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Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906-1945) was a German Lutheran theologian,
pastor, and anti-Nazi dissident. He is widely regarded as one of the most
influential theologians of the 20th century, and his writings on Christian
ethics, discipleship, and the nature of the Church continue to inspire and
challenge Christians worldwide.

Bonhoeffer's life and work were marked by a deep commitment to Christian
faith and a courageous opposition to the Nazi regime. He was arrested by
the Gestapo in 1943 and imprisoned for two years. During his
imprisonment, he wrote some of his most profound theological works,
including "Letters and Papers from Prison" and "Ethics."

In April 1945, just weeks before the end of World War II, Bonhoeffer was
executed by the Nazis. He was hanged at the Flossenbürg concentration
camp on April 9, 1945.
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Bonhoeffer's Early Life and Education

Dietrich Bonhoeffer was born on February 4, 1906, in Breslau, Germany
(now Wrocław, Poland). He was the sixth of eight children born to Karl
Bonhoeffer, a renowned psychiatrist and neurologist, and Paula
Bonhoeffer, the daughter of a prominent Berlin surgeon.

Bonhoeffer's family was deeply religious, and he was raised in a Christian
household. He attended the Königliches Wilhelms-Gymnasium in Breslau
and excelled in his studies. In 1923, at the age of 17, he began studying
theology at the University of Tübingen.

Bonhoeffer was a brilliant student, and he quickly gained a reputation as a
rising star in the German theological world. He studied under some of the
leading theologians of his day, including Adolf von Harnack, Karl Barth, and
Rudolf Bultmann.

In 1927, Bonhoeffer completed his doctoral dissertation on the subject of
"Sanctorum Communio: A Dogmatic Investigation of the Sociology of the
Church." His dissertation was a groundbreaking work that challenged the
traditional understanding of the Church as a static institution.

Bonhoeffer's Ordination and Early Ministry

After completing his doctoral studies, Bonhoeffer was ordained as a
Lutheran pastor in 1927. He served as an assistant pastor at the St.
Matthäuskirche in Berlin-Wilmersdorf and later as a pastor at the German
Evangelical Church in Barcelona.

During his early ministry, Bonhoeffer became increasingly involved in the
ecumenical movement. He attended the World Conference on Faith and



Order in Lausanne, Switzerland, in 1927, and the International Missionary
Council meeting in Jerusalem in 1928.

In 1931, Bonhoeffer was appointed as the director of the Ecumenical
Institute in Geneva, Switzerland. The Ecumenical Institute was a center for
theological study and dialogue between different Christian denominations.

Bonhoeffer's Opposition to the Nazi Regime

When the Nazis came to power in Germany in 1933, Bonhoeffer became
increasingly outspoken in his opposition to the regime. He criticized the
Nazis' racist and anti-Semitic policies and their suppression of religious
freedom.

In 1935, Bonhoeffer joined the Confessing Church, a group of Protestant
pastors who opposed the Nazification of the German Evangelical Church.
He was elected to the leadership of the Confessing Church and played a
key role in drafting the Barmen Declaration, which affirmed the
independence of the Church from the state.

Bonhoeffer's opposition to the Nazis led to his arrest by the Gestapo in
1943. He was imprisoned for two years and was subjected to torture and
interrogation.

Bonhoeffer's Theology

Bonhoeffer's theology was deeply rooted in his Christian faith and his
experience of the Nazi regime. He believed that the Church must be a
prophetic voice in society, speaking out against injustice and oppression.



Bonhoeffer's most famous work, "Letters and Papers from Prison," was
written during his imprisonment. In this work, he explores the nature of
Christian discipleship and the meaning of following Christ in a world of
darkness.

Bonhoeffer argued that true discipleship involves a radical commitment to
Christ that is willing to sacrifice all, even one's own life. He also
emphasized the importance of living a life of love and compassion, even
towards one's enemies.

Bonhoeffer's Legacy

Dietrich Bonhoeffer's legacy is immense. He is considered one of the most
important theologians of the 20th century, and his writings continue to
inspire and challenge Christians worldwide.

Bonhoeffer's witness to the power of the Christian faith in the face of Nazi
tyranny is a reminder of the importance of standing up for what is right,
even when it is difficult or dangerous.

Bonhoeffer's life and work remind us that the Church must be a voice for
the voiceless and a beacon of hope in a world of darkness.

Additional Resources

Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works Online

Dietrich Bonhoeffer Legacy

Dietrich Bonhoeffer Biography at Encyclopedia Britannica
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