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Introduction

In the face of ruthless totalitarian rule, it is only the rare few who stand up at risk of their own life to do what is right. Dietrich Bonhoeffer was one of those exceptional individuals. Even on pain of death, he would not bend, he would not budge—this German pastor fought the Nazi regime with every fiber of his being.

In the end, Dietrich Bonhoeffer would be one of countless victims executed in German concentration camps before the conclusion of World War II. But he would not go unnoticed. Bonhoeffer left a legacy of moral courage and resistance which continues to inspire people to this day. His book The Cost of Discipleship is considered a modern classic, and Bonhoeffer is one of only two people to have been recognized as a martyr by the United Methodist Church since the Reformation of the sixteenth century. Thanks to his undying determination to stand up for his beliefs, Dietrich Bonhoeffer will live forever and be remembered as a brave hero of a dark time in German history.


Chapter One

A Happy Childhood

“The blessedness of waiting is lost on those who cannot wait, and the fulfillment of promise is never theirs. They want quick answers to the deepest questions of life and miss the value of those times of anxious waiting, seeking with patient uncertainties until the answers come. They lose the moment when the answers are revealed in dazzling clarity.”

—Dietrich Bonhoeffer

Dietrich Bonhoeffer came into this world on February 4, 1906, in the quiet, neatly kept German town of Breslau. Today Breslau lies in what is considered part of Poland, but in the early twentieth century it was quintessentially German. Dietrich was born during the heady days of the German Empire when a self-confident Germany was on the rise a few decades after the unification of Germany in 1871.

Dietrich’s birth was followed mere minutes later by his twin sister Sabine. The proud parents of these newborn twins were Karl and Paula Bonhoeffer. Dr. Karl Bonhoeffer was a deeply respected psychiatrist who stood toe to toe with the likes of Sigmund Freud, on several occasions challenging and refuting the famed psychoanalyst’s theories. Dietrich’s mother Paula was also a well-respected member of the community. She hailed from an aristocratic family, but her easy demeanor rarely betrayed her blue blood roots.

Dietrich was born into a large family and had a total of seven siblings, but it would be to his twin sister Sabine that he would be closest. Growing up it was often with Sabine that Bonhoeffer confided his philosophical yearnings and thoughts. They even had a little game that they played together before they drifted off to sleep; as they lay nestled under the covers in the bedroom they shared, the twins would attempt to imagine what eternity might be like. Such thoughts may sound profound for a six-year-old, but that was the way Dietrich Bonhoeffer was wired. It is said that his interest in these existential questions first began when he witnessed a funeral procession headed to a cemetery. This sparked in Bonhoeffer a curiosity about concepts such as life, death, and eternity. Most people spend their life trying not to think of death, but for Bonhoeffer death held a special fascination. What happens when we die? What is the afterlife really like? From an early age, Dietrich Bonhoeffer couldn’t help but think about such things.

But around the time that he and his twin sister were six years old, he had some more pressing things to consider as the family prepared to make a big move from Breslau to the German capital of Berlin. Karl had just been given a new professorship at the University of Berlin. Dietrich would later recall that his sister Sabine was excited about the move as if it were a great adventure, but that he on the other hand had his doubts. Little Dietrich had always been a sheltered child, and he was often fearful and apprehensive of change.

It was in late 1912 that the Bonhoeffer family arrived in Berlin. It took Dietrich a little bit of time to adjust, but not long after their arrival, he began to become quite enamored with the city. Rather than fear the new urban setting, he became enthralled with all the sights the city had to offer. He especially became a fan of the Berlin Zoo, spending several hours there with his family, watching exotic animals such as tigers, lions, gorillas, and giraffes.

In Berlin, the Bonhoeffer dwelling was located in the district of Grünewald. It was a three-story house, a bit large by most standards but just right for the Bonhoeffer family which consisted of eight children. Shortly after settling into their new home, the family celebrated the birthdays of young Dietrich and his twin sister Sabine on February 4th. Now that Dietrich was seven years old, it was determined that it was time for him to attend school with other local children at the Friedrichs-Werder Gymnasium. Prior to his enrolment at Friedrichs-Werder, Dietrich had been dutifully home-schooled by his mother.

Dietrich found himself terrified of the idea of going to school, and the fact that his twin sister would not be there with him only made him more uneasy. Dietrich was supposed to walk to his new school by himself, but Paula, showing concern for her rather timid son, ordered one of the family’s household employees to join him under the special provision that they were to walk on the other side of the street so as not to embarrass Dietrich in front of his schoolmates. Luckily, Dietrich’s uneasiness as a new pupil at the school quickly evaporated as he fell into the groove of both studying and socializing with his fellow classmates. Soon he was excelling academically, and life at the school became second nature, or as his father remarked at the time, “Dietrich does his work naturally and tidily.”

Nevertheless, Dietrich was always happy when school let out as the occasion would coincide with family holidays to the college and resort town of Tübingen. Dietrich was enthralled by the picturesque trappings of Tübingen whose gothic architecture seemed to evoke a magical time in European history. During their vacation time, the children were often regaled with fairy tales as they hiked through what could only seem to be enchanted forests, hills, and mountains of the scenic region. It was during these forays into the wilderness that Dietrich first learned how to hunt, a pastime that his family was eager to pass down. Dietrich appeared to be a good marksman but, according to one childhood account, after he killed a falcon with one single shot, Dietrich burst into tears and put his gun down. Dietrich, who often openly speculated about matters of life and death, was horrified at the thought that it was his own hand that had abruptly ended a life. He had come face to face with the possible end result of aggression, and he did not like what he saw.

Gunshots would similarly interrupt Dietrich’s peace of mind during another family excursion when on July 28, 1914, their vacation was interrupted by word of the start of an all-out conflagration in Europe—the First World War had begun.


Chapter Two

Bonhoeffer during World War I

“We have been silent witnesses of evil deeds: we have been drenched by many storms; we have learnt the arts of equivocation and pretence; experience has made us suspicious of others and kept us from being truthful and open; intolerable conflicts have worn us down and even made us cynical.”

—Dietrich Bonhoeffer

The spark which lit the global conflagration of World War I was ignited by a single man. On June 28, 1914, Gavrilo Princip, a young Serbian revolutionary, assassinated Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria while he was visiting the Bosnian city of Sarajevo. This event would eventually drag several world powers into a conflict in which each one would have to choose sides.

Germany, due to both official and unofficial agreements, would inevitably side with Austria-Hungary. Austria-Hungary and its allies would form the Central Powers, which consisted of Austria-Hungary, Germany, Bulgaria, and the Ottoman Empire. This block of belligerents would face off against the Allied Powers of France, the United Kingdom, Russia, Italy, Japan as well as the United States, Serbia, Belgium, Greece, Montenegro, and Romania.

As this powder keg began to explode, regular German households such as the Bonhoeffers were frequently engaged in lively discussions at the dinner table about the political intrigue and military happenings. Like many children his age, Dietrich was at the time enthralled by the idea of soldiers marching off to battle. During the early days of the war, he would often act out scenes of warfare with Sabine and their younger sister Susanne. However, Dietrich and his siblings were to get an early dose of the horror of warfare when Lothar, their cousin, came home from the Western Front. Sabine later recalled that Lothar came back from the war “half blinded and limping on crutches” with his “head and legs swathed in bandages.” This certainly served as a visceral reminder of the true cost of such a conflict.

Striking the Bonhoeffers even closer to home was the enlistment of their eldest son, Karl-Friedrich, followed by the next oldest son Walter. Both were sent to serve in the German infantry. It must be noted that for a family as affluent as the Bonhoeffers, military service was most certainly a choice and not a necessity. Overcome with the patriotic fervor in Germany at the time, Dietrich’s older brothers were indeed more than happy to enlist and serve their country. Such sentiment was to the great sorrow of their mother Paula, not because she disbelieved in the German cause for war, but out of the worry and heartache that all mothers feel when their children march off to battle. Sadly, her worst fears would be realized a few years later when she received a telegram which coldly announced the death of young Walter. He had apparently sustained an injury from an explosion, and even though he survived the initial blast, he perished from the resulting infection.

Although the entire family grieved the loss of Walter, for Dietrich the death had direct philosophical consequences. He found himself asking why a good and benevolent God would allow his brother to die. Dietrich would eventually reach his own conclusions, but for his parents the more immediate concern was over Dietrich’s two remaining older brothers. The oldest son Karl-Friedrich was still stationed on the Western Front, and his fate was a source of severe stress for the entire household. This worry was then compounded even further when the only other son of fighting age left the family to aid the war effort. This left Dietrich alone with only his sisters for company. It would remain this way until the war finally came to an end in November of 1918, allowing Dietrich’s older brothers Karl-Friedrich and Klaus to return to the grateful arms of their parents.

The war to end all wars was over, but its aftermath would prove to have long-lasting repercussions for the Bonhoeffer family, the German nation, and eventually the entire world.


Conclusion

Just a couple weeks after Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s execution, the entire camp would be captured by the Allies. One week after that, on April 30, 1945, Adolf Hitler would commit suicide. All of Germany would then surrender by early May. The fact that Nazi high command would expend so much energy and resources to execute prisoners such as Dietrich Bonhoeffer when utter defeat was just days away shows how depraved they were. Over the years, many have been saddened by the knowledge that if Bonhoeffer had been allowed to hold out for just a couple weeks longer, he would have been among those freed by the Allied liberation of the Flossenbürg camp.

But Dietrich no doubt wouldn’t want anyone to feel that he had been cheated. For Dietrich Bonhoeffer, his life’s mission had been fulfilled: he lived his life for God and gave the ultimate sacrifice in the end. Today, Dietrich Bonhoeffer is recognized by the United Methodist Church as a Christian martyr, one of only two people to have been bestowed this honor since the Reformation of the sixteenth century. His legacy as a man who practiced what he preached lives on and has inspired movements all over the world, ranging from the Civil Rights Movement in the United States to the anti-Apartheid movement in South Africa.

