who drank the same 

cup of suffering that Christ experienced.1414 

 

It was in Gethsemane that Jesus was offered the ‘cup’ of suffering (Luke 22:42, Mark 10:38, John 

18:11).  Given that the principal use of the cup metaphor in the Scriptures is one of judgement, 

Jesus’ request in Gethsemane to ‘let this cup pass’ takes on particular significance (Matthew 26:39, 

42).  It was in Gethsemane that Jesus was offered ‘den schweren Kelch, den bittern’ and these two 

symbols of suffering, Gethsemane and ‘the bitter cup’, became synonymous for Bonhoeffer.   

 

                                                                 
1414 Augustine, Sermo 329 1-2: PL 38, 1454-1455.  From the Readings for the Feast of Saints Cosmas and 
Damian, Martyrs, 26th September. 
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The biblical metaphor of the cup of suffering, evident in the Scriptures and present in church 

literature, also functions as a cultural symbol.  In 1931 Bonhoeffer went to a concert of the Berlin 

Philharmonic directed by Otto Klemperer, where an adaptation by Paul Hindemith of Gottfried 

Benn’s poem Der Unaufhörliche was played.1415 Benn was a popular poet,1416 and in his poem he 

explores ‘the question of permanence in a world perceived as flux’.1417  Benn’s poem involves the 

image of two cups, a cup of contentment and a dark cup of destruction, which express the nihil of 

the Unaufhörliche.  In Benn’s poem ‘the meanings, implications, and ramifications of the concept of 

[Der Unaufhörliche] gradually emerge’.1418 The poem asserts that if a person is willing to struggle and 

suffer he can develop a vision that would enable him to see something ‘ancient and ageless’.  Such a 

person can then become ‘as a seer in a dark age’ and ‘as a preserver of the ancient forces’ but it is in 

his struggle and suffering that he becomes Unaufhörliche (unceasing). 

 

Bonhoeffer referred to imagery from Benn’s poem in a sermon in Berlin on 12th June 1932.1419  Here 

he said that in human progress we are marching into the Unaufhörliche, a realm of nothingness.  He 

adopted the line from Benn’s poem about the ‘cup’ and returned to this theme several times.  Das 

Unaufhörliche was compared by Bonhoeffer to  

that other cup that the Bible has tasted and which it proclaims to the world in a powerful 

voice.  The cup of the wrath of God, the cup of the consuming fire of the living God.1420   

He described those who stood in between these two cups as living in nothingness and retreating 

from the emptiness at the heart of human endeavour.  To say ‘in the Name of God, Amen’ is to avoid 

                                                                 
1415 Schlingensiepen, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, op. cit., p. 110. 
1416 Hofmann, Michael, Introduction, Impromptus: Selected Poems and Some Prose, trans. Michael Hofmann 
(Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 2013), p. 10; cf. Thirlwell, Adam, The Greatest Ex-Nazi Writer’, in: New Republic, 5th 
April (2014). 
1417 Fehn, Ann C., Change and Permanence: Gottfried Benn's Text for Paul Hindemith's Oratorio Das 
Unaufhörliche (Peter Lang, 1977), p. 9. 
1418 Smither, Howard E., A History of the Oratorio: Oratorio in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries, Vol. 4 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 2000), p. 681. 
1419 DBWE 11, pp. 450-457. 
1420 Ibid., p. 455. 
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reality by choosing the cup of contentment.  However, those who taste the dark drink of 

nothingness are ‘infinitely closer’ he says, to God’s promise ‘than they…could [possibly] imagine’.1421   

 

In his meditation for the Sammelvikariate in Sigurdshof (winter session 1939-40) Bonhoeffer 

provided a commentary on Psalm 119.1422 Bethge describes Bonhoeffer’s interpretation of this Psalm 

as ‘the climax of his theological life’.1423 This was the psalm that Bonhoeffer most quoted.1424  In his 

meditation Bonhoeffer references the cup of suffering.   In the first section of his meditation, and in 

his commentary on the first verse, he discusses happiness.  The verse reads: ‘Happy are those whose 

way is blameless, who walk in the law of the Lord’.  He refers to Luther’s translation and Luther’s 

choice of the word selig – blessed.  He discusses the blessedness of discipleship for those whose 

hearts belong to God, and he then writes: 

But if God should indeed give the cup of suffering for Christ’s sake to one of his own to drink, 

to the bitter end of the cross and death, with which God has honoured only a few 

throughout the ages, he will certainly prepare their hearts in such a way that it will be these 

who will witness with a strong faith in a new and powerful way: ‘Happy are those who walk 

in the law of the Lord’.1425 

 

The importance to Bonhoeffer of biblical symbols and metaphors is evident throughout his writings 

and can be seen in his use of the Gethsemane or the cup of suffering pericope.  However, in his 

interpretation of Gethsemane in Nachfolge,1426 in sermons1427  and in Bible studies1428  Bonhoeffer 

takes a significant Christological image of Christ in Gethsemane voluntarily drinking the cup of 

                                                                 
1421 Ibid., pp. 454-455. 
1422 Ibid., pp. 496-528. 
1423 DB-EB, p. 667. 
1424 Ibid., p. 412. 
1425 DBWE 15, p. 502. 
1426 DBWE 4, p. 90. 
1427 DBWE 14, pp. 360-361. 
1428 DBWE 15, pp. 371, 394-396. 
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suffering and broadens its message to include the experience of suffering discipleship as a 

participation with Christ in the redemption of the world.  This is not a traditional Protestant reading 

of this central New Testament narrative, but it was a common theme amongst his Catholic 

contemporaries, including Stein.1429   

 

On 20th September 1944 the Gestapo had discovered files in Zossen that gave details of those 

involved in the attempted coup, and Bonhoeffer’s name was among those implicated.  Bonhoeffer 

was interrogated in the Gestapo prison on Prinz-Albrecht-Straße from 8th October until 7th February 

1945.  Bonhoeffer was able to write to his fiancée Maria and on the 19th December, in his final letter 

to her, he included his poem Von Guten Mächten – his final ‘letter in a bottle’.    

 

All written communication from Bonhoeffer ceased following his transportation to Buchenwald 

Concentration Camp on 7th February 1945.  He remained in Buchenwald until 3rd April, when he was 

moved to Flossenbürg via Regensburg and then to Schönberg.  On the 8th April 1945 he was taken to 

Flossenbürg concentration camp.  Following a ‘trial’ he was condemned and executed the following 

morning.  Bonhoeffer had stayed awake with Christ in Gethsemane and drunk the bitter cup of 

suffering to its dregs: 

And should you offer us the cup of suffering, 

though heavy, brimming full and bitter brand, 

we’ll thankfully accept it never flinching, 

from your good heart and your beloved hand.1430 

                                                                 
1429 CWES 4, p. 99; CWES 6, pp. 4, 10-11. 
1430 DBWE 8, p. 550. 
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Part Four 

Implications for Understanding Bonhoeffer 
 

Vicarious suffering, as the discussion in Parts One and Two of this thesis indicates, is a theological 

motif evident in Bonhoeffer’s religious context and notable among his Catholic contemporaries.  In 

the survey of his writings in Part Three it was shown that Stellvertretung as ‘vicarious suffering’ 

represents a central concept for Bonhoeffer.  He understood the Church, as the Body of Christ, to be 

Christ’s continuing suffering, vicarious presence.  Although this is most clearly stated in his later 

writings, particularly Ethik and the prison correspondence, it is also evident in his earlier writings 

including Sanctorum Communio.  In his final prison poems, using language stripped of prevarication 

and obfuscation, Bonhoeffer describes the experience of Christian discipleship in terms of a cup of 

suffering and of Gethsemane.  His poetry, although intimate and personal, presents a Christian 

disciple as a member of the Body of Christ vicariously suffering for the world. 

 

This next section begins with a discussion of the historical development of Stellvertretung as a word.  

Although it is the concept of Stellvertretung that is of concern, it will be seen that the etymology of 

this noun supports the premise of this thesis that Stellvertretung in Bonhoeffer’s writings should be 

understood as ‘vicarious suffering’.  This section also confirms that Stellvertretung in theological 

discourse is primarily a Christological concept and an important motif in biblical studies.   

 

Bonhoeffer’s writings indicate that, although Stellvertretung refers primarily to the vicarious 

suffering Christ, derivatively it is also applied by Bonhoeffer to the co-suffering of the Body of Christ.  

This section concludes with a consideration of Bonhoeffer’s application of Stellvertretung to 

ecclesiology.  It is in his application of Stellvertretung to the Gemeinde that the Lutheran Bonhoeffer 

distinguishes himself from his Protestant forebears and contemporaries and it is therefore not 
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surprising that Bethge considered that this was his friend’s most profound idea. 1431  Stellvertretung 

as ‘vicarious suffering’, not only embodies an essential Christological imperative, for Bonhoeffer it 

also represents a defining, fundamental, ontological, ecclesiological reality. 

 

Stellvertretung - Etymology 

The word Stellvertretung comes from a combination of the reflexive verb stellen, the prefix ver and 

the verb treten.  Stellen means ‘to take one’s stand’, ‘to give oneself up’ or ‘to appear’ or, in the case 

of die Stelle, ‘place’.  The prefix ‘ver’ frequently carries the idea of ‘completely’ or ‘entirely’.  For 

example, the verb ‘bauen’, ‘to build’, becomes verbauen, to ‘completely build up’.  The verb treten 

means ‘to step in/step on’ or ‘to place oneself into something’.  The definitions of vertreten include 

‘to replace’, ‘to represent’, ‘to stand in for’ or ‘to act as a substitute’.  Consequently, a Stellvertreter 

is a person who both acts on behalf of another and who takes their place – a person ‘trittst’ (treten: 

to tread) into the ‘Stelle’ (place) of another.  ‘Stellvertretung’ therefore would appear to have been 

‘formed’ in order to express a concept which previously had been described by a combination of 

different verbs.1432  In English an accurate - if awkward - translation of ‘Stellvertretung’ as the verb 

stellvertreten might be ‘to be and act completely and permanently in the place of another’.   

 

In his study of ‘Stellvertretung’ Stephen Schaede identifies the Latin prehistory, its historical 

soteriological understanding (including Anselm, Luther and Calvin) and the etymology of 

Stellvertretung as a developed noun.  Schaede identifies various ‘linguistic’ sources for 

Stellvertretung including the work of Siegmund Jakob Baumgarten (1706-1757).  Baumgarten, 

recognised for his theological terminological innovations,1433 sought to linguistically ‘contemporise’ 

                                                                 
1431 DB-EBG, p. 522. 
1432 Janowski, ‘He Bore Our Sins’, op. cit., p. 53. 
1433 Schaede, Stephen, Stellvertretung: Begriffsgeschichtliche Studien Zur Soteriologie, Beiträge Zur 
Historischen Theologie, 126 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2004), p. 551. 
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theology.1434  In 1759 Evangelische Glaubenslehre was published, and although the word 

‘Stellvertreter’ is absent the expression ‘Vertretung der Stelle’ is used by Baumgarten to describe the 

redemptive action of Christ who permanently ‘took our place’ to suffer and die. 1435   

 

During the eighteenth-century Johann Georg Walch was also developing theological terminology.  In 

an introduction to his study of dogmatic theology Walch wrote: ‘[Christus] trat…in die Stelle des 

menschlichen Geschlechts wie bei dem Vorbild der Opfertiere an die Stelle derjeningen, die sie 

herzubrachten’.1436 (Christ stood in the place of humanity, just as sacrificial animals stood in the 

place of those who offered them.)  Walch’s description of Christ’s action in die Stelle provided a 

further contribution to the development of the noun Stellvertretung. 

 

Menke believes that the earliest confirmed use of ‘Stellvertretung’ as the composite noun known to 

Bonhoeffer and his contemporaries occurred in an eighteenth-century text by Georg Friedrich Seiler.  

In Seiler’s book Über den Versöhnungstod Jesu Christi the noun ‘Stellvertretung’ describes the 

reconciling death of Christ.1437  What is evident in the linguistic development of Stellvertretung is 

that its use in theology in reference to Christ’s death is determinative and this therefore supports a 

Christological understanding as primary and definitive. 

 

                                                                 
1434 Wallmann, J., Kirchengeschichte Deutschlands seit der Reformation.  Referenced: Schaede, op. cit., p. 548. 
1435 Schaede, Stellvertretung, op. cit., p. 550.  In addition, Baumgarten used ‘Verwechselung’ as a substitute for 
‘Vertretung der Stelle’. 
1436 Ibid., p. 548.  Original text in Altdeutsch; cf. Walch, Johann Georg, Einleitung in die dogmatische 
Gottesgelehrtheit (Jena, 1749), p. 553. 
1437 Menke, Stellvertretung, op. cit., pp. 82ff and 86-88; Schaede, Stellvertretung, op. cit., p. 3; Janowski, Bernd, 
‘Stellvertretung: Alttestamentliche Studien zu einem theologischen Grundbegriff’, in: Stuttgarter Bibelstudien 
165 (Stuttgart: Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1997), pp. 97-129; cf. Seiler, G. F., Über den Versöhnungstod Jesu 
Christi, 2 vols. (Nürnberg, 1778-79). 
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The different Latin expressions which were precursors to Stellvertretung include 

vicariatio/vicarius,1438 substitutio,1439 subrogatio,1440 procuratio,1441 repraesentatio1442 and 

locitenentia.1443  All of these expressions are translated as ‘Stellvertretung’ in German nineteenth-

century dictionaries1444 and are therefore of immediate relevance to Bonhoeffer’s period.  This is 

significant because ‘vicarious’ as a concept includes both the ideas of ‘substitution’ and 

‘representation’ and, therefore, to translate Stellvertretung in Bonhoeffer’s writings as either 

‘vicarious representation’ or as ‘vicarious substitution’ is unnecessary.  Both ‘substitution’ and 

‘representation’ are etymologically present.  

 

Jacob Wilhelm Grimm’s 1897 dictionary provides two definitions for Stellvertretung which are 

important because they indicate popular usage contemporaneous with Bonhoeffer.  Firstly, Grimm 

provides a secular definition of Stellvertretung as temporary, and his examples include an elected 

representative, a messenger who represents a monarch (a Stellvertreter) and the ‘representation’ of 

goods by money.  Secondly, Grimm suggests that Stellvertretung describes the taking over on a 

permanent basis of a position, office, or function.  According to Grimm, from the eighteenth-century 

onwards Stellvertretung was used theologically in this way to describe Christ’s atoning death. Grimm 

cites Schleiermacher in support: ‘das Leiden Christi ist stellvertretend weil er an unserer Stelle 

                                                                 
1438 Vicariatio (vicarius): supplies the place of another person/thing substituted, delegated, a proxy, vicarious, a 
vicegerent: acting in place of, vice regent.  Lewis, Charlton T., and Short, Charles, eds. A Latin Dictionary 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969), p. 1985. 
1439 Substitutio: a putting in the place of another, a substitution.  Legal: appointment of a second heir or 
alternative successor.  Ibid., p. 1783. 
1440 Subrogatio (Medieval Latin): the change of an existing law by a second law that adds to or substitutes for 
an existing law. Stelten, Leo F., Dictionary of Ecclesiastical Latin (Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 1995), p. 
325. 
1441 Procuratio: a caring for, a taking charge of, management of a thing.  In religious acts: an averting or 
expiation of an evil omen or crime by the offering of sacrifices.  Lewis and Short, A Latin Dictionary, op. cit., p. 
1454. 
1442 Repraesentatio: a bringing before, a showing, a representation; in business, it is a cash payment.  Ibid., p. 
1571.   
1443 Locitenentia: post-classical ecclesiastical Latin, a hiring out, a person paid to fill the gap or close the ranks. 
loco – adverb ‘instead of’, Ibid., p. 1075. 
1444 Schaede, Stellvertretung, op. cit., p. 4.   
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gestorben ist’. 1445 (Christ’s suffering is Stellvertretung because he died in our place.)  Grimm states 

that the Emperor, the Pope, and priests were all described as permanent Stellvertretung.  The 

significance of this is that the Emperor, Pope and priests are not ‘Stellvertretung’ by their activity as 

in ‘representative action’ but by their Gestalt and, hence, Stellvertretung must indicate a permanent 

position rather than a temporary representable function or action and this corresponds to 

Bonhoeffer’s understanding of this concept as presented in this thesis, whereas ‘vicarious 

representative action’, the translation choice of DBWE, bears comparison to Grimm’s alternative 

‘representative’ definition.  

 

Stellvertretung - Translation Challenges 

The theological understanding of Stellvertretung, common to Bonhoeffer’s context, as a permanent 

substitutional action which in Christ is facilitated by vicarious suffering is less obvious in modern 

German usage.  In the New College German Dictionary Sonia Brough and Heinz Messinger indicate 

that Stellvertretung is now translated as ‘representation’, ‘agency’, ‘deputy’, ‘on behalf of’, ‘standing 

in for’ or ‘in place of’.1446 In Modern Theological German Helmut W. Ziefle adds ‘substitution’, ‘place-

taking’ and ‘taking another’s place’.1447  In theology Stellvertretung has been variously translated, 

including as ‘acting on another’s behalf’, ‘deputyship’, ‘vicarious representative action’ and in 

phrases that include and/or combine the words representation, substitution, replacement, action, 

suffering, responsibility and vicariousness.  However, Stellvertretung can only be understood 

contextually because a ‘legal’ or secular use would certainly differ from its use in biblical exegesis as 

in Bonhoeffer’s writings.  Furthermore, to appreciate more clearly Bonhoeffer’s usage it is helpful to 

identify contemporaneous understanding as in Grimm’s dictionary.  

 

                                                                 
1445 Grimm, Jacob Wilhelm, Deutsches Wörterbuch (Berlin: Hirzel, 1897). Text in Altdeutsch. 
1446 Brough, Sonia, and Messinger, Heinz, eds., New College German Dictionary (New York: Langenscheidt, 
1995), p. 580. 
1447 Ziefle, Helmut W., Modern Theological German, (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1997), pp. 275, 317. 



237 
 

In the 1963 English translation of Bonhoeffer’s Sanctorum Communio, Stellvertretung was translated 

as ‘vicarious action’1448 and in Bonhoeffer’s Ethics the original translation chosen for Stellvertretung 

was ‘deputyship’.1449  In an article in 1968 on the translation difficulties with Bonhoeffer’s work, John 

D. Godsey included Stellvertretung, which he described as a key concept for Bonhoeffer’s Christology 

and as a description for the life of the Christian.  Godsey wrote that Stellvertretung can be translated 

‘either (or both) “taking another’s place” or acting on another’s behalf’.1450  Godsey failed to identify 

the Gestalt and permanent nature of Stellvertretung as in Bonhoeffer’s usage. 

 

Most English-speaking commentators have now adopted the choice found in the English editions of 

the Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works: ‘vicarious representative action’, as the translation for 

Stellvertretung. 1451 All translations are essentially interpretations, and the choice by DBWE of 

‘vicarious representative action’ for Stellvertretung is not a precise translation.  ‘Vicarious 

representative action’ in German would be ‘stellvertretende repräsentante Aktion’.  In an editorial 

note in Sanctorum Communio, Green explained the rationale for their translation choice:  

As a theological concept in the strict sense it is rooted in Christology and refers to the free 

initiative and responsibility that Christ takes for the sake of humanity in his incarnation, 

crucifixion, and resurrection – it is not just a soteriological concept applied only to the cross 

(as ‘vicarious’ might suggest).  By anthropological analogy, Stellvertretung involves acting 

responsibly on behalf of others, and on behalf of communities to which one belongs.1452  

 

                                                                 
1448 Bonhoeffer, Dietrich, Sanctorum Communio, trans. R. Gregor Smith (London: Collins, 1963), pp. 84, 107, 
113-114, 120, 136, 223. 
1449 Bonhoeffer, Dietrich, Ethics, (London: Simon & Schuster, 1995), p. 327; cf. Green, DBWE 6, p. 72 n. 87. 
1450 Godsey, John D., ‘Reading Bonhoeffer in English Translation: Some difficulties’, in: Bonhoeffer in a World 
Come of Age, ed. Peter Vorkink, (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1968), p. 122. 
1451 Green, DBWE 1, 120, n. 17.   
1452 Green, DBWE 1, p. 120, n. 29; cf. p. 79, n. 58. 



238 
 

Green believes that the significance of Stellvertretung for Bonhoeffer means that a translation of 

‘Stellvertreter’ as ‘deputy’, ‘substitute’ or ‘proxy’ would ‘barely approach Bonhoeffer’s meaning’.1453   

These English terms have formal or legal associations and suggest a secondary role.  According to 

Green ‘The person and action of Christ is “vicarious” in that he does for human beings what they 

cannot possibly do for themselves’.1454   

 

The matter of a suitable word or phrase to translate Stellvertretung has clearly not been resolved by 

the editors of DBWE and their choice of ‘vicarious representative action’. Rachel Muers 

acknowledges the difficulty in identifying an accurate translation for Stellvertretung.  Muers suggests 

‘vicarious representative responsibility’, which she describes as ‘more accurate’ but also ‘clumsy’.1455   

Andrew Root, in his 2014 study of Bonhoeffer and his relevance to youth ministry, suggests that 

Stellvertretung in Bonhoeffer’s writings is better translated as ‘place-sharing’.1456  However Root’s 

translation is unconvincing because it fails to take seriously both the permanent, substitutionary 

nature of Christ’s suffering and death and the essential, existential cost indicated in Bonhoeffer’s use 

of the term.  

 

Stellvertretung - ‘Substitution’ or ‘Representation’? 

In La nature de l’Eglise, the French translation of Bonhoeffer’s Das Wesen der Kirche, Lore Jeanneret 

translated Stellvertretung as ‘substitution’.1457 According to Balthasar ‘substitution’ was a particular 

characteristic of Luther’s soteriology1458 and demonstrated Luther’s innovative theological 

                                                                 
1453 Green, Bonhoeffer: A Theology of Sociality, op. cit., p. 56.   
1454 Ibid. 
1455 Muers, Rachel, Living for the Future: Theological Ethics for Coming Generations (London: T & T Clark, 2008), 
p. 103.  Ziefle suggests that ‘stellvertretend’ should be “vicarious, representative, delegated.” Modern 
Theological German, op. cit., p. 275. 
1456 Root, Andrew, Bonhoeffer as Youth Worker: A Theological Vision for Discipleship and Life Together (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 2014), pp. 43-44, n. 4. 
1457 Bonhoeffer, Dietrich, La nature de l’Eglise, ed. Otto Dudzus (Genève: Labor et Fides, 1983), pp. 53-57, 85; 
cf. Das Wesen der Kirche (München: Kaiser, 1971), pp. 44-47, 66. 
1458 Balthasar, Theo-Drama IV, op. cit., p. 284. 
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‘radicalism’.1459 Robert Pesarchick believes that ‘substitution’ is the Lutheran concept and in order to 

differentiate the soteriological position of Balthasar from that of Luther he translates Stellvertretung 

in Balthasar’s writings as ‘vicarious representation’ and not vicarious substitution.1460 Given that 

Luther was Bonhoeffer’s Nullpunkt it is of interest that ‘vicarious representative action’ was chosen 

as the translation for Stellvertretung by the DBWE editors and not ‘vicarious substitutional action’. 

 

In his discussion of Pauline atonement theology Simon Gathercole recommends ‘substitution’ as the 

translation for Stellvertretung rather than ‘representation’.1461 Similarly, ‘vicarious substitution’ was 

recommended by Ellero Babini because of its strong association with Christology and soteriology.1462 

From Bonhoeffer’s (Lutheran) perspective this certainly merits attention although ‘vicarious 

substitutional action’ would create similar conceptual challenges to that of ‘vicarious representative 

action’.  Muers writes that ‘substitution’ implies ‘replacement without remainder and can play down 

the agency or personhood of the one substituted for’.1463   

 

The difficulty in identifying a suitable phrase or word to translate Stellvertretung as a theological 

concept is not only associated with Bonhoeffer’s writings.  In Foundation of Dogmatics, the 

translation of Otto Weber’s Grundlagen der Dogmatik, Darrell L. Guder has translated 

‘Stellvertretung’ as either ‘representation’ or ‘substitution’.  Weber considers that the conceptual 

difficulties in translating Stellvertretung are so considerable that not even ‘representative 

substitution’ is adequate.1464   

                                                                 
1459 Cihak, John R., Balthasar and Anxiety (London: T & T Clark, 2009), p. 166. For a discussion of Balthasar’s 
assessment of Luther’s soteriology see: Nichols, Aidan, No Bloodless Myth. A Guide Through Balthasar’s 
Dramatics (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 2000), p. 163. 
1460 Pesarchick, Robert A., The Trinitarian Foundation of Human Sexuality as revealed by Christ to Hans Urs von 
Balthasar (Roma: Pontificia Università Gregoriana, 2000), p. 98, n. 11. 
1461 Gathercole, Simon, Defending Substitution.  An Essay on Atonement in Paul (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2015), p. 
20. 
1462 Babini, Ellero, ‘The Form and Norm of Man according to Hans Urs von Balthasar’, in: Hans Urs von 
Balthasar: His Life and Work, ed. David L. Schindler (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1991), p. 225.   
1463 Muers, Living for the Future, op. cit., p. 103. 
1464 Weber, Otto, Grundlagen der Dogmatik, (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1964), p. 206; cf. 
Hafemann, Scott, ‘The Role of Suffering in the Mission of Paul’, in: The Mission of the Early Church to the Jews 
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Geoffrey W. Bromiley translated Stellvertretung in Barth’s Kirchliche Dogmatics as both 

‘representation’ and ‘substitution’.1465  Menke, who acknowledges the translation difficulties 

associated with Stellvertretung, suggests that Repräsentation can indicate characteristics associated 

with a genuine Stellvertretung, including a persona corporativa concept which describes a 

proportional mediation between an individual and the community, a traditio concept which 

describes the mediation between the future and the past and a repraesentatio concept which would 

describe the mediation between an image and a prototype. 1466   However, Menke also believes that 

Repräsentation is not an appropriate theological term without qualification because of its use for 

‘external’ or juridical forms of Stellvertretung.1467   

 

Furthermore, German already has a direct linguistic equivalent to the English ‘representation’: 

‘Repräsentation’.  Hans Julius Wolff’s Theorie der Vertretung: Stellvertretung, Organschaft und 

Repräsentation als soziale und juristische Vertretunsformen (1934), a text contemporaneous to 

Bonhoeffer, indicates that Stellvertretung and Repräsentation could not have been understood by 

him as synonymous concepts. 1468 

 

Therefore, neither ‘representation’ nor ‘substitution’ are satisfactory translations either on their 

own or combined and they would require linguistic modification or textual qualification.  This is 

                                                                 
and Gentiles, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament-Herausgegeben von Martin Hengel 
und Otfried Hofius, ed. Jostein Ådna and Hans Kvalben (Tübingen: Siebeck, 2000), p. 168. Although 
‘representation’ is used to translate Stellvertretung in Pannenberg’s Systematische Theologie, the translator 
also adds ‘or substitution’. Pannenberg, Wolfhart, Systematic Theology, vol. 2., trans. G. W. Bromiley (Grand 
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1994), pp. 421-422.  Pannenberg’s Der Tod Jesu als Stellvertretung, is translated as 
‘substitution’: Jesus’ Death as Substitution, trans. L. L. Wilkins and D. A. Priebe (Philadelphia: Westminster, 
1968). 
1465 KD IV/1, p. 253: CD IV/1, pp. vii and 230.  
1466 Menke, Stellvertretung, op. cit., p. 89.  
1467 Ibid., pp. 23-24, 263-310. 
1468 Bailey, Daniel P., ‘Concepts of Stellvertretung in the Interpretation of Isaiah 53’, in: Jesus and the Suffering 
Servant: Isaiah 53 and Christian Origins, eds. William H. Bellinger, Jr. and William R. Farmer (Eugene: Wipf & 
Stock, 1998), p. 255. 
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probably why Stellvertretung is often translated with the addition of the term ‘vicarious’.  However, 

as described above, in the Latin precursors to Stellvertretung ‘vicarious’ conceptually already 

includes both ‘substitution’ and ‘representation’, thus (in theory) making these expressions 

redundant. 

 

Helena M. Saward states that the absence of an appropriate English expression for Stellvertretung,  

… calls for an exploration of the meanings and connotations of the term as it is to be found 

in a religious or devotional context.  The words ‘substitution’ or ‘representation’ cannot 

convey the complete sense of the German, hence the need for paraphrase such as ‘vicarious 

sacrifice’, ‘atonement’, ‘expiation’ or ‘reparation’.1469 

 

The primary issue is not the translation of a word but the interpretation of the concept.   When a 

word is translated into another language special care is necessary to ensure that the original 

intention of the author is not distorted nor misrepresented: ‘Traduire c’est trahir’ – to translate is to 

betray.  The choice of translation of any word, particularly a word that has assumed a technical-

theological ‘status’ such as Stellvertretung, will affect its reception.  The fundamental issue in 

identifying an appropriate translation for Stellvertretung in Bonhoeffer’s theological understanding is 

to determine the nature of the substitutional-representative action that he is referencing.  

 

Stellvertretung and Christ 

The paradigmatic examples for Bonhoeffer of stellvertretendes Leiden, for those ‘die an die Stelle der 

Brüder tritt, wie Christus an unsere Stelle tritt’ 1470 included Moses and St. Paul.  These were the 

examples that Bonhoeffer offered in Sanctorum Communio,1471 Das Wesen der Kirche,1472 in a 

                                                                 
1469 Saward, ‘A Literature of Substitution’, op. cit., p. 179. 
1470 DBW 1, p. 122.   
1471 Ibid. 
1472 DBWE 11, p. 322. In his lecture the texts are given: Moses: Ex. 32:32; Paul: Rom. 9:1ff.  
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sermon in Barcelona (July 1928)1473 and Moses is referenced in a sermon on Exodus 32 in Berlin (May 

1933). 1474   In the Barcelona sermon Bonhoeffer mentions the intercession by Moses and Paul on 

behalf of others and he considers that their prayers represent an act of Stellvertretung.1475  The 

emphasis in this sermon was on vicarious suffering as self-sacrificial, costly action on behalf of 

others.1476  In his Berlin sermon the ‘church’ of Moses is compared to that of Aaron.  One church is 

defined by the prophet, without pomp or rhetoric, which seeks the will and Word of God directly 

and sacrificially proclaims it to the people.  The second is that of the priest, who creates a god for 

the people to worship, satisfying their desires for security and piety.  Bonhoeffer writes that God 

‘finds few prepared to sacrifice’1477 but what is needed is the church of Moses who offered himself 

because of the sin of the people and became ein stellvertretendes Leiden for others.1478 

 

Stellvertretung has been described as a fundamental category of biblical revelation1479 and for 

Bonhoeffer an important example of Stellvertretung is the Deuteronomy account of Moses’ offer to 

sacrifice his life for that of the Israelites.1480   However, for Bonhoeffer the significance of Moses and 

Paul in their voluntary self-offering for others is their emulation of Christ.  In his commentary on 

Genesis 1-3, Schöpfung und Fall, Bonhoeffer states that the Bible needs to be read 

‘Christologically’.1481 This  represents a ‘persistent hermeneutic’1482 and a consensus exists in the 

                                                                 
1473 DBWE 10, pp. 505-511.   
1474 DBWE 12, pp. 472-476. 
1475 DBWE 10, pp. 508-509; cf. DBW 10, p. 490.  See also Bethge’s notes for a proposed lecture on ‘The 
Significance of Mission to Non-Christians for the Church Renewal Movement’ where Bethge mentions the 
intercessions of Abraham, Moses, Paul, and Jeremiah: DBWE 16, p. 497. 
1476 DBWE 10, pp. 508-509. 
1477 Ibid., p. 475. 
1478 Ibid., p. 476. 
1479 See Ratzinger, ‘Vicarious Representation’ op. cit., p. 209.  Biblical references to Stellvertretung that 
Ratzinger identifies include Abraham (Gen, 18:16-33), the scapegoat (Lev. 16:22), the Israelite kings (2 Sam. 
6:18; 1 Kings 8:14, 22-55, 2 Kings 19:15-19), the prophets (Ps. 106:23, Ezek. 13:5), and post-exilic literature 
concerned with martyrdom (Dan. 3:40, 2 Macc. 7:38). 
1480 Deut. 3:23-28, 4: 21f ; cf. Ex. 32:30-34. 
1481 DBWE 3, p. 22; cf. Webster, John, ‘”In the Shadow of Biblical Work”: Barth and Bonhoeffer on Reading the 
Bible’, in: Toronto Journal of Theology, 17/1 (2001), p. 82. 
1482 Dumas, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, op. cit., p. 167; Green, Bonhoeffer: A Theology of Sociality, op. cit., p. 1; 
Gregor, and Zimmermann, (eds.), Bonhoeffer and Continental Thought, op. cit., p. 17; Jones, L. Gregory, 
Embodying Forgiveness: A Theological Analysis (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1995), p. 11; Marsh, Strange 
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scholarship, not only with regard to the significance of Stellvertretung but also that Bonhoeffer 

presents a ‘sweeping, uncompromising Christo-centrism’.1483 Bonhoeffer’s theology is ‘shaped’ by his 

Christology1484 and it is this which provides the consistent cantus firmus for his theological 

concern.1485  To disregard this Christological centre is to misconstrue his theology.1486  Furthermore, 

his concern was not with the metaphysics of the incarnation but rather with the question ‘Who is 

Jesus Christ?’.1487  

 

Stellvertretung was a central concept for Biblical studies during the period that Bonhoeffer was 

active in relation to the leidender Knecht - the suffering Servant of God in Second Isaiah (Isa. 52:13-

53:12).1488 Bernd Janowski and Peter Stuhlmacher, in a collection of essays on the historical 

interpretation of ‘The Suffering Servant’ of Isaiah 53, assume that Stellvertretung as ‘vicarious 

suffering’ represents the dominant interpretation in biblical studies.1489  These essays were originally 

published in German, and Daniel Bailey translates ‘Stellvertretung’ or ‘stellvertretendes Leiden’ as 

‘vicarious suffering’ or ‘vicariousness’ throughout.  Herman Spieckermann in his essay writes:  

The concept of ‘vicariousness’ or vicarious suffering (Stellvertretung or stellvertretendes Leiden) in 

the Old Testament is intrinsically linked with Isaiah 53’.1490  In his essay ‘He Bore our Sins: Isaiah 53 

                                                                 
Glory, op. cit., p. 171; Ott, Reality and Faith, op. cit., p. 368; Phillips, John A., Christ for Us in the Theology of 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer (New York: Harper & Row, 1967), p. 27; Pangritz, Andreas, ‘Who is Jesus Christ, for us, 
today?’, in: The Cambridge Companion to Dietrich Bonhoeffer, op. cit., p. 134; 
1483 Marsh, Reclaiming Dietrich Bonhoeffer, op. cit., p. 103. 
1484 Godsey, John D., The Theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1960), pp. 264-265. 
1485 Pangritz, ‘Who is Jesus Christ’, op. cit., p. 134. 
1486 Wüstenberg, Ralf, ‘”Religionless Christianity”: Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Tegel Theology’, in: Bonhoeffer for a 
New Day: Theology in a Time of Transition, ed. John de Gruchy (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1997), p. 58.  
1487 DBWE 8, p. 362. 
1488 Torm, F., Das stellvertretende Leiden im Judentum und Christentum, Schriften des Institutum Judaicum, 
Berlin 45 (Leipzig, 1915); Wichmann, W., ‘Die Leidenstheologie, eine Form der Leidendsdeutung im 
Spätjudentum’, in: Beiträge zur Wissenschaft vom Alten und Neuen Testament, IV, 2, (Stuttgart, 1930); cf. 
Lohse, Eduard, Märtyrer und Gottesknecht: Untersuchungen zur urchristlichen Verkündigung vom Sühnetod 
Jesu Christi (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1963). Spieckermann, Hermann, ‘Konzeption und 
Vorgeschichte des Stellvertretungsgedankens im Alten Testament’, in: Gottes Liebe zu Israel, Forschungen zum 
Alten Testament, 33 (2001), pp. 141-153.   
1489 Janowski, and Stuhlmacher, The Suffering Servant, op. cit., 2004.  German original: Der leidende 
Gottesknecht: Jesaja 53 und seine Wirkungsgeschichte (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1996). 
1490 Janowski, Bernd, ‘The Conception and Prehistory of the Idea of Vicarious Suffering in the Old Testament’, 
in: The Suffering Servant, op. cit., p. 1. 
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and the Drama of Taking Another’s Place’ Janowski writes: ‘The concept of vicarious suffering or 

“vicariousness” – what we in German call simply Stellvertretung’.1491   

 

Although the Apostle Paul uses a variety of interpretive models to explain the salvific suffering and 

death of Christ, Stellvertretung, according to Udo Schnelle, represents the ‘Grundmodell’.1492  In Der 

stellvertretende Sühnetod Jesu, Martin Hengel states that Stellvertretung is a central New Testament 

concept and refers primarily to Christ’s death and suffering pro nobis.1493  Ratzinger describes the 

New Testament as ‘first and foremost a theology of Stellvertretung’ and that the ‘high point’ of 

Stellvertretung as a theological concept lies in its application to the suffering Servant of God in 

Second Isaiah.1494  

 

Bonhoeffer also believed that it was the Suffering Servant of Isaiah 53 - the leidender Knecht (Isa. 

52:13-53:12) who best demonstrated the nature of Stellvertretung.1495  An analysis of his 

Christological use of Stellvertretung confirms Daub’s assertion that it is der Gottesknecht of Isaiah 53 

who represents Bonhoeffer’s fundamental understanding of Stellvertretung.1496  Stellvertretung for 

Bonhoeffer was the Suffering Servant.  Christ, as the Suffering Servant, was the Saviour not just 

through representative action but by vicarious suffering love.   

 

                                                                 
1491 Ibid., p. 52. 
1492 Schnelle, Udo, Paulus, Leben und Denken (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2003), p. 502.  
1493 Hengel, Martin, Der stellvertretende Sühnetod Jesu.  Ein Beitrag zur Entstehung des urchristlichen 
Kerygmas, Internationale katholische Zeitschrift 9 (1980), pp. 1-25, 135-147.  Eng. The Atonement – the Origins 
of the Doctrine in the New Testament, trans. John Bowden, (London: SCM, 1981).  See also Hengel, Martin, 
Between Jesus and Paul: Studies in the Earliest History of Christianity, trans. John Bowden (Philadelphia:  
Fortress, 1983), pp. 39-40. 
1494 Ratzinger, ‘Vicarious Representation’, op. cit., p. 212.   
1495 DBWE 14, pp. 359-361; DBWE 8, p. 480. 
1496 Daub, Die Stellvertretung, op. cit., p. 571. 



245 
 

Bonhoeffer’s ‘Christ’ was the crucified Saviour and it was this suffering Christ who was at the centre 

of his theology1497 and at the centre of his biblical interpretation.  According to Bonhoeffer ‘[w]e can 

have the Exalted One only as the Crucified One’.1498 In Nachfolge he writes: 

It is the image of one who places himself in the very midst of the world of sin and death … 

who remains obedient to God’s will in suffering and death … this is the God in human form, 

this is the human being who is the new image of God.1499 

 

Stellvertretung for Bonhoeffer describes the ‘sum and substance of Christology’.1500  Jesus, although 

‘Unschuldiger’ - an innocent - takes the sin of others and suffers and dies as a ‘Verbrecher’ - a 

‘criminal’ (‘verflucht’: accursed).1501  According to Bonhoeffer the triumph of the criminal’s cross is 

‘stellvertretende Liebe’: vicarious suffering love. 1502   

 

If Stellvertretung for Bonhoeffer functions as a Christological paradigm and Christ’s life and death 

determine its Gestalt then ‘action’, as in ‘vicarious representative action’, might not immediately 

suggest the essential, existential, salvific-suffering of Christ intended by Bonhoeffer’s use of the 

term.  Consequently, this thesis does not suggest ‘vicarious action’ as the translation for 

Stellvertretung.  ‘Action’ can also suggest an activity ‘beteiligen’ (participate/take-part in) and not 

necessarily an action undertaken on behalf of someone as in stellen, or as a substitutional sacrificial 

act as in Christ’s vicarious sacrificial suffering.  This thesis suggests that ‘vicarious suffering’ is a 

preferable translation for Bonhoeffer’s use of Stellvertretung because of his Christo-centrism.  

‘Suffering’ as in vicarious suffering functions as the qualifying present-continuous verb, describing 

the nature of the ‘vicariousness’.  Christ for Bonhoeffer was the Suffering Servant and although 

                                                                 
1497 Barker, The Cross of Reality, op. cit., p. 4. 
1498 DBWE 12, p. 180. 
1499 DBWE 4, p. 284. 
1500 Soosten, DBWE 1, p. 155, n. 88. 
1501 DBWE 1, pp. 155-156; DBW 1, pp. 98-99. 
1502 DBW 1, p. 99. 
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‘vicarious suffering’ translated into German would be stellvertretendes Leiden, this does reflect more 

closely the fundamental Christological emphasis intended by Bonhoeffer.  Stellvertretung was not 

only paradigmatic in relation to Christology for Bonhoeffer it also had ecclesiological significance. 

 

Stellvertretung and the Gemeinde  

According to Bonhoeffer, Christ’s Stellvertretung is the model for Christian discipleship - ‘Die 

Stellvertretung Christi wird zum Strukturprinzip der christlichen Gemeinde’.1503   Through its unity 

with Christ, the suffering Church is Christ suffering, and Christ’s sufferings are the experience of the 

Gemeinde.  The relationship is reciprocal, but Christ is the prototype, facilitator and guarantor.   

 

Bonhoeffer in Sanctorum Communio states that St. Paul speaks of ‘Christ himself being the 

church’.1504  Christ is where the Gemeinde is,1505 and the Gemeinde or die Kirche is ‘Christus als 

Gemeinde existierend’:1506   

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 (1 Cor. 12:2ff.; Rom. 12:4ff.; Eph. 

1:23, 4:15f; Col. 1:18), or members of Christ himself (1 Cor. 6:15; Rom. 6:13 and 19).1507 

 

Bonhoeffer was not the only theologian to use Gemeinde or titles including ‘Gemeinde’ to designate 

the church-community.1508  In his use of Gemeinde and its variants Bonhoeffer seeks to emphasise 

the communal reality of the Church.1509  ‘Gemeinde’, not only emphasises the Miteinander and 

                                                                 
1503 DBW 1, p. 310. 
1504 DBW 1, p. 133. 
1505 DBWE 1, p. 182. 
1506 DBW 1, pp. 76ff; cf. DBWE 9, p. 440. 
1507 DBWE 1, p. 139. 
1508 Schlatter uses Gemeinde, Gemeinschaft der Glaubenden and Gemeinschaft der Liebe.  See Bräutigan, Union 
with Christ, op. cit., p. 162, n. 74.   
1509 ‘Gemeinde’ titles include: kirchliche Gemeinschaft (DBW 1, p. 178), Gemeinde des Geistes (p. 146), 
christliche Gemeinde (pp. 88ff), Geist der Gemeinde Christi (p. 96), Gemeinde Christi or Gemeinde in Christus 
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Füreinander mutuality of the church-community, Gemeinde also indicates where it may be 

encountered.  In using ‘Gemeinde’ the stress is upon the lived community which is not ‘encountered’ 

institutionally as Kirche, but it is experienced existentially as ‘the Body of Christ’ and as a ‘living’ 

reality.  It is ‘Christus als Gemeinde existierend’ - a phrase he repeats throughout Sanctorum.1510 

 

In a 1928 sermon Bonhoeffer describes die Kirche Gottes, wie der Leib Christi and he states that the 

Church possesses three strengths:  firstly, the power of sacrifice, which is the strength of community 

and the sign of power1511 secondly, ‘prayer’, which unites the Church and which is ‘das Höchste, 

Göttlichste, Wunderbarste und Geheimnisvollste und Heiligste’1512 (the most sublime, most divine, 

most miraculous and mysterious and sacred.),1513 and thirdly, confession and the forgiveness of sins.  

According to Bonhoeffer’s sermon, undertaking these three activities was to act as Christ and to 

become ‘Christ’ for the other person.  These are the miraculous powers of the Gemeinde1514 which in 

Sanctorum Communio constitute das Prinzip der Stellvertretung.1515  

 

A tension between an institutional Church in preference to a Church that demonstrates the 

‘miraculous power of the Gemeinde is evident in Bonhoeffer’s discussion of the Church in his Berlin 

sermon preached shortly after the Nazis seized power.1516 In this sermon he compares an 

‘institutional’ priestly church with that of a prophetic ‘charismatic’ church.  His preference, as 

indicated in this sermon, is the prophetic Church - the Church of ‘Moses’.  The difference between 

these two churches, according to the sermon, is sacrifice.1517 Bonhoeffer’s primary ecclesial concern 

                                                                 
(pp. 105ff), Gemeinde Gottes, Gottes Gemeinde or Gottes Gemeinschaft (pp. 77ff), Gemeinschaft der Heiligen 
or Gemeinde der Heiligen (pp. 101ff), and christliche Gemeinschaft (pp. 123ff).  The significance of the 
‘cruciform’ titles: Gemeinde des Kreuzes and Kreuzgemeinde (the community of the cross) in DBW 1, pp. 96ff 
and their relevance to Stellvertretung is recognised by Balthasar: Katholisch, op. cit., p. 49. 
1510 DBW 1, p. 76, 87, 126, 127, 133, 134, 139, 142, 144, 146, 159, 180, 191; cf. DBWE 9, p. 440. 
1511 DBW 10, p. 489-490. 
1512 Ibid., p. 490.  
1513 Ibid. 
1514 Ibid., p. 491. 
1515 DBW 1, p. 117. 
1516 DBWE 12, pp. 472-476. 
1517 Ibid., p. 475. 
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is not what the Church is visibly - in its structures and institutional life but what the Church does - 

not ‘sacramentally’, although he considered some of these were important as evidenced in his 

discussion of baptism. 1518  Bonhoeffer understood the Church as Stellvertreter.   

 

In 1940, Bonhoeffer described the challenges facing the German Protestant Church.  He believed 

that the Kirchenkampf was symptomatic of the crisis in the Church and a product of church history 

‘regarding the possibility of a Protestant church’ and whether it was possible to establish an ecclesial 

authority that was based ‘in word and confession alone’.1519  The options, according to Bonhoeffer, 

were ‘a return to Rome or a state church or the way into isolation, into the “protest” of true 

Protestantism against false authorities’.1520  It would appear that these tensions remained 

unresolved.  Bethge describes Bonhoeffer’s ecclesiology as ‘an aspect of [Bonhoeffer’s] thought 

clearly outlined in the earlier writings, but tantalizingly unfinished in the later works.’1521   

 

In Ethik Bonhoeffer condemns the division of ‘reality’ into the sacred and the profane.1522  The 

Church was called to participate in the reality of the world and to experience and suffer the world at 

its worst.1523  The participation by the Gemeinde is as Christ, as Bonhoeffer had described in 

Sanctorum Communio:  The Church is Christ existing as the church-community (‘Christus als 

Gemeinde existierend’) understood as a ‘collective person’ (‘und als Kollektivperson zu verstehen’) 

and the foundation for the connection between the Gemeinde and Christ is the fundamental social 

law of Stellvertretung (‘und diese ruht auf dem soziologischen Grundgesetz der Stellvertretung’).1524  

The community of faith is a stellvertretende Gemeinde. 

 

                                                                 
1518 DBWE 1, p. 247, DBW 16, p. 563, n. 1. 
1519 DBWE 16, p. 78. 
1520 Ibid. 
1521 Bethge, Eberhard, ‘Introduction’, In Pursuit of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, op. cit., p. 9.  
1522 DBWE 6, p. 57; cf. p. 291. 
1523 Ibid., pp. 83, 223. 
1524 DBW 1, p. 128; cf. DBW 9, pp. 477-478. 
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It is of note that by May 1944 the emphasis for Bonhoeffer was no longer on sacrifice, prayer, and 

confession as in Sanctorum Communio but ‘Beten und Tun des Gerechten unter den Menschen’ - 

prayer and righteous action amongst the people.1525  Although he wrote this  while he waited the 

outcome of the conspiracy, it is evident from his correspondence during this period that ‘righteous 

action’ for Bonhoeffer did not just mean political or social action, although it may include this.  It is in 

his subsequent correspondence that Bonhoeffer explores the importance of suffering to Christian 

discipleship and the relationship of the Christian disciple to the world, most of which is written prior 

to his knowledge of the outcome of the conspiracy.1526 There is a continuity in this correspondence 

in his comparison of ‘religion’ and ‘faith’.1527  ‘Faith’ for Bonhoeffer meant to be fully alive - taking 

seriously the challenges, experiences and perplexities of life and taking seriously the suffering of God 

in the world, to stay awake with Christ in Gethsemane.1528 

 

‘Righteous action’ for Bonhoeffer meant sacrifice and suffering for others, of ‘participating in God’s 

powerlessness in the world’,1529 and of ‘sharing in God’s suffering in the life of the world.1530  It is 

significant that Bonhoeffer describes this as his ‘insight’.1531  His intention is to attribute to the 

Gemeinde a participative ‘co-suffering’ role - to suffer with Christ - although there is never any 

suggestion in Bonhoeffer’s writings that Christ’s uniqueness is undermined.  According to Bethge, 

the possibility for vicarious suffering by the Christian disciple with Christ for others represents 

Bonhoeffer’s ‘most profound idea’: 

Mit der Interpretation des schwachen Wortes rühren wir an das Tiefste, was Bonhoeffer 

auszudrücken vermag: die Nachfolge als Teilhabe am stellvertretenden Leiden Christi, als 

Gemeinschaft mit dem Gekreuzigten… Das Element der Stellvertretung bewahrt die 

                                                                 
1525 Ibid. 
1526 DBWE 16, pp. 629-633, DBWE 8, pp. 446-493. 
1527 DBWE 8, pp. 482, 486. 
1528 Compare Ibid., p. 480 and p. 486. 
1529 Ibid., p. 482. 
1530 Ibid., p. 486. 
1531 Ibid. 
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Nachfolge davor, zum Selbstzweck und selbstbezogen zu werden.  Nachfolgende sind solche 

Menschen, die auf sich nehmen, was andere abzuschütteln begehren.  ‘Das Leben Jesu Christi 

ist auf dieser Erde noch nicht zu Ende gebracht.  Christus lebt es weiter im dem Leben seiner 

Nachfolger’.1532  

(With the interpretation of inadequate words, we touch on the most profound idea 

Bonhoeffer was able to express: discipleship as participation in Christ’s suffering for others, 

as communion with the Crucified One.  The element of vicarious suffering in discipleship 

prevents it from becoming self-centred and for personal benefit.  Disciples are the sorts of 

people who take upon themselves what others would like to shake off.) 

 

Christology for Bonhoeffer is the foundation for ethics, but it is the Gemeinde where Christ is 

encountered.  The Gemeinde, ‘by virtue of its very nature… stands in a place of responsibility for 

others.’1533  This suggests the need for the Gemeinde as the Body of Christ to become actively 

involved in Christ’s Stellvertretung, 1534 which is to say, to share in the Messianic suffering,1535 to ‘stay 

awake with Christ in Gethsemane’;1536 it further suggests that the experience of co-suffering is a 

present reality.1537   

 

According to Bethge in Bonhoeffer’s theology there was ‘no systematically complete conclusion in 

the movement between Christology and ecclesiology’ and everything was left open-ended.1538 

However, Bonhoeffer was not seeking to describe an alternative ecclesiology but to emphasize the 

essential Christological center of the Gemeinde.  In his ‘Nachwort’ to Bonhoeffer’s Sanctorum, 

                                                                 
1532 DB-EBG, p. 522.   
1533 DBWE 16, p. 543.  This is from an ethics lecture which is thought to date from the summer of 1942 (p. 540, 
n. 1). 
1534 Menke, Stellvertretung, op. cit., p. 456. 
1535 Zimmermann, Jens, ‘Suffering with the World: The continuing Relevance of Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s 
Theology’, in: Dietrich Bonhoeffer Jahrbuch, 3, Gütersloher Veragshaus (2008), pp. 311-338. 
1536 DBWE 8, p. 480. 
1537 DBW 4, pp. 84, 136-137; DBW 8, pp. 535-536; DBW 14, p. 342; DBW 15, p. 383. 
1538 DB-EB, p. 888. 
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Joachim von Soosten not only describes Stellvertretung as the ‘centre’ of Bonhoeffer’s theology1539 

he considers that the relationship of Christology to ecclesiology for Bonhoeffer was 

‘indistinguishable’ and that they are connected through Stellvertretung.1540  Stellvertretung for 

Bonhoeffer not only describes the nature of Christ’s substitutional-representative action but also the 

purpose and activity of the Gemeinde as Christ’s Body.   

 

It was Bonhoeffer’s application of Stellvertretung to the Church and to Christian discipleship that 

represents his ‘most profound idea’ and in which he distinguishes himself both from Luther and his 

Protestant contemporaries.  Stellvertretung for Bonhoeffer defines Christian discipleship as 

participation in Christ’s suffering for others, as communion with the Crucified One.  For Bonhoeffer 

the vicarious suffering of the Church not only describes suffering as Christ suffered but suffering with 

Christ.  This thesis demonstrates that this was consistently understood by Bonhoeffer as a present 

reality - the Christian disciple is called to co-suffer with Christ for others now.  Stellvertretung as 

‘vicarious suffering’ not only describes the atoning action of Christ but also defines the Christological 

Gestalt of Christian discipleship and the Gemeinde as the Body of Christ as a present reality. 

 

According to Bonhoeffer’s understanding of Stellvertretung as vicarious suffering and his application 

to the Gemeinde, the Church is the continuing presence of Christ called, by its existence as the Body 

of Christ, to suffer vicariously for others.  Christ and the Gemeinde are not ‘Stellvertretung’ because 

of a temporary representative action but by their Gestalt: ‘L’Eglise n’est pas une forme de la 

révélation de Dieu, elle en est la forme’.1541   

  

                                                                 
1539 Soosten, Nachwort, DBW 1, p. 310. 
1540 Ibid. cf. DBWE 1, p. 294. 
1541 Bonhoeffer, La Nature de l’Eglise, op. cit., p. 41. 
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Conclusion 

Given the importance to Bonhoeffer of Luther’s writings it is not surprising that his understanding of 

the relationship between suffering and Christian discipleship is comparable in many respects to that 

of his Nullpunkt.   Both Luther and Bonhoeffer believed that suffering was a sign of Christian 

discipleship, and both believed that each believer had his/her own divinely-chosen ‘cross to bear’.  

Bonhoeffer also followed Luther in his understanding that the disciple was required to suffer ‘with’ 

Christ.  Significantly however, Bonhoeffer distinguishes himself from Luther and from his Protestant 

contemporaries, including Holl and Barth, in his belief that voluntary suffering by the Christian 

disciple can function vicariously for others.  This thesis demonstrates that Bonhoeffer develops 

Luther's 'suffering redemptive theology' in his application of vicarious suffering to the Gemeinde, 

and in this understanding Bonhoeffer bears comparison with his Catholic contemporaries.   

 

Bonhoeffer’s visit to Rome, his broader ecumenical sympathies and contacts, and his contact with 

Catholic theologians, as indicated in this thesis, contributed to his theological development.  During 

the period when Bonhoeffer was active the Catholic Church in Germany was experiencing a period 

of social and religious renewal, and vicarious suffering represents an aspect of that renewal.  

Fictional literature was also important to Bonhoeffer for theological discourse, and attention is given 

to Bonhoeffer’s reception of ‘Literatur der Stellvertretung’ with a focus on Bernanos and Schneider.  

Both writers were not only well known during this period, but each was also read and endorsed by 

Bonhoeffer.  For Bernanos and Schneider vicarious suffering, or its conceptual equivalent, represents 

a central leitmotif, and this is also true of Dostoevsky, who shares with the Literatur der 

Stellvertretung writers of this period a belief in the redemptive possibility of suffering.1542  

 

                                                                 
1542 Sherry, Patrick, ‘The Arts of Redemption’, op. cit., p. 190. 
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To translate Stellvertretung as Bonhoeffer would have understood the concept, an appreciation of 

his context is essential, and this thesis has drawn attention to contemporaneous, historical, religious 

and linguistic considerations.  However, it is also important to identify the nature of the 

substitutional-representative action intended by ‘Stellvertretung' as a concept in theological 

discourse.  This for Bonhoeffer and many of his contemporaries was Christ’s salvific suffering.   

 

Stellvertretung for Bonhoeffer was not only a Grundkategorie and a consistent and central 

hermeneutic, it also represented the ‘sum and substance of Christology’.1543  The concept of 

vicarious suffering in German, when applied to Christ, ‘is Stellvertretung’,1544 and the triumph of the 

cross was ‘stellvertretende Liebe’.1545   This thesis argues that the term ‘vicarious suffering’ not only 

reflects the understanding of this concept by Bonhoeffer’s contemporaries but also ‘describes’ more 

precisely the fundamental Christo-ecclesiological emphasis intended by Bonhoeffer. 1546    

 

Bonhoeffer was not only convinced of the centrality of Christ for all of reality, but his Christological 

hermeneutic of ‘suffering for the World’ also stressed the necessity for Christ’s vicarious suffering to 

become an interpretive guide for Christian discipleship. 1547  Bonhoeffer had written in Nachfolge 

‘[that] in community with the suffering of Jesus Christ, suffering is overcome by suffering’,1548  

primarily and fundamentally the suffering of Christ but then, by association and imitatio, the 

‘responsible’ suffering of the Christian disciple, freely chosen.  According to Bonhoeffer this 

suffering, like Christ’s suffering, could function vicariously for the needs of the world.   

 

                                                                 
1543 Soosten, DBWE 1, p. 155, n. 88. 
1544 Janowski, Bernd, ‘He Bore Our Sins’, op. cit., p. 52. 
1545 DBW 1, p. 99. 
1546 Johnson, William Vincent, ‘Suffering in the theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer: A Critical analysis’, unpublished 
thesis (Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1992), pp. 211-250.  
1547 Zimmermann, Jens, ‘Suffering with the World’, op. cit., pp. 311-338. 
1548 DBWE 4, p. 90. 
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In his prison correspondence Bonhoeffer wrote that ‘The human being [was] called upon to share in 

God’s suffering at the hands of a godless world’ and that it was this that made someone Christian: 

‘Sharing in God’s suffering in the worldly life’. 1549 This he described as ‘allowing oneself to be pulled 

into walking the path that Jesus walks in to the messianic event in which Isa. 53 is now being 

fulfilled’.1550   In his understanding of Stellvertretung as ‘vicarious suffering’ Bonhoeffer presents a 

theology relevant to all the Church irrespective of confessional identity, historical period or social 

realities because of its Christological basis and contemporaneous ethical demands.1551 

Stellvertretung as vicarious suffering is for Bonhoeffer a defining characteristic of the Gemeinde.   

 

In a letter to Bethge in August 1944 Bonhoeffer wrote that the Church was only ‘Church’ when it was 

there for others and that being there for others meant Stellvertretung. 1552  In his understanding of 

Stellvertretung as vicarious suffering, Bonhoeffer anticipated the post-conciliar writings of Pope 

Benedict.  Benedict described Bonhoeffer as a ‘mystic’1553 and in his the encyclical Spe salvi he wrote: 

Being in communion with Jesus Christ draws us into ‘being for all’; it makes it our own way 

of being.  He commits us to live for others, but only through communion with him does it 

                                                                 
1549 DBW 8., p. 542. 
1550 Ibid., pp. 535-536. 
1551 In Edith Wyschogrod’s study of ‘saintliness’ in the modern period she writes: ‘[a] saintly life is defined as 
one in which compassion for the “Other”, irrespective of cost to the saint, is the primary trait’.  Wyschogrod, 
Edith, Saints and Postmodernism- Revisioning Moral Philosophy (Chicago and London: University of Chicago 
Press, 1990), p. xxiii.  Balthasar, who had commended Bonhoeffer’s understanding of Stellvertretung, stated 
that the vicarious suffering of God’s saints was ‘absolutely determinate’ for the authentic life of the Church. 
Balthasar, Hans Urs von, Thérèse of Lisieux: The story of a Mission, trans. Donald Nichol (New York: Sheed and 
Ward, 1954), p. xvi.  
1552 DBWE 8, p. 503.  Walter Kasper stated that it was Bonhoeffer (and Delp) who emphasised that the Church 
of the twenty-first century can only have a future as the Church for others. Kasper, Catholic Church, op. cit., pp. 
342-343. 
1553 Vanza, Piersandro, ‘Dietrich Bonhoeffer 50 anni dopo: un bilancio’, in: Civiltà Cattolica 3524 (1997), pp. 
149–159, at 158–159, n. 14; cf. Ratzinger, Joseph, Salt of the Earth: Christianity and the Catholic Church at the 
End of the Millennium (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1997).  It is of note that Ratzinger, like Bonhoeffer before him, 
was influenced by Guardini’s interpretation of Dostoevsky.  Gaál, The Theology of Pope Benedict XVI, op. cit., p. 
xii. 
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become possible truly to be there for others, … To live for him means allowing oneself to be 

drawn into his being for others.1554   

 

In a meditation on Christ’s Passion and Christian discipleship based on Mark 8: 31-38, an important 

passage in Bonhoeffer’s Nachfolge, 1555  Jürgen Moltmann quotes Bonhoeffer1556 and he concludes 

his meditation by referencing Col. 1: 24.1557  According to Moltmann, Stellvertretung for Bonhoeffer 

describes the reciprocal relationship between Christ and the believer.1558 For both Moltmann and 

Ratzinger, Bonhoeffer’s understanding of Stellvertretung as ‘vicarious suffering’ illuminates not only 

the action of God in Christ for the sins of the world, but also Christian discipleship as participation in 

Christ’s suffering for others; to be as Christ: Schuldübernahme.   

 

In Von Guten Mächten Bonhoeffer describes candles that God has brought into the darkness, and 

that it is through these flickering candles that the Lord’s light continues to shine through the 

night.1559  It was the theme of candles burning in the night that Stein used in Verborgenes Leben, a 

meditation for Advent.1560  In her meditation Stein wrote that the more an era is engulfed in a period 

of sin and estrangement from God the more it needs souls united to God.  Bonhoeffer in the witness 

of his life and death and his understanding of the requirement for co-suffering discipleship 

represents for many a light in the darkness. 

 

                                                                 
1554 Benedict XVI, Spe salvi, 2007: http://w2.vatican.va/content/benedict-
xvi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20071130_spe-salvi.html 
1555 Moltmann, Jürgen, and Metz, Johann Baptist, Meditations on the Passion – Two Meditations on Mark 8: 
31-38 (New York/Ramsey/Toronto: Paulist Press, 1979); DBWE 4, pp. 84-91.   
1556 Moltmann, Meditations, op. cit., pp. 17, 19-20. 
1557 Ibid., p. 21. 
1558 Moltmann, Jürgen, Foreword to Schliesser, Everyone who Acts Responsibly, op. cit., p. xi.   
1559 DBWE 8, p. 550. 
1560 ESW XI; CWES 4, pp. 7-8. 
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Bonhoeffer knew of the poet and writer Charles Péguy through Bernanos’ Die heilige Johanna and 

Péguy, like Bernanos, is closely associated with vicarious suffering in the literary scholarship.1561 

Péguy’s poem Prière de confidence encapsulates much of what this thesis has described regarding 

the ecclesiological significance of vicarious suffering for Bonhoeffer:   

When we came to sit at the parting of two ways 

And had to choose remorse or else regret, 

When before a double fate our feet were set, 

When forced upon the crossing of two vaults to gaze, 

 

Mistress of the secret, alone you understand 

That one of these two paths led fatally below, 

You know the way our steps expressly chose to go 

As a craftsman chooses wood for the work on hand. 

 

And not at all from virtue, where we have no part, 

And not at all from duty which has never charmed, 

But like the steady builder with his compass armed, 

We needs must take our stand at sorrow’s very heart, 

 

And be firmly placed at the axis of distress, 

And by that sacred need to bear a heavier load, 

And to feel more deeply and go the hardest road, 

And receive the evil at its greatest stress. 

 

                                                                 
1561 Balthasar, Hans Urs von, The Glory of the Lord: A Theological Aesthetics, III: Studies in Theological Style: Lay 
Style, trans. Andrew Louth, John Saward, Martin Simon, and Rowan Williams, ed. John Riches (San Francisco: 
Ignatius, 2004), pp. 400-517. 
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By that old craftsman’s skill, that capability, 

Which will no longer serve us happiness to gain, 

May we at least be able honour to maintain 

And keep for it alone our poor fidelity.1562 

 

The ‘Mistress of the secret’ in Péguy’s poem is the Blessed Virgin Mary, who stands as faithful 

witness to the vicarious suffering Christ, as illustrated in Bonhoeffer’s copy of Grünewald's 

Crucifixion.   However, in Prière de confidence it is not the suffering Christ that Mary points to but 

Christ’s co-suffering disciple.  Vicarious suffering means to suffer with Christ: to consciously and 

voluntarily take a stand at sorrow’s very heart, at the axis of distress, to take responsibility for others 

and to bear the heavier load, to go the hardest road and to receive evil at its greatest stress or, as 

Bonhoeffer described it in Ethik, to be Schuldübernahme.1563  According to Bonhoeffer, Christian 

discipleship is the action of vicarious suffering (Stellvertretung) and of Verantwortung (responsibility) 

in love for others and of taking upon oneself the Schuld that burdens the world.1564   

  

                                                                 
1562 Péguy, Charles, ‘Prière de confidence’, in: The Mystery of the Holy Innocents and Other Poems, trans. Pansy 
Pakenham (New York: Harper, 1956), pp. 35-36. 
1563 DBW 6, p. 275; DBWE 6, p. 991.   
1564 DBWE, 6, pp. 238-239; DBW 6, p. 238. 
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