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Foreword
George Hunsinger

T

he best interpreters of Karl Barth, in my opinion, are those who attempt to go with Barth and through Barth, but also beyond him and
sometimes against him. An example would be Thomas F. Torrance, one
of Barth’s distinguished students. While learning enormously from the Swiss
theologian, Torrance went well beyond him in appropriating lost insights about
Christ’s priestly office from the Greek fathers. Also beyond Barth, Torrance
contributed to thinking about the relationship between Reformed dogmatic
theology and the natural sciences in a way that is perhaps only now coming to be
properly appreciated. Torrance built on Barth without following him slavishly.
The contemporary German theologian Wolf Krötke, recipient of the 1990
international Karl Barth Prize, belongs in this category. He is a distinguished
interpreter of Karl Barth, at once sympathetic yet also critical and judicious.
His interests in the social and political aspects of Barth’s work are not pursued at the expense of dogmatics, but always with a profound engagement
in theological studies for their own sake. Like Barth, Krötke believes that
the church will not find its way to a greater measure of social responsibility
without genuine theological renewal.
At the same time, Krötke is an equally eminent interpreter of Dietrich
Bonhoeffer. Forged in the crucible of East German communism and then in
the predicaments of late-capitalist secularism, Krötke turned to Bonhoeffer
as a way of enriching and tempering his indebtedness to Barth. He is a sure
guide to their convergences and divergences, not least on the vexed question
of “religion.” No one interested in upholding the centrality of Christ along
the lines of Barth and Bonhoeffer can fail to profit from these splendid and
beautifully translated essays.
vii
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Translator’s Preface

I

n 1984 and 1985, I had the remarkable experience of being a guest student
at the Sprachenkonvikt (Language House), the seminary of the East German Evangelical Church, in East Berlin.1 I lived a couple of miles away
in the Berlin Mission House and walked every day to the seminary along
streets named after communist heroes and by buildings that housed offices
of communist organizations. Whenever I passed through the large gates of
the Sprachenkonvikt into its inner courtyard (a classic Berlin Hinterhof ), I
immediately felt as though I had entered into a different, alternative reality.
Here young Christian men and women freely discussed and debated among
themselves and with their professors the future of their society in light of the
Christian faith. In those years in which the Berlin Wall still stood—we could
see it just down the street—the church offered a free space for people to dream
new dreams and hope new hopes.2
Over the course of that year, I got to know Professor Wolf Krötke especially
well. I attended his seminars on Barth and Kierkegaard, and he asked me to
help him learn English (we used a copy of Stanley Hauerwas’s Peaceable Kingdom that I had brought along from America). He and his family lived in an
apartment on the premises, and we regularly met in the cool, dark study that
overlooked the courtyard. I had known nothing of him before I came—indeed,
at that time I was still at the beginning of my theological studies and knew
little about Karl Barth, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, or the history of the Confessing
1. Prior to the building of the Berlin Wall, theological students received instruction in Hebrew,
Greek, and Latin at the “Language House,” before continuing their work at the seminary in
Zehlendorf in the western part of Berlin.
2. See John P. Burgess, The East German Church and the End of Communism (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1997).
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ix

Church Struggle (Kirchenkampf ) against Hitler and National Socialism. But
Professor Krötke quickly became one of my principal conversation partners
and helped me understand the way of Christians not only in the Third Reich
but also in communist East Germany, where the state sought to co-opt them
when possible and restrict them when necessary.
All that is now more than thirty years ago. In the meantime, the Berlin
Wall has come down, the seminary has been merged into the theological
faculty at Berlin’s state university (the Humboldt University), and Professor Krötke has retired. But our friendship has endured, and over all these
years he has continued to write, and I have continued to read what he writes.
Nearly a decade ago, I resolved to make his theological work better known
to an English-speaking audience. For while Professor Krötke is regarded in
Germany as a major theological voice and a superb interpreter of Barth and
Bonhoeffer, little of his work has been translated into English. I began with
one of his more recent essays.3 It so inspired me that I resolved to translate
his most important essays on Barth and Bonhoeffer, which range in date from
the early 1980s to the present. The project turned out to be more demanding
than I ever could have imagined, but I am deeply grateful to David Nelson at
Baker Academic for his unflagging interest and support.
Wolf Krötke was born in 1938 in an area of Germany that after the Second
World War was annexed to Poland. Raised in a Christian family, he studied
theology in Leipzig, Naumburg, and Berlin. Soon after beginning his studies
in 1958, he was arrested for composing a silly poem that poked fun at Walter
Ulbricht, the East German communist leader. For his crime, Professor Krötke
spent nearly two years in prison and was later denied the opportunity to
travel to Basel to study with Karl Barth.4 In 1967, under the direction of his
teacher and lifelong friend Eberhard Jüngel, Professor Krötke completed a
doctoral dissertation, “Sin and Nothingness in the Theology of Karl Barth,”
although the communist state denied him an academic title.5 Professor Krötke
served in several pastoral positions before becoming in 1973 an instructor of
systematic theology at the Sprachenkonvikt. In 1990, he was awarded the
Karl Barth Prize of the Evangelical Church, and in 1991 became professor
of systematic theology at the newly constituted theological faculty of the
3. Wolf Krötke, “‘A Jump Ahead’: The Church as Creative Minority in Eastern Germany,”
trans. John P. Burgess, Theology Today 68, no. 4 (January 2012): 438–47.
4. See Wolf Krötke, “Captive and Free: Spiritual Life in an East German Prison,” trans.
John P. Burgess, Christian Century 124 (July 24, 2007): 27–30.
5. Wolf Krötke, Sin and Nothingness in the Theology of Karl Barth, trans. Philip G. Ziegler
and Christina-Maria Bammel, Studies in Reformed Theology and History, new series, no. 10
(Princeton: Princeton Theological Seminary, 2005).
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Humboldt University. Since his retirement in 2004, he has remained active
as a lecturer and scholar, and he serves as one of the publishers of the Berlin
church newspaper Die Kirche.
Every translator knows the challenge of remaining true to the original while
rendering it with fluency and accuracy into a different language. In general, I
have closely followed the flow and style of Professor Krötke’s essays, only occasionally removing repetitious material or adding brief explanatory content.
As the reader will discover, Professor Krötke’s language itself has changed
over time. Some of the early essays are more densely packed, in part because
Professor Krötke had to beware of the East German censor and say things in
a more roundabout way. But all of the essays offer remarkable insights into
Barth’s and Bonhoeffer’s work, while serving as an introduction to Professor
Krötke’s own systematic theological thinking. Readers who wish to know
more may find many of his other essays (in German) on his personal website.6 In addition, two important studies in English offer valuable overviews
of Professor Krötke’s work.7
All of the essays in this volume first appeared in German, and Professor
Krötke and I are thankful for permission to publish them here in English
translation. I also wish to express appreciation to Elaine Griffiths for allowing
me to work from her initial translation of the essay “Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s
Understanding of the State,” to Samuel McCann for helping me find clearer
language at several points, and to Professor Philip Ziegler for many invaluable
suggestions for improving the flow of my translation.
Where Professor Krötke cites Barth, Bonhoeffer, or other German literature, I have given the corresponding passages in the standard English translations.8 In a very few cases, I propose alternative translations (usually labeled
“trans. Burgess,” especially in Barth’s Church Dogmatics and Bonhoeffer’s
Letters and Papers from Prison). I have not included all of Professor Krötke’s
footnotes to contemporary German theological literature that is unavailable
in English. Nor have I been rigidly consistent in my translation of certain
German theological terms that have no precise equivalence in English. Any
inaccuracies remain my own responsibility.
6. http://wolf-kroetke.de/.
7. Philip G. Ziegler’s Doing Theology When God Is Forgotten (New York: Peter Lang, 2007)
is the most comprehensive study. See also Christopher Holmes, Revisiting the Divine Attributes:
In Dialogue with Karl Barth, Eberhard Jüngel, and Wolf Krötke (New York: Peter Lang, 2007).
8. For Barth: Church Dogmatics [CD], ed. G. W. Bromiley and T. F. Torrance, trans. G. W.
Bromiley, G. T. Thomson, et al. (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1936–77). For Bonhoeffer: Dietrich
Bonhoeffer Works [DBWE], ed. Victoria J. Barnett, Wayne Whitson Floyd Jr., and Barbara
Wojhoski, 17 vols. (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996–2014).
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As a young American in communist East Germany, I often felt disoriented.
My German was never as good as I wanted it to be, and I could never enter
fully into the realities of the “other” side of the Wall since I always had the
option of leaving. But I experienced remarkable hospitality on that first visit,
and East German friends have continued to feed my mind, body, and spirit ever
since. I offer this translation as a small gesture of gratitude to Professor Krötke
and all those in East Germany who have shared with me a wondrous vision of
the God who in Jesus Christ comes to us and frees us for true humanity. And
I pray that Professor Krötke’s essays will now inspire his English readers to
enter more fully into that vision and to offer it to a world that has become,
in Professor Krötke’s words, “God-forgetful.” For, as Professor Krötke also
tirelessly proclaims, it is a world that God in Jesus Christ never forgets and
that God surely blesses.
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Karl Barth

Karl Barth
(1886–1968)

Courtesy of the Center for Barth Studies, Princeton Theological Seminary, on behalf of the Karl Barth Stiftung of Basel, Switzerland.
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1
Karl Barth
as Theological Conversation Partner
Personal Experiences between East and West,
and the Challenges of Barth’s Theology

1. Beginning with the Beginning
In the last century, the Swiss thinker Karl Barth, more than any other theologian, determined the course of the German churches. His insights shaped
the theological landscape of the universities and the church. His name is
associated with the so-called dialectical theology that erupted after the First
World War and framed the theological debates of the 1920s. His influence
in Germany as professor of systematic theology in Göttingen, Münster,
and Bonn made him the leading figure of the Confessing Church, which
emerged at the beginning of the 1930s to resist the penetration of the German
Christians into the Evangelical Church. He was the principal author of the
Theological Declaration of Barmen, which today belongs to the confessional
foundations of the Reformed and United Churches in Germany. He also
issued an almost singular call for a theologically based political resistance
against the Nazi regime, a resistance for which he tirelessly appealed as a
“Swiss voice” from Basel after he was removed from his professorship in
3
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Bonn in 1934.1 During the debates of the 1950s about a nuclear armament
of West Germany, his name stood for a decisive no. He was no less controversial politically when he refused to join the anticommunist propaganda
of the “West” against the “East”—a refusal that for many in his homeland
gave him the reputation of being a “communist” (whatever that meant). His
disagreements with Rudolf Bultmann’s program of “demythologization”
of the New Testament determined the theological battle lines in theology
and the church into the 1960s. He made himself unpopular in the churches
again toward the end of his life when he rejected infant baptism, calling it
“profoundly irregular” (CD IV/4, 194).
All that and more is now history since Barth’s death in 1968. The same
is true of the works that he left behind: his monumental thirteen-volume
Church Dogmatics and the writings, sermons, letters, and conversations that
are still being collected into the Gesamtausgabe (Complete Works), already at
volume 47. On my bookshelves, Barth takes up more than twelve feet. Much
is demanded of anyone who would know his theology. It is not only a matter
of understanding the different era in which it arose but also of getting used to
Barth’s language and style of thinking. It is a language that feels its way ahead,
and it is a self-reflexive thinking that moves, so to speak, in spirals, always
taking up its insights anew to develop them and give them greater precision
and nuance. We see this style of thought and language even in his manuscripts. They are a kind of running text almost without paragraphs, which
were added only later at the time of printing. The writing in the first drafts
looks like a gushing stream, yet one into which Barth regularly introduces
obstacles and detours that slow it down. “We must now drill down deeper”
is one of the expressions that regularly occurs in the Church Dogmatics when
Barth introduces a new line of thought. This dogmatics assumes an almost
epic breadth. You have to take time when you read Barth. His texts do not
lend themselves to the technique so popular today in fast-paced bachelor’s
and master’s programs: to make a couple of pages available as a handout.
No, it is not easy for young people to acquire Barth as a conversation partner
through his texts.
Moreover, those who do step into the stream of Barth’s thinking face the
danger of simply swimming along and forgetting to “drill down deeper.”
That has to do with the kerygmatic, proclamatory, even confessional character of his language. The Church Dogmatics aspires to be a critical examination of the proclamation and practice of the church, but it also makes a
certain kind of proclamation and calls for a certain way of life. Especially
1. See Karl Barth, Eine Schweizer Stimme (Zürich: Zollikon, 1948).
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at a time in which the very existence or nonexistence of the church was at
stake, as was the case under National Socialism, the Church Dogmatics
lifted up the binding character of particular theological insights that help
the church truly be the church of Jesus Christ. As a result, here and there in
the German regional churches after 1945, Barth’s theology became a sort
of “house theology” or “court theology,” resulting in the phenomenon of
Barthianism. But in this case Barth was no longer a conversation partner
but rather the head of a theological school whose pupils merely repeated
his insights. That was not at all the intention of the man from Basel. Asked
what he thought of the “Barthians,” he answered, “I myself have never
been a Barthian.”2 He wished to be a conversation partner for theology
and the church who, like John the Baptist with his long, outstretched index
finger in the Isenheim Altarpiece, would again and again point the church
to the foundational event that should orient its life. Barth did not intend to
establish the “right” theological principles or systems. What was needed,
he believed, was a shared theological and ecclesial understanding of the
event that is in every respect their very source. Not religion as the practice
of human piety, not ritual, not the hand of God in history, not ethics with
its values, and certainly not politics—while each of these has its rightful
place, none of them can guarantee the church’s life or determine the church’s
tasks. Instead, what is decisive is the event of the coming of God into human
history, an event that occurs in the man Jesus Christ and that remains an
event by virtue of God’s Word and Spirit. Barth liked to say that the church
and theology have the task “to begin anew at the beginning” “every hour.”3
They must not allow this beginning to be undermined or halted by any sort
of “-ism,” including “Barthianism.”

2. A Theology of Partnership between God and Humans
Barth understood himself as a theologian who always began again at the
beginning, and it is for this reason that his Dogmatics became so thick. In the
light of the event of God’s coming, he constantly rethought what he had said
earlier, corrected inadequacies, paid attention to what he had neglected, and
reexamined what he had rejected, seeking the best from it. Because I was not
2. Karl Barth, “Interview des ‘Kristeligt Dagblad,’” in Gespräche 1963, Karl Barth Gesamt
ausgabe IV (Zürich: Theologischer Verlag, 2005), 21; see also p. 29: “Barthianism doesn’t interest me.”
3. Karl Barth, Evangelical Theology: An Introduction (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1963), 165.
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at all aware of Barth’s ecclesial and political significance when I began reading the Church Dogmatics as a young man, I could not relate to him in any
other way than as a conversation partner. He had worked in an extraordinarily
intensive way on what the centrality of the event of Jesus Christ means for
the church, society, and indeed for one’s own life.
I remember rather clearly the circumstances in which that occurred. It was
the fall of 1961 and the beginning of 1962. I lived as a student in a tiny room
on the third floor of the Berlin Sprachenkonvikt in the Borsigstrasse, the quasilegal seminary of the Berlin-Brandenburg Regional Church. Through my
window I could look right across the Gartenstrasse to the newly constructed
Berlin Wall. At night it was illuminated, and from the East thundered the socalled sound cannons of Verdi’s Nabucco, to which the West answered with
the freedom chorus from Beethoven’s Fidelio. Or maybe it was the other way
around; I no longer remember so exactly. But by the light of a weak lamp that
ruined my eyes, I read the theological anthropology of the Church Dogmatics
III/2. My teacher, Eberhard Jüngel, who was almost as young as I, had just
written an essay that many today still regard as the best treatment of Barth’s
anthropology but that I as a beginner in theology could not quite grasp.4 So,
I grabbed the “primary text” and stepped into its stream of reflection until
morning dawned and the “sound cannons” fell silent. That text opened for
me new perspectives about us humans that had never come into my head before, and it made my heart feel light. As I looked at the Wall, what fascinated
me was Barth’s foundational commitment to the freedom of human beings
before God and his sensitivity to reality, which was tempered by a fine sense
of humor when he described what we do with this freedom.
Since then, Barth has remained a conversation partner with me on my
theological path, although I never got to know him personally. On the occasion of his eightieth birthday he offered me a fellowship to study with him
in Basel, but I was unable to accept it because the East German authorities
denied me an exit visa. That had to do with the fact that at the beginning of
my theological studies in Leipzig I had been sentenced to two years in prison
for “agitation and antigovernment propaganda.” As a result, I was expelled
from the socialist university, and the East German powers could in no way
entertain a period of study for me in the “capitalistic world abroad.” So, I was
never able to have more than the kind of conversation that anyone can have by
encountering a person through a text that expresses that person’s thoughts and
intentions and perhaps even who that person was. I cannot deny that I hold
4. See Eberhard Jüngel, “Die Möglichkeit theologischer Anthropologie auf dem Grunde der
Analogie: Eine Untersuchung zum Analogieverständnis Karl Barths,” in Barth-Studien (Zürich:
Benziger; Gütersloh: Mohn, 1982), 210–32.
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the lifework of this theologian in high regard. For what at first glance sounds
so self-evident—namely, that Christian theology is beholden in every respect
to the central event of the Christian faith, Jesus Christ—proves not to be so
self-evident in view of the history of theology and the church and all the less
in view of the kind of theology that is done today not only in the universities
but also elsewhere. At the beginning of the 1930s, Karl Barth described his
decision for a Christocentric theology with these words: “I had to learn that
Christian doctrine, if it is to merit its name and if it is to build up the Christian church in the world, has to be exclusively and conclusively the doctrine
of Jesus Christ—of Jesus Christ as the living Word of God spoken to us.”5
At that time Barth had surely not yet anticipated what this insight would
mean for Christian theology or for what would be asked of the church. All
of Christian theology, beginning with the early church to the churches of the
Reformation (and all the more so for the churches and theologies affected by the
European Enlightenment and modernity), has depended on arguments from
reason and science, from religious and secular experience, to secure Christian
faith apart from Jesus Christ. Barth’s theology proceeds without that sort of
safety net. It breathes with the trust that God’s coming into the world secures
and orients everything that moves and affects humans in heaven and on earth.
As a result, the Church Dogmatics transforms and reconceives almost every
dogmatic locus in a way that is doubtlessly unique in the whole history of
theology. God in the eternal beginning of all of his ways and works; the cosmos
and humanity and humanity’s ways; and the end of this earthly world and
death itself—all this is placed in the light of the God who encounters us in
Jesus Christ, and is understood in terms of the history of God’s grace with
humanity. Barth presents the center of this history in his doctrine of reconciliation (CD IV/1–4), which is a masterpiece just from an architectural point
of view. In content, it develops the relationship between God and humanity
as the history of a partnership in which the God who is friendly to humans
comes among us and makes us capable of being his free partners and of leading lives that deserve to be called truly human.
Barth had begun his theological journey with an interpretation of the
apostle Paul’s Letter to the Romans. In response to a church that had reduced
God to a religious entity within this world, Barth strongly and sharply impressed upon the church the “infinite qualitative distinction” between God
and man.6 But in the Church Dogmatics, by contrast, he tirelessly reflects on
5. Karl Barth, “How My Mind Has Changed,” in How I Changed My Mind (Richmond:
John Knox Press, 1966), 43.
6. Karl Barth, The Epistle to the Romans, trans. Edwyn C. Hoskyns, 6th ed. (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1950 [1933]), 10.
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the immeasurable riches that the church and humans receive because God
and humanity are together—a togetherness for which the name Jesus Christ
stands. Barth’s theology of a partnership between God and humanity allows
him to be a conversation partner for all who see theology and the church as
having the task of making use of all the possibilities that God as humanity’s
partner and friend has opened up for every person amidst the questions and
challenges of the time.
This insight relates to many different theological questions. We are indebted
to Barth for reinvigorating trinitarian thinking, for grounding and developing
Christian belief about creation, and for connecting dogmatic reflection and
ethics. He did not have time to come to eschatology or to develop the character of Christian hope. But what we are able to discern about his thoughts on
these matters in the Church Dogmatics is a stimulus for further theological
work. His critique of infant baptism also remains relevant. So, Barth remains
a highly inspiring conversation partner. Here I will be content to remind us
of his significance for the trajectory of Germany’s churches after 1945 and
especially for the trajectory of the churches in communist East Germany. And
from this perspective I will also emphasize the importance of remaining in
conversation with his theology today.

3. Karl Barth and the Church under Pressure
We must first briefly recall the situation of the German churches after 1945.
With the end of Nazi rule, many members of the Confessing Church hoped
that the German Evangelical Church would constitute itself anew on the
basis of the theological insights of the Church Struggle [Kirchenkampf] as
they had been formulated in the Theological Declaration of Barmen. These
people imagined a new church order oriented by the congregation and its
commission for proclamation. They wanted “leadership among brothers,”
as seemed commanded by the third article of Barmen, with its understanding
of the church as a “congregation of the brethren,” and by the fourth article,
which understands the church as a fellowship of service. Church institutions
should support this commission to service and should therefore have the
character of witness. This vision derived from Barth’s understanding of the
church as a “fellowship of witness and service,” to which he added the wonderful formulation that the church is the “provisional representation of all
of humanity as reconciled in Christ.” But his understanding of the Christian
church did not win the day after 1945. Rather, the institutional arrangements
that existed prior to 1933 were reestablished. The churches again understood
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themselves—and secured themselves legally—as “religion in society.” The
public profile of that kind of church is constituted by a broad spectrum of religious “consumer services.” Participation in the church’s witness and service
is not a condition for “membership.” Let us call the church that was restored,
in short, a “people’s church” (Volkskirche), although there would be much to
say about this term. It is remarkable that Barth himself—unless I have overlooked something—never explicitly spoke out against a “people’s church.”
On the contrary, in Church Dogmatics IV/3 (742), we read that the church
can be a “confessing” church, a “missionary Church,” or even a “national
Church” (Volkskirche) and perhaps a “state Church” or a “free Church.”
But Barth envisaged the possibility that under the roof of a Volkskirche as
institutionalized religion in society, confessing congregations could arise and
shape the church as a whole. For the emergence of such congregations, he
placed great responsibility on the church’s leadership and theology. They
would keep alive and further what the church really is. And that actually did
happen after 1945, thanks to the fact that many people from the Confessing
Church served in church leadership positions. The same thing happened in the
theological faculties. For example, among my teachers was Heinrich Vogel,
a member of Karl Barth’s circle. He received a position on the theological
faculty of the Humboldt University in Berlin, even though he did not have
the scholarly qualifications normally required for such an appointment. In
addition, so-called brotherhoods of pastors organized themselves in many
of the regional church bodies and actively represented Barth’s positions in
ecclesiastical and political affairs.
The church landscape still looked this way in 1961 as I began immersing
myself in the Church Dogmatics. But one significant change had occurred:
the churches in the east of Germany had come under a state regime shaped
by an atheistic worldview. I knew all too well from my personal experience
what that meant. This state, in accordance with its Marxist-Leninist theory
of religion, understood the church as a representative of the “class enemy”
and worked with all of its instruments of power to decimate it and deprive
it of influence, if not to eliminate it altogether. It soon became apparent
that people who affiliated only nominally with the “people’s church” would
offer little resistance to this state. The church lost the battle for confirming
all children of Christian parents. In view of the threat of repercussions from
the socialist state, most parents submitted to the communist “youth dedication ceremony” (Jugendweihe) and eventually accepted it as a normal part of
everyday life—an unquestioned acceptance that continues today. Because of
various repressive measures and disadvantages, people increasingly dropped
their church membership or fled to the West. Doubtlessly on the basis of
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reports of people from East Germany, Barth aptly described its church as a
“church under pressure.” Such a church was supposed to keep its mouth shut
before an “omnipotent state-party.” It was a church that the state wished to
cut off from society and especially from young people; a church that should be
reduced to mere “cult” [i.e., “ritual”] and “pushed aside” in order to make it
“an object of ridicule and scorn and even hatred”; and a church whose “most
important spokesmen” were to be isolated from it so that the state itself “by
means of its public and secret organs” could actively control it (CD IV/2,
663). This description of the “church under pressure” would be confirmed a
thousand times over in so-called real existing socialism.
For that reason, I was all the more surprised by Barth’s attitude toward a
state that puts the church of Jesus Christ under that kind of pressure. But I
came to see that if we really understand his advice to a “church under pressure,” he will necessarily remain a theological-political conversation partner
for us today.

4. A Difficult Conversation
At that time, at the beginning of my studies, I did not know much about theological theories of the state. But it was clear to me that if I were to become
a pastor, I would have to have a theologically defensible understanding of a
socialist state that used its power to completely co-opt people. I had made
that resolution after my time in prison because I had said to myself that not
every Christian should run away from East Germany and that it would be a
great life calling to commit myself to the gospel under the conditions of my
society. Barth’s understanding of the church made immediate sense to me. He
gives us the certainty that God sustains the church even when “the triumphant
membership of a so-called world religion” no longer gathers in it.7 Barth
calls for a church in which all believers are partners of God and exercise their
responsibility to bear a twofold witness: to God, who is friendly to humanity, and to humanity, which is ultimately free in word and deed. I thought to
myself that these two kinds of witness would ensure that the gospel would
not fall silent in this land and that its impulses for freedom would come to
the good of its people.
But did this life calling require me to acknowledge and affirm the socialist
state under whose rule people had to live? It was clear to me after my own
experience with its exercise of power that I could neither desire nor support
96.

7. Karl Barth, The Christian Life, trans. Geoffrey Bromiley (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1981),

Wolf Krotke and John P. Burgessr, Karl Barth and Dietrich Bonhoeffer
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2019. Used by permission.

_KrotkeBurgess_BarthBonhoeffer_TW_djm.indd 24

6/13/19 8:52 AM

PA RT

2

Dietrich Bonhoeffer
(1906–1945)

Dietrich Bonhoeffer (b/w photo) / © SZ Photo / Sammlung Megele / Bridgeman Images

Dietrich
Bonhoeffer

Wolf Krotke and John P. Burgessr, Karl Barth and Dietrich Bonhoeffer
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2019. Used by permission.

_KrotkeBurgess_BarthBonhoeffer_TW_djm.indd 147

6/13/19 8:52 AM

9
The Meaning of God’s Mystery
for Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Understanding
of the Religions and “Religionlessness”

1. The Necessity of Theological Reflection on the Phenomenon
of the Religions
In his letters from prison, Dietrich Bonhoeffer positions himself theologically
in relation to a reality that continues to be of deep concern to the church and
the theology of our time. Every Christian in our society faces this reality.
Christians live among people who are like those whom Bonhoeffer describes
and thinks about. They have lost any sense of being directed toward God.
They assume “that everything gets along without ‘God’ and does so just as
well as before” (426).1 They no longer expect talk about God to solve any
problems in their lives. As far as they are concerned, they can forget anything
that was perhaps once important for people about faith in God.
This phenomenon of practical “God-forgetfulness” characterizes the environment in which Christian proclamation takes place today and in which
the Christian life must be lived out. It is therefore understandable that numerous studies have looked to Bonhoeffer’s reflections on this problem to assist
1. Page numbers in parentheses refer to Letters and Papers from Prison, DBWE 8.
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the Christian community and its task of proclamation.2 But a particular
problem complicates these efforts from the outset. To be sure, with the term
“religionlessness” Bonhoeffer seeks to make sense of the phenomenon that
we have called “God-forgetfulness.” But his principal question—“How can
Christ become Lord of the religionless as well?” (363)—takes “religionlessness” to be something that the Christian church can affirm and, moreover,
as something that Christians share with “religionless” people. This position
has many problems—and not only because it poses a difficult challenge to
a church that typically judges the phenomenon of “God-forgetfulness” in
terms of human abandonment of God. Moreover, Bonhoeffer’s terminology
creates difficulties. For one, his understanding of “religionlessness” rests on
a certain understanding of “religion.”
In the following, I offer a new analysis of Bonhoeffer’s concept of religion
in his Letters and Papers from Prison. Existing interpretations sketch out
a fairly clear picture of Bonhoeffer’s concept of “religion.” “Religion” is a
human form of behavior. It is “the characteristic element of an era that is
coming to its end.”3 “Religion” is characterized by metaphysical thinking,
a retreat into human interiority, and an individualistic search for salvation
beyond this world (see 372–73). We will later need to determine whether it
makes sense to speak of Bonhoeffer’s concept of religion as a “history of
the Spirit.”4 But his understanding of religion is, without doubt, the basis
on which he judges that we “are approaching a completely religionless age”
(362). My question is whether this foundational understanding of religion
justifies the wide-ranging assertions and consequences that he draws from it.
For his concept of religion seems, in fact, only to apply to “a very peripheral
area” “of what we understand religion to be.”5
We have only to think about the diversity of perspectives on “religion”
that the empirical study of religion offers us, or of the way in which “religion” appears in many different forms even in Bonhoeffer’s so-called religionless world. And we live in a world in which the great religions continue
to play a crucial role. More than ever, our perspective would be too narrow
if we regarded “God-forgetfulness” as the ultimate historical challenge to
the Christian faith and therefore to Christian theology. Indeed, the fact of
2. See Ernst Feil, The Theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, trans. Martin Rumscheidt (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985), 160–77.
3. Eberhard Bethge, Am gegebenen Ort: Aufsätze und Reden, 1970–1979 (Munich: Chr.
Kaiser, 1979), 36.
4. Bethge, Am gegebenen Ort, 36.
5. See Walter Dreß, “Religiöses Denken und christliche Verkündigung in der Theologie Bonhoeffers,” Theologia Viatorum: Jahrbuch der Kirchlichen Hochschule Berlin 14 (1977/1978): 51.
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different religions, something of which we are particularly aware in a time of
ecumenical cooperation, probably strikes more directly at the substance of
the Christian faith than does “God-forgetfulness.” The reality that humans
constitute their lives in such fundamentally different ways is what challenges
the Christian faith today. It is therefore not surprising that people have tried
from different perspectives to develop a “theology of the religions.”6 But these
efforts do not help us understand Bonhoeffer’s theological trajectories in the
prison letters. For one thing, Bonhoeffer’s theme is not “the religions.” For
another, a theological focus on the religions seems to discount Bonhoeffer’s
view of “religionless Christianity.”
In the end, Bonhoeffer’s concept of religion seems too narrow. It seems to
ignore the significance that religion has always had, and continues to have,
for the Christian faith. But if Bonhoeffer’s understanding of “religion” were
to prove to be unsustainable, then his understanding of “religionlessness”
would also appear to have nothing of value for theology. It seems therefore
as though a theological interest in the religions undercuts Bonhoeffer’s argument that it is “religionlessness” that we should take seriously because of our
Christian faith in God.
We should remember, however, that Bonhoeffer is not unfamiliar with
arguments for the continuing significance of the religions. In exploring a
Christological approach to the phenomenon of “God-forgetfulness,” Bonhoeffer is aware of the “crucial distinction between Christianity and all religions” (479). Moreover, he formulates his thinking in response to the idea of
a human “religious a priori” (362), an idea based in part on the fact of the
existence of religions. Bonhoeffer believes that this “religious a priori” is no
longer self-evident in the current situation of “God-forgetfulness,” and that
neither the church nor theology has yet come to terms with this loss. He can
risk his own, new theological approach to what he called “religionlessness”
because he applies the term “religion” only to certain very specific and limited
historical phenomena.
But Bonhoeffer does not do away, once and for all, with the human experiences and questions that express themselves in the existing religions.
Otherwise, his assertion of the reality of “religionlessness” would simply
obscure our ability to understand the rest of reality. His open-ended and
never concluded reflections about “religionlessness” would become an abstract
principle by which to make certain undebatable judgments about human
reality. Advocating “religionlessness” would then become simply the reverse
6. See, e.g., Wolfhart Pannenberg, Theology and the Philosophy of Science, trans. Francis
McDonagh (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1976).
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of elevating “religion” to an absolute given of human existence. What makes
Bonhoeffer’s thinking special and forward-looking is its effort to do justice to
reality as it encounters us, rather than to force the phenomena into categories
that determine in advance the way things are. This approach means that we
can consider Bonhoeffer’s question about “religionless Christianity” without
excluding the phenomenon of the religions, which we still encounter and
about whose truth we still inquire.
To be sure, it is difficult to understand Bonhoeffer in this way on the basis of
the prison letters. They are clearly weighted toward the problem of “religionlessness.” Nevertheless, we must inquire about the possibilities in Bonhoeffer’s
theology for thinking about the phenomenon of the religions. Otherwise, the
gap in Bonhoeffer’s argumentation will be filled by those who see his concerns as too narrow and as historically outdated. Fortunately, elsewhere in his
writings Bonhoeffer makes a number of suggestions about religion that help
us look for these possibilities in the prison writings. Indeed, interpretations
of the Letters and Papers from Prison in isolation from Bonhoeffer’s other
writings are problematic.7

2. The Problem of the Question about the Truth of the Religions
Bonhoeffer’s question about the theological validity of “religionlessness”
depends on a distinction that he makes between the Christian faith and “religion.” Faith is God’s gift, whereas religion is always a relationship to God
shaped by humans. Such a distinction also applies to the “Christian religion.”
Like all religions, the Christian religion is subject to fundamental critique from
the standpoint of faith in Jesus Christ. In this respect, Bonhoeffer agrees with
Karl Barth’s understanding of religion. They also agree that “religion” is not a
stable, coordinated system of truths into which the Christian faith necessarily
fits. Rather, “religion” is a historically conditioned form of human behavior
in relation to a god or something “divine” that humans experience or know.
Certain attitudes and ways of living are common to otherwise very different
religions. Christianity, too, has commonalities of ritual, prayer, language,
and so on with other religions. Because of these commonalities, scholars
can study and analyze Christianity as a religion. Bonhoeffer can therefore
say that Christianity has always been “a form . . . of ‘religion’” (363). This
7. In my opinion, Feil has persuasively demonstrated the extent to which Bonhoeffer’s last
theological reflections about a religionless Christianity “arose from the center of his theology,
having their antecedents to much earlier ideas and projects.” See Feil, Theology of Dietrich
Bonhoeffer, xx.
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statement accords with a perspective that runs through all of his writings,
namely, that the religions are humanly conditioned “paths to God.”8 These
paths can reach a dead end or even come to an end, as with the many religions
that have disappeared.9
There is nothing extraordinary, therefore, in Bonhoeffer’s suspicion that
the European, Western character of Christian religious behavior might now
have come to its end. Nor did Bonhoeffer first express this suspicion in 1944.
Long before his consideration of a “religionless Christianity,” he asked about
another form of Christianity. His lifelong desire to travel to India grew out
of his conviction “that in the West Christianity is approaching its end.”10
Bonhoeffer wished to see what new things he could experience at the place of
Christianity’s origin in “the East” that would have relevance for shaping the
life of Christian faith anew.11 It seems that he especially hoped to learn from
the Eastern religious experience of God’s hiddenness.12
We can leave aside whether this hope was justified.13 What is important for
us here is that Bonhoeffer’s openness to the encounter with religion is like his
openness to the phenomenon of religionlessness. The faith in the revelatory
God that guides Bonhoeffer’s thinking can be lived out in the most varied
circumstances of human existence. We may encounter both the religions and
the world that has “forgotten God” without prejudging them. We can open
ourselves to this encounter and come to new understandings through it. At
the same time, we can remain critical of any absolutist claims from one side
or the other. Our ability to criticize the religions and religionlessness from
the perspective of Christian faith does not eliminate but rather confirms our
readiness to learn from them.
A difficult problem soon arises when we understand the religions as well
as religionlessness as historically conditioned phenomena. The religions and
Western religionlessness are not simply empty husks into which we can pour
one form of human behavior or another. Rather, the religions and religionlessness arise from very different foundational human experiences and make
claims to truth that compete directly or indirectly with the Christian faith.
8. See Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “Jesus Christ and the Essence of Christianity,” in Barcelona,
Berlin, New York: 1928–1931, DBWE 10:358; Bonhoeffer, “Sermon on Romans 11:6,” in Barcelona, Berlin, New York: 1928–1931, DBWE 10:484.
9. Although they have always been replaced by new ones.
10. “To Karl-Friedrich Bonhoeffer (Jan. 13, 1934),” in London: 1933–1935, DBWE 13:81.
11. “To Julie Bonhoeffer,” in London: 1933–1935, DBWE 13:152.
12. See his vague comments in “The Right to Self-Assertion,” in Ecumenical, Academic,
and Pastoral Work: 1931–1932, DBWE 11:246–58.
13. Probably he would have been disappointed. See Feil, Theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer,
198.
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But the question of truth seems to place the religions and religionlessness in
opposition to each other. Wherever religion is lived out, religionlessness is excluded as a possibility. And conversely Western religionlessness negates every
kind of religion, not only Western Christianity. It appears that the Christian
religion must also acknowledge this opposition if it is not to succumb to an
unhealthy relativism about historical phenomena. By the end of the prison letters, Bonhoeffer is only considering the truth that belongs to religionlessness,
and his openness to the truth claims of the religions significantly recedes.
We should not therefore conclude that Bonhoeffer’s theology pays tribute
to constellations of truth about human behavior that are independent of faith
in the revelatory God. Bonhoeffer’s discovery of the truth of a religionless
relationship to the world, in which God is no longer needed as “a stopgap”
(406), does not rest on a pre-theological analysis and assessment of human
conduct. To be sure, Bonhoeffer’s supposed “history of the Spirit” could
mislead us in this direction. We could get the impression that a certain understanding of the history of the Spirit underlies Bonhoeffer’s talk about religionlessness. But if that were the case, the history of the Spirit might lead us to a
completely different conclusion from Bonhoeffer’s. It would be possible, for
example, on the basis of a comprehensive study of the history of the Spirit
to understand anything related to human self-transcendence as “religion,”
such as we see today in theological claims that “religion” is an irrefutable
dimension of human existence.14 In that case, we would find an essence of
religion running through all concrete manifestations of religion. “Religion”
would be a general truth about humanity that no sort of “religionlessness”
could call into question.15 But this absolutist claim for the truth of “religion”
(in whatever form) keeps us from being open to history, whereas Bonhoeffer’s
differentiation of faith from religion makes it possible for us to ask about the
truth of the specific Western phenomenon of “religionlessness.”
Bonhoeffer takes seriously the reality that comes to us in the “encounter
with Jesus Christ” (501). We do not ask, How can the truth of the revelatory God find a place in a “history of the Spirit”? Rather, Bonhoeffer speaks
of how God, in coming to the world, “compels” us to recognize our reality
(478). In God, we come to an understanding of things that is different from
what the religious or nonreligious worlds offer. We transcend the opposition
14. See, e.g., Gerhard Ebeling, Dogmatik des Christlichen Glaubens (Tübingen: Mohr, 1979),
1:117, 122, 137.
15. I would argue that the term “religion” should be limited to the phenomenon of an expressed human relationship to God. To see religion as a general characteristic of human being
would otherwise lead to the false assertion that a nonreligious person is in fact not a human
anymore.
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of religious and nonreligious truth. “From the gospel and from Christ” we
understand not only a world “come of age” but also—to complete Bonhoeffer’s thought—all of reality as it meets us, and we understand it better “than
it understands itself” (431).16
Bonhoeffer is apparently giving us here a variation on the Augustinian
axiom that “God is closer to me than is my existence.”17 God brings human
existence and behavior into the light of the truth and therefore to their true
realization. In the encounter with God, we discover possibilities of human
behavior that are not apparent to us and that we do not even imagine to be
true possibilities in relation to God. All human behavior depends on God’s
vindication of it. No one, including the theologian, may judge only certain
forms of human behavior to be true. Rather, we must judge particular human
behaviors ever again in the light of God’s always new encounter with humans
and the world. But where something new appears, something else becomes
old and outdated. So, a certain unquestioned way of relating to God that has
long characterized the history of Western Christianity may now have become
outdated. We are not speaking here of a timeless abstraction but rather of a
particular religion. Conversely, we do not place an abstract, ideal picture of
“religionlessness” at the center of our reflections but rather examine in the
light of God’s revelation the actual world as it lives without a relation to God.18
It is the task of theology to make concrete judgments, whether it has to do
with “religion” or with “religionlessness.” When either “religion” or “religionlessness” becomes an abstract truth, our judgments become inflexible.
We must keep these things in mind in relation to Bonhoeffer’s considerations from 1944, which focus entirely on the theological truth of religionlessness as a concrete reality. If my interpretation is correct, Bonhoeffer’s
understanding of God’s revelation clarifies that a theology that is concerned
with the theological truth of a concrete form of “religionlessness” also has
possibilities for addressing the question of the truth of the religions that we
continue to encounter in our world.

3. The Mystery of God’s Revelation
God’s revelation is his revelation at the cross of Jesus Christ. This insight is at
the heart of the terse text of July 16, 1944, in which Bonhoeffer theologically
16. For the concept of “come of age,” see Feil, Theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 178–91.
17. See Act and Being, DBWE 2:95.
18. Act and Being, DBWE 2:38–39.
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