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Editorial


The Bonhoeffer Legacy: Australasian Journal of Bonhoeffer Studies is aimed principally at providing an outlet for an ever expanding Bonhoeffer scholarship in Australia, New Zealand and the South Pacific region. It also aims to elicit and encourage future and ongoing scholarship in the field. The focus of the journal, captured in the notion of ‘Legacy’, is on any aspect of Bonhoeffer’s life, theology and political action that is relevant to his immense contribution to twentieth and twenty-first century events and scholarship. ‘Legacy’ can be understood as including those events and ideas that contributed to Bonhoeffer’s own development, those that constituted his own context or those that have developed since his time as a result of his work. In other words, Bonhoeffer’s legacy can be traced back to the many events, philosophies and theologies that preceded his time as well as drawn forward to help in understanding the world we inhabit today, especially around issues of faith, non-faith and the ethics entailed in human action.


In this initial volume, members of the editorial board and others with Bonhoeffer expertise have provided articles that address the charter of the journal based on their own current research. The tapestry of issues covered is illustrative of the richness and diversity of Bonhoeffer’s theology. Perhaps partly because of the untimely ending of his life, his work is the equivalent of the unfinished symphony, a veritable unfinished theology that therefore leaves much space for exploration by those of us who come after. As well as and partly because of the richness, diversity and unfinished nature of it, his theology presents as an open canvas on which to sketch and explore theological issues past, present and future. These articles capture something of this multi-directionality.


In the first article, Sean Winter explores Bonhoeffer’s formation in biblical interpretation, arguing that his early formation was not disjoined from his later prison work in bringing revelation and history into sharp conversation but was integrally part of it. In the second article, Mark Lindsay enters into a highly contentious contemporary debate in Australia concerning Gay Marriage and ways in which Bonhoeffer has been drawn into the debate by opposing parties. Kevin Lenehan then considers Bonhoeffer’s use of ‘etsi Deus non daretur’ (even if God did not exist) in the context of evangelisation in a world that leaves little space for religion’s operation. In the next article, Maurice Schild examines Bonhoeffer’s conception of discipleship in the context of a number of burning social and political creeds in contemporary Australia. John McDowell then challenges some of the more popular secular interpretations of Bonhoeffer’s work, positing instead that the real challenge of Bonhoeffer is not as a patron saint of secular Christianity but as a martyr in the cause of resisting it. In the next article, Veronica Brady explores Bonhoeffer as one who sits on the margins between the City of God and the City of Man, the veritable new age Christian who foresaw much of late twentieth and twenty-first century religious-secular interface. John Moses then compares and contrasts the reaction to Nazism by Bonhoeffer with that of another Lutheran, Gerhard Ritter, in sharpening the distinctiveness of Bonhoeffer’s oppositional stance. Finally, Daniel Fleming and Terence Lovat construct a conversation between Bonhoeffer and Emmanuel Levinas around vulnerability, suggesting that the latter’s work has potential to deepen our understanding of Bonhoeffer’s sense of self existing only in relation to other.


As can be seen in the above array of contributions, Bonhoeffer’s theology truly is an unfinished one with an unusual capacity to be taken in any direction and to serve multiple purposes. In each case, the articles convey the distinctiveness of what this journal describes as ‘the Bonhoeffer Legacy’.


Terence Lovat


Newcastle, Australia









 


Bonhoeffer and Biblical Interpretation: The Early Years


Sean F Winter


Introduction


This article surveys Bonhoeffer’s early education in biblical studies, with a focus on his different encounters with Adolf Schlatter and Karl Barth. I propose that Bonhoeffer’s understanding of the tools of the historical-critical method in relation to a theologically focussed form of biblical interpretation was formed in this initial period, and that the relationship between history and revelation that he landed upon was not antithetical but complementary. Historical criticism was the servant of interpreting the Bible as revealed Scripture, but it was nevertheless an essential aspect of the interpretative process. The idea that ‘Bonhoeffer’s use of the Bible is the most consistent and problematic constant of his work’ may be an overstatement.1 Nevertheless, any account of Bonhoeffer’s theology must take seriously his deep commitment to the Bible and repeated and various attempts—in both the technical and more popular of his writings, as well as sermons and the letters—to interpret its message. In a recent article, I have argued that Bonhoeffer’s prison writings provide us with resources for thinking through questions relating to the nature of biblical interpretation; specifically the question of how a commitment to theological readings of the biblical text might be seen to relate to, indeed to require, the insights of other interpretative agendas and scholarship.2 The reading of Bonhoeffer’s call for the ‘non-religious interpretation of biblical concepts’ that I offered there, required a brief consideration of Bonhoeffer’s critique of Barth’s ‘positivism of revelation’ and obviously focussed on the formulations from the final period of Bonhoeffer’s life. In this article, I want to move to the beginning, and propose an account of the origins of Bonhoeffer’s approach to the Bible that, far from being obscure, elucidates aspects of his earliest theological work and, indeed, beyond.3 I hope to show that even in the earliest stages of his theological education and development, Bonhoeffer learned, and was able to articulate, an understanding of biblical interpretation that held revelation and history, letter and Spirit, the Word and the world, in a specific, but unbreakable relation. Thus—and this is an argument to be developed in further work—the works of explicit biblical exposition that Bonhoeffer composed in the 1930s, should not be read as a turn away from the limitations of historical interpretation, but rather as an example of its integration with the theological, pneumatological form of biblical interpretation that Bonhoeffer insisted upon. In what follows, I argue that the integration of these two interpretative ‘modes’ was important for Bonhoeffer from the first days of his life as a theologian. Inevitably, Barth will appear again as a key figure for Bonhoeffer’s early development. But there are hints that things began even earlier, as Bonhoeffer sat in the lecture halls of Tübingen.


Early Studies and Adolf Schlatter


Bonhoeffer learned Greek at school, and may have done some initial reading relating to early Christian history, prior to his arrival at the University of Tübingen.4 It was at Tübingen, however, that he encountered Adolf Schlatter, whose approach to the New Testament seems to have had a ‘lasting influence’ on the seventeen year old student.5 The meeting of minds between student and teacher related both to Schlatter’s subject matter—the mystical aspects of the Gospel of John fascinated Bonhoeffer—and overall approach to the biblical text. Bethge surmises that the appeal lay in Schlatter’s insistence on the New Testament’s affirmation of the concrete world and its provision of space for notions of the good and the natural.6


This must be judged as something of a retrospective account of the significance of the initial encounter with Schlatter.7 Many years later in the Ethics, Bonhoeffer does bemoan the fall into disrepute of the concept of the natural within much Protestant theology.8 Schlatter is not mentioned directly by Bonhoeffer at this point, but Bethge is right to note parallels between Bonhoeffer’s attempt at a christologically oriented recovery of the natural and Schlatter’s affirmation of the importance of the natural, created order for the formulation of theology and ethics.9 As a specific example of this, in further reflections on the relation of Jesus Christ’s relationship to goodness and to good people, Bonhoeffer credits Schlatter with continually raising the question.10 Yet, Bonhoeffer’s engagement with this theme in Schlatter’s thought is far from one-dimensional. At the time of the composition of the Bethel Confession, Bonhoeffer could reject the final version, not least because it contained revisions prompted by Schlatter’s concern for ‘the revelation in the fullness of the creation’ which, for Bonhoeffer, compromised the Confession’s christological focus.11 It is likely that Schlatter’s emphasis on the concrete and the real struck Bonhoeffer not merely in relation to ethics, but also in relation to Schlatter’s insistence on understanding the biblical text in its historical context. His biblical exposition was marked by the firm conviction that ‘[a] relationship to the resurrected One can arise in no other way than through a knowledge of his earthly work’.12


Although the sources from this period contain no detailed description of Bonhoeffer’s appropriation of Schlatter’s thought, it seems plausible to suggest that Bonhoeffer learned first from Schlatter the importance of historical critical exegetical work in the service of theological and existential engagement with Scripture. This perhaps explains the ongoing significance of Schlatter’s books to Bonhoeffer.13 Schlatter was theologically conservative, but firmly committed to the importance of having ‘the Bible read and taken seriously for what it really was in history’.14 At this early stage, Bonhoeffer’s own academic interests were largely philosophical. However in the figure of the elderly Schlatter we see someone who anticipates the insights of a younger theologian who would decisively shape Bonhoeffer’s understanding of biblical interpretation: Karl Barth.


Berlin and Karl Barth


Bonhoeffer also studied the Psalms in that first semester at Tübingen with Paul Volz, giving him a chance to use the Hebrew that he learned at school.15 The following semester he took Old Testament Theology with Wilhelm Rudolph and with Schlatter’s successor, William Heitmüller, he studied the Epistle to the Romans. While Bonhoeffer’s lecture notes are not published, Bethge indicates that the focus of the course was on the historical examination of the text, with little attention to issues of a more theological nature. Barth’s Römerbrief (one assumes the 1922 second edition) was in the list of recommended reading, but was not referred to once.16


His biblical studies were more extensive once he arrived for the 1924 summer semester in Berlin. Over the next three years, Bonhoeffer would take courses on Genesis with Hugo Greßman, Old Testament Introduction, Israelite-Judaic History, and Job, all with Ernest Sellin, and Isaiah with Kurt Galling. In New Testament he took New Testament Introduction with Hans Lietzmann, Synoptic Gospels and New Testament Theology with Adolf Deißmann, the Development of the New Testament and Apocryphal Gospels with Adolf von Harnack, a further New Testament Theology course with Reinhold Seeberg, and 1 Corinthians with Wilhelm Michaelis.17 He also participated in Deißmann’s New Testament seminar, for which he completed a brief study on the relationship between John 15 and Pauline thought.18 This paper, along with other extant essays on ‘The Jewish Element in First Clement’ and ‘“Joy” in John’ provide clear evidence of Bonhoeffer’s competence in Greek, his ability to offer detailed, critical analysis of the relevant texts, and his constructive use of relevant secondary literature.19 Bonhoeffer’s Greek New Testament survives, with markings intact, confirming his ongoing study of the original languages.20


The decisive feature of Bonhoeffer’s Berlin education was, however, his first (indirect) encounter with Barth. It may have started with Bonhoeffer receiving a copy of notes from Barth’s 1924–1925 Göttingen lectures on dogmatics.21 Certainly by 1925 Bonhoeffer seems to have been bringing Barth’s name and thought into von Harnack’s seminar; a contribution that his teacher no doubt viewed with some suspicion.22 The first formal indication that dialectical theology had taken root in Bonhoeffer comes from Bonhoeffer’s paper for Seeberg’s seminar in the same year. Entitled ‘On the Historical and Pneumatological Interpretation of Scripture’, it can be read as an attempt to mediate between the positions of his Berlin teachers and Barth’s dialectical theology. Historical criticism of the biblical text, pursued without due recognition of the Bible’s status as ‘God’s word itself’, leaves little more than ‘[d]ebris and fragments’ on the battlefield.23 Scripture, understood as the site of revelation, is the place ‘where God speaks and … where it pleases God to be personally revealed’.24 This generates the question of how the historical and the pneumatological relate to each other; ‘the relationship of the Spirit to the letter and of revelation to the written word’.25 Bonhoeffer’s proposal is to preserve for both approaches an appropriate integrity. Pneumatological interpretation cannot be ‘dependent on historical methods of reading scripture with their shifting results’. Nor can historical critical approaches be side-stepped: ‘[n]one of us can return to a pre-critical time. Both methods are used side by side by any pneumatological interpreter.’26 On the one hand, any attempt to build dogmatics on the ‘leftovers of historical criticism’ is bound to disappoint.27 On the other hand, interpretation must consider as ‘absolutely necessary that the noncontemporaneous, the historical, and the contingent be known and recognized’. In sum, ‘[i]t is absolutely necessary that we assure ourselves of the fallibility of these texts so that we can recognize the miracle that we really do hear God’s words in human words’.28 The tension and necessary relationship between these two aspects comes through in the following extended passage from the essay:




[T]he biblical authors do not interest us as individuals but instead as apostles, prophets, and persons inspired by God. That is, it is not Paul whom we hear speaking but God. It is not we who hear but again it is God who hears in us. Still, the Bible remains a paradox. It will always remain the words individuals spoke to one person or another. In order to transmit this realization they needed the proclaimed word, first as ‘good tidings and report’, as Luther said, and then as a written record. Each of these written words of the Spirit, which mediate the understanding of the facts, is an incarnate image of the person of Jesus Christ himself. These are contained in a fully historical, insignificant, and unimposing husk, but behind that there is the other, what ‘inculcates Christ’.29





Reinhold Seeberg did not like the essay. That much is clear from the poor grade that it received and the numerous marginal ‘Neins’ and question marks that cover the manuscript. At the point when Bonhoeffer writes ‘it is God who hears in us’ Seeberg adds the marginal note ‘then we will not hear’.30 However, despite Seeberg’s antipathy to the essay, it is a mistake to think that it constitutes a ‘condemning’ of historical critical skills, such as textual criticism.31 To insist that historical critical analysis of the texts serves the wider purpose of ‘inculcating Christ’ is not to condemn such methods, but to place them into the context of a specific account of the doctrine of revelation; a doctrine of which Seeberg and most of Bonhoeffer’s teachers in Berlin were suspicious.


In actual fact, the notion that the historical and the pneumatological must exist ‘side by side’ is, at first glance, little more than a restatement of Barth’s own view of the status of historical-critical investigation. A close reading of Barth from this period makes it clear that his concern in relation to biblical interpretation was not the condemnation of historical critical work per se, but rather the relocation of that work into the context of reading the bible as the place ‘where God speaks’. Although Barth’s comments about historical criticism in the Römerbrief Prefaces strike the reader initially as anti-critical in nature, they are better read as the first attempts to articulate the essentially post-critical form of interpretation that Georg Smend identified in a famous article in Barth’s Festschrift.32 Hans Frei has argued that the early Barth was ‘the Barth of a radical negative criticism of historical criticism’ for whom historical criticism was only useful to the extent that it possessed a ‘self-destruct mechanism’ which ensured that ‘there was no positive relation between historical criticism and theology but only a negative, mutually exclusive one.’33 Certainly by 1938, in Church Dogmatics I/2, a more integrated understanding is in play:




The demand that the Bible should be read and understood and expounded historically is, therefore, obviously justified and can never be taken too seriously … [W]herever the Bible has been really read and expounded, in this sense it has been read ‘historically’ and not unhistorically, i.e. its concrete humanity has not been ignored. To the extent it that it has been ignored, it has not been read at all.34





Similar comments can be found, however, in the earlier Göttingen Dogmatics:




We can say only one thing positively, namely, that regard for the authority of the canon and the text should not lead to a prohibition of (completely) free biblical research along the lines of such historical investigation, but this free research ought to be demanded on the basis of that authority. So long as more is not claimed for it than it can deliver, so long as it is radically aware of its relativity, it is an indispensable instrument in shaping the raw material.35





In his summary of this period of Bonhoeffer’s intellectual development, Bethge points out that the relationship to Barth was not one of uncritical acceptance: ‘he assumed that Barth’s emphasis on the inaccessibility and free majesty of God threatened and dispelled the due emphasis on humanity’s concrete, earthly plight’.36 This unease with Barth can already be seen in the form of some notes that Bonhoeffer took in 1927 while reading the published version of Barth’s Münster dogmatics, Die christliche Dogmatik im Entwurf.37 Barth’s claim that ‘[o]ral and written human communication is only an accident of the word of God’, Bonhoeffer noted, ‘[d]oes not make sense! The church exists only in this way’. We have here an early example of a problem that Bonhoeffer later explores, in much more explicitly philosophical terms, in Act and Being. There, Bonhoeffer criticizes Barth for so emphasising God’s being as ‘act’ that the notion of revelation is ‘ill equipped to deal with what Bonhoeffer calls the fullness of life’.38 As Michael de Jonge has argued, Bonhoeffer’s re-conceptualisation of God away from the ‘subject-act’ model, to an understanding of God as ‘person’, leads to the claim that the ‘concrete instantiation of that form is the person of Christ existing as the church’.39 As his notes on Barth indicate, Bonhoeffer was concerned about a view of revelation based on the statement that: ‘God is the God who “comes” and never the God who “s there”’.40 In its place he proposed a model of revelation in which central importance was given to:




… God’s given word, the covenant in which God is bound by God’s own action … the freedom of God, which finds its strongest evidence precisely in that God freely chose to be bound to historical human beings, and to be placed at the disposal of human beings. God is free not from human beings but for them. Christ is the word of God’s freedom. God is present, that is, not in eternal nonobjectivity but—to put it quite provisionally for now—‘haveable’, graspable in the Word within the church.41





It seems clear, then, that at this early stage Bonhoeffer’s understanding of the place of historical investigation in relation to the task of hearing God’s word in Scripture is shaped by his critical reading of Barth. In emphasising the necessity of historical, exegetical work on the text, Bonhoeffer shares Barth’s insistence that there is no return to pre-critical interpretation. In locating historical, exegetical work within the wider context of a concern to attend to the ‘word of God’ which ‘has normative character’, Bonhoeffer shares the characteristic emphases of the Barthian revolt against liberal theology.42 Yet, even at this early stage, we see Bonhoeffer developing a critique of Barth’s doctrine of revelation; one which, as de Jonge points out, invites an understanding of the relationship between God and world, Spirit and letter, revelation and history in hermeneutical rather than dialectical terms.43


The importance of this discussion relates to conventional understandings of the way that Bonhoeffer came, in a later stage of life, to a distinctive understanding of the task of biblical interpretation. For a number of scholars Bonhoeffer’s explicit works of biblical exegesis pursue a line of enquiry largely unaffected by historical concerns. Gerhard von Rad (a student with Bonhoeffer in Tübingen) later spoke of a conversation between them in which von Rad ‘passionately defended’ the necessity of ‘historico-critical research … against a counter current which was then arising in the Church struggle’.44 Helmut Gollwitzer argued clearly that Bonhoeffer’s later exegetical method constituted a departure from the historical focus of Schlatter and von Rad.45 Alternatively, Bonhoeffer has been read as participating in a form of theological and thus hermeneutical ‘schizophrenia’, torn between an initial uneasy loyalty to historical critical exegesis and a subsequent uneasy dissatisfaction with it.46 More recently, theologians have affirmed this apparent disregard for the historical aspects of the biblical witness and its interpretation in Bonhoeffer, viewing him as representative of a method of biblical engagement that aims to ‘unleash the critical power of the Scriptural word without the mediation of conceptual sophistication’.47


The preceding analysis shows that, if the early years of Bonhoeffer’s theological development are anything to go by, such views are less than adequate. It remains to explore one brief example of how the young Bonhoeffer took the insights of his technical training in biblical studies and integrated them with his constructive theological work. Investigation of the biblical texts, especially those relating to a corporate understanding of Jesus Christ, provided Bonhoeffer with important resources for the development of the ‘theology of sociality’ that formed a common thread throughout his life and work.48


Sanctorum Communio


There is further evidence of Bonhoeffer’s skill in and commitment to historical critical exegesis, despite his allegiance to Barth’s theology of revelation. Volume 9 of the Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works in English series contains numerous examples, not least the sermons prepared for Friedrich Mahling’s Homiletics seminar, where the young student assiduously completes and submits an exegetical discussion of the text as well as the catechesis or sermon built upon it.49 While it is true that the sermons that are not prepared for examination are marked by a lack of explicit reference to works of scholarship, the details of the Greek text, or matters of historical critical or exegetical concern, there is no reason to doubt that Bonhoeffer continued that work in preparation for preaching. Certainly, he later taught his own students to follow such a method.50


There is no space here to give attention to the many biblical references and allusions that are present in Bonhoeffer’s doctoral dissertation.51 I propose, however, that Bonhoeffer’s understanding of Paul’s christology and ecclesiology crucially informs his understanding of the church as ‘Christ “existing as church-community” and as a collective person’.52 From the very beginning of Sanctorum Communio, Paul’s language and theology shapes the argument as Bonhoeffer spells out the relationship between the community of saints and the community of sinners.53


The detailed engagement with Pauline thought relates especially to Chapter 5 of the work. Bonhoeffer structures the chapter so as to make clear that his own exposition of the nature of the church-community stands ‘on firm ground’ by means of ‘a brief outline of the New Testament teaching on the concept of the church, especially as a social phenomenon’.54 While it is tempting to think that Bonhoeffer is here fulfilling the requirements for a doctoral thesis in showing his biblical ‘workings’, the previous account of Bonhoeffer’s recognition of the importance of historical, exegetical work on the biblical texts should give us pause. The critical edition of Sanctorum Communio preserves two versions of this biblical survey: that in the original dissertation and in the published edition. Both versions demonstrate significant awareness of the scholarship of the day, with the published version constituting an abbreviated—and more readable—summary of the original dissertation.55 Bonhoeffer notes especially Paul’s identification of Christ and the church-community whereby to be ‘in’ one is to be ‘in’ the other. It is highly likely that Bonhoeffer learned this under Deißman whose work on the ἐν Xρίστω[image: ] formula in Paul is, along with others, referenced as a significant study of Paul’s notion of participation in Christ.56 This leads him to the notion of the church as a ‘collective personality’. This Pauline understanding of the relationship between christology and ecclesiology, understood in relation and corporate terms, will dominate the exposition of the nature of the church in the remainder of the chapter. The gritty exegetical work that stands at the head of the constructive theological proposals should not been regarded as a respectable preface to ideas secured on other grounds, but should be read as a witness to Bonhoeffer’s desire to work with the biblical texts in detail so that they yield insights, themes, proposals that can be incorporated into the task of theological reflection. Barth would certainly look back on the work of the twenty one year old theologian with nothing but admiration.57


Conclusion


Stephen Plant has argued that the decisive influences on Bonhoeffer’s approach to the Bible related to his identity as a German Lutheran; Luther’s Bible and Lutheran piety and culture ‘permeated his life’58 Plant concludes:




Through Bonhoeffer evidently possessed more than customary skills in critical exegesis, and in the ‘sacred languages’, his theological education does not begin to have the same significance as do these cultural influences upon his encounter with the biblical text.59





This initial exploration of Bonhoeffer’s engagement with biblical study and its place in relation to the task of proclaiming the Word of God suggests that this is an overstatement. It might also be argued (but would take a much longer discussion, including full consideration of Bonhoeffer’s works of biblical exposition and other relevant material from the so-called ‘middle period’) that Bonhoeffer’s commitment to understanding the historical form of the Word of God in the words of the Bible never left him.60 Bonhoeffer’s eventual call for the ‘non-religious interpretation of biblical concepts’ should not be read as a radical departure from a more obviously confessional and theological mode of scriptural interpretation, but as an intensified version of convictions about the Bible and its interpretation that Bonhoeffer learned at an early stage.
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