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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 first issue of the second volume, we include some members of the international Bonhoeffer community, as well as established and newer members of the Australasian community. Again, the tapestry of issues covered is illustrative of the richness and diversity of Bonhoefferian 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, Christopher Holmes from Otago University, New Zealand, writes on the theme of resurrection and reality in Bonhoeffer’s theology. In the second article, Joseph McGarry of the University of Aberdeen, Scotland, writes on the influence of Bonhoeffer’s early theology on his main work on Discipleship. Dallas Gingles of Southern Methodist University, Texas, USA, writes next on Bonhoeffer’s ethics of responsibility as a qualified virtue ethics. In the fourth article, Maurice Schild of the University of Divinity, Adelaide, Australia, recovers an earlier article from the Lutheran Theological Journal that compares and contrast Bonhoeffer with his contemporary, Hermann Sasse. In the final research article, Dianne Rayson and Terence Lovat of the University of Newcastle, NSW, Australia, explore Bonhoeffer’s Christology and his interest in the Indian religious traditions in searching for the foundations for a contemporary eco-theological ethics. A special entry in this issue is a copy of the speech given by Keith Clements, a doyen of Bonhoeffer scholarship, at the 2013 International Bonhoeffer Society banquet.


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
July, 2014










Resurrection and Reality in the Theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer






Christopher RJ Holmes


Introduction


Dietrich Bonhoeffer has a rather profound understanding of the Gospel. What renders it profound is its steadfast yielding to a particular person. That person is of course Jesus Christ, crucified and risen. For Bonhoeffer, Jesus Christ is neither an idea nor a symbol, one who instantiates something greater than himself, for example justice, of which he may be said to be an exemplar of sorts. Rather, Jesus Christ is a living person who as such is present. His presence is precisely what generates statements about his identity as true God and true human. In other words, that we can and do ask questions about who he is, is a function of his presence, his contemporaneity in relationship to us.1 Bonhoeffer’s theology, often with a dazzling degree of success, points to the one thing that above all else must be minded as the one thing, that one thing being the living Lord Jesus Christ and all things in relationship to him.


‘Living’


The word ‘living’ is crucial to consider. Most of the time it would seem that Jesus Christ is dead and gone. If the church considers Jesus Christ at all, it is most often as one who is imprisoned by the past, one who must be unlocked and freed by our own efforts. Should we want to speak of him, many self-described Christian people think that we must endeavor to make him relevant, to provide some kind bridge as it were whereby he can be made intelligible to the people and world of late modern global capitalism. Such efforts are for Bonhoeffer misguided and doomed to fail. In this article I offer an account of why Bonhoeffer thinks they are doomed to fail, and what the Christian community might learn from their impending failure.


Efforts to make Christ relevant fail because they do not appreciate the extent to which the ‘historical is that which is here and now’.2 This is Bonhoeffer’s question: How can it be that a seemingly past actor and event be now present and on the scene? The answer is simply because of the ‘empty grave’.3 Bonhoeffer refers to the empty grave as ‘one of the most decisive elements of Christology’.4 In this article I take up Bonhoeffer’s account of the resurrection of Jesus Christ is his Christology Lectures of 1933. I will ask what the event of the resurrection teaches us in response to the question—‘Who do you say that I am?’5 Furthermore, in asking what the resurrection teaches us about who Christ is, I will also ask about the relationship between Christ’s resurrection and reality. This is only fitting given that the language of ‘reality’ occupies a prominent place in Bonhoeffer’s Ethics manuscripts. Bonhoeffer uses the word ‘reality’ not only to describe what Christ does, that is bring about the real world, but also to describe who he is, someone who is reality itself. There is, I think, a more than tangential relationship between the two. In this piece, I unfold something of what that relationship might be said to be. The resurrected Jesus is not only reality; he also brings reality—the reality he is—into being. Put differently, Christ is, as Bonhoeffer argues, the subject and agent of reality.


I undertake this brief exploration with a particular end in mind. That end is the promotion of an account of Bonhoeffer as a doctrinal theologian. Although I have quite serious reservations about certain doctrinal dimensions of Bonhoeffer’s theology, especially in regards to theology proper, I continue not only as a professional theologian but also as one ordained to the ministry of Word and sacrament to read him, always finding myself enriched in the process as I am brought face to face with the living Christ, the Christ who is his Gospel.6 This article will have succeeded to the extent that it reminds us that Bonhoeffer’s enduring contribution to the life of the Christian community is the extent to which his Lectures on Christology and his Ethics facilitate with piercing insight encounter in relation to the whole counsel of Christ.


Christology Lectures


I will structure my treatment of Bonhoeffer’s Christology Lectures by examining a few key statements he makes about the resurrection. First, Bonhoeffer is convinced, rightly so, that the Jesus of history/ Christ of faith distinction is unhelpful.7 The Jesus of history is the Christ of faith. He lies neither behind nor in front of the biblical text but speaks through it, creating by the Holy Spirit the faith to receive him as the one who discloses himself there. Similarly, Bonhoeffer is no friend of Lessing’s ugly ditch—‘accidental truths of history can never become the proof of necessary truths of reason’.8 Indeed, “access to the historical Jesus,” Bonhoeffer writes, ‘is only made possible by Jesus’ resurrection’.9 The way to speak of this particular historical person, Jesus of Nazareth, is to speak of him as resurrected. The risen Jesus creates his faith in us in such a way that we are enabled to access his history as contemporaneous with our own. This is a key move. The only Jesus the New Testament witnesses would have us attest is the risen One. He speaks today, and just so he meets us through the pages of Holy Scripture. But the Christ who is risen, who speaks through Scripture, the Christ who is for us is, Bonhoeffer avers, a historical figure. We encounter the resurrected and exalted Christ as the crucified one. The one who encounters us through the sacred page is the same Christ who told Peter, on shores of Galilee, to ‘follow me!’10 Because he was raised, Jesus obliterates the difference— again, Lessing’s gap—between the ‘then and there’ and the ‘here and now’. To put it in more technical terms, the resurrection is not only epistemologically primary but ontologically primary as well. It is epistemologically primary insofar as the only Jesus one can know is the risen Jesus—the rest are idols. The resurrection is ontologically primary because, as Bonhoeffer says, the ‘historical comes from God’s eternity’.11 By way of explanation, that is to say that the Jew Jesus, the man from Nazareth, born of the virgin Mary, is also one eternally born of the Father, born in time and of eternity. The resurrection does not establish him as God from God, light from light but rather confirms what has always been the case, namely that this man is God’s Son, begotten and not made.


Some of this might sound rather too realized, too accomplished, lacking a kind of eschatological horizon if you will. If such a reservation sounds about right, Bonhoeffer has already anticipated your worries. The resurrected and exalted Jesus is one who can only be received as the crucified one. Bonhoeffer insists that the resurrection does not obviate the ‘stumbling block’, the stumbling block that is the cross.12 Rather, the resurrection intensifies it. Jesus, Bonhoeffer argues, ‘does not emerge from his incognito, not even as the Risen One’.13 Not until Jesus comes again will he be revealed as the One he is, the very centre of the new creation that comes into being in a proleptic sense in his death and resurrection. Cross and resurrection are therefore moments of the Christ event that are profoundly intertwined. As the resurrected one Jesus bears his wounds, the marks of his crucifixion. The ‘No’ of Jesus’ own people and the collusion of the Gentiles in that ‘No’ remains forever etched into him. The “God-human” who bears our sins, our ‘No’, has, however, forever absorbed the marks of our ‘No’ into his person, triumphing over them.14 In his person he brings a new world into being, a world shorn of sin and death. He is the new creation.


Bonhoeffer asks, ‘With what reality will we reckon in our life?. . . with the resurrection or with death?’15 There is reality and there is reality, for Bonhoeffer; the pseudo reality that is death is false and bankrupt, even though it comports itself as if it were alive. That is just how mischievous this pseudo-reality is. There is another reality, and that reality ‘is the reality of God that is revealed in Jesus Christ’.16 Reality, for Bonhoeffer, is not what you make of it. Rather, it is something that is alive, that is received, the content of which lies entirely extra nos. Reality is, in other words, revealed, radically given in Jesus Christ. In Jesus Christ we ‘are placed before the reality of a reconciled world’.17 The Christology Lectures and the Ethics manuscripts are most deeply united at just this point. Christ is the turning point, the decisive marker of the end of the old age, the age of sin and death; he not only announces the new age, the new age of holiness and peace in him, but brings it about in his person. The reconciliation he accomplishes in his person by suffering our NO, by existing in the likeness of sinful flesh, makes the world new. It is reality. That we believe or disbelieve makes no difference at this point. Our subjective disposition towards what Christ achieves in his person neither verifies it nor falsifies it. The world is indeed reconciled. It is to the reconciliation that is Jesus Christ that the Christian community gives witness.


Christian existence is existence that lives ‘before the reality of a reconciled world’.18 It is existence that lives in and from the second Adam. Bonhoeffer’s instincts are deeply Pauline on this point, as in so many others. Romans 5:12–21 is one of his canons within the canon. Indeed, Bonhoeffer notes that ‘what happened to Christ has happened for all, for he was the human being. The new human being has been created’.19 In Jesus Christ the old Adam has passed away; he has been crucified. But more than that, a new human being has been made. You see, Bonhoeffer cannot conceive of humankind (Jews and Gentiles) apart from Jesus Christ. Christ is the substitute and representative of all precisely as the true Israelite in whom there is no fault. He is the ‘human being accepted, judged, and awakened by God to a new life’.20 The resurrection has, for Bonhoeffer, this crucial payoff, namely that it creates a new human being, mortifies the old and vivifies in accord with the new. To conceive of oneself truly is therefore to conceive of oneself and indeed the cosmos in Christ. Christ is one’s true self— think Galatians 2:20. The resurrection is the new and hidden centre of humanity’s existence. It is not only revelatory of God’ s salutary ‘No’ to our sin but the power and form of a new life. Christian life, which is but new life, is resurrection life.


The miracle of the resurrection of which the empty tomb is the ‘visible authentication’ overturns the ‘idolization of death’.21 Our idolization of death—past and present—is, thanks be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, broken by the miracle of the resurrection. Late modern people living in an age of global capitalistic consumption are people who are anxious precisely because they demand ‘eternities from life’.22 The resurrection of Christ frees us from demanding ‘eternities from life’.23 This is because with the risen One a new humanity has been born from whom ‘proceeds all the formation of a world reconciled with God’.24 We idolise death and thus resist the proclamation of the resurrected one because we are obsessed with autonomy, with having it our own way. We despise the way of particularity, which is the way of the cross, the way that teaches us to follow him who puts to death all that is in accord with the old and frees us for the life that is truly life, which is the life of obedience. Were Christ not raised, Bonhoeffer seems to be saying, there would be nothing to stop us from worshipping what kills us, namely death, and so nothing that would prevent us from falling into and succumbing to the abyss of nothingness.


We become human inasmuch as we participate in the resurrection which is ‘the renewal of human being’.25 The resurrection is the true form of human being, our true form being Christ. The resurrection is the renewal of our humanity, indeed of all humanity, the humanity that Christ takes on and judges through his cross. To take the resurrection seriously is to live in light of this renewal, to live as if Christ were ‘one’s own true nature’.26 In an age that would have us privatize or worse abscond from the particularity of Christ, Bonhoeffer reminds us that our trying to make ourselves is entirely futile. Rather, we become a ‘self’ inasmuch as we put on Christ as our own true nature in confirmation of our baptism in him. In words that are strong and quite difficult for us to hear, Bonhoeffer writes that ‘Christ’s cross is the death sentence on the world’.27 The world that he is talking about is of course the world put to death in Jesus’ death, that is the world of the old Adam. The content of faith, for Bonhoeffer, is Christ. My faith—your faith—does not save. No, Christ’s faith saves; he puts to death our faith in false gods, most especially ourselves. His faithfulness onto death makes the world new, and gives us the power to live in accord with that newness. To be a true self is, therefore, to be found in him.


There is just so much good news in all of this. The reality that the ‘God-human’ is raised makes ‘an end of death and calls a new creation into life. God gives new life’.28 Death dies, and new creation arises in and through this particular person. Accordingly, God is not interested in abolishing the world but rather of ending the world that is incongruent with his covenantal purposes. The world that ends is the world of the old Adam. The world that begins is a world that has a future and a hope, both of which are a living reality in Jesus Christ. Note again the language of living. Reality is not a set of propositions, an idea, a symbol; it is, instead, a person, a living person who not only brings about the new creation but is its very reality and form.


Bonhoeffer does not so emphasise death’s death in Christ that little remains to be said about the form of new life that it evokes and the kind of creaturely response it generates. The new life—which is the life of Christ—‘creates space for itself in earthly life’.29 This is a crucial point to reflect on. Far from downplaying the significance of the ‘penultimate’, that is earthly life, Bonhoeffer, by so emphasising Christ’s resurrection, invests earthly life with a new sense of dignity and urgency. Life in Christ is worldly life, meaning that it demands our full participation in earthly life. ‘New life’, says Bonhoeffer, ‘creates space for itself in earthly life.’30 The penultimate is not a stepping-stone toward the ultimate, understood as some kind of disembodied heavenly life. By no means: earthly life is to be rendered transparent to the ultimate, which is Jesus Christ. The risen Jesus takes up space on earth, and he does so through his body, the church, so as to create a community that heralds and anticipates in its words and deeds the life to come. The church is the first-fruits of Christ’s resurrected life. Thus life in Christ is ecclesial life. This is not life that absconds from the earthly. Human life is life lived in Christ and for Christ in the here and now. Christ humanises us, makes us more, rather than less, human. We are made human ‘in a new resurrection way that is completely unlike the old’.31 The old is characterized by death. It is offended by Christ and will stop at nothing to silence him, even to the point of crucifying him; whereas the new life is lived in Christ for the sake of the world he loves, and strives to yield to Christ by the power of his Spirit at every point.


The resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead does fundamental theological work for Bonhoeffer. The resurrection attests the fundamental truth that the ‘disunion of human beings from God has been overcome’.32 The Christian community, following Jesus Christ himself, is to speak as if it (disunion) has been overcome in him, comport itself as such, as indeed such disunion has been overcome. The resurrection of Christ from the dead is reality, to be sure; and, astonishingly, it is making itself real, felt as it were in the church which suffers the cruciform form of his presence. Accordingly, Christ’s presence cannot be domesticated but can only be attested in the lives of those who attest the most basic truth of all, namely that disunion has been overcome (and is being overcome) in the Spirit, union with God itself being the ‘new norm’ to which we are to be conformed.


To sum up this section, then: Bonhoeffer’s Lectures of 1933 would have us ask the right question of Jesus Christ, that is ‘Who are you?’33 That we can even ask the right question is because Christ is present to us, speaking through his scriptural Word. He would have us not try to answer the ‘Who’ question for ourselves but rather with open hands hear him as he interprets himself to us. To speak faithfully of Jesus Christ is to listen, and thus to allow all of one’s preconceived ideas about him to dissipate as he himself speaks through Scripture. If we hear him speak with the ears he gives us to hear by his Spirit, we come to learn that he is a living reality, indeed the living reality and so our reality, too. The resurrection is the moment upon which the Christ event turns, the announcement and vindication of the claim that this one is truly the ‘God-human’, and that life is found in him.


Further to this, we noted that the centrality of the resurrection for Bonhoeffer’s description of Christ’s person as a living person anticipates the language of reality as present throughout the Ethics manuscripts. The resurrected Christ is definitive, we noted, of reality. He is reality. What he achieves in his person—reconciliation—makes the world what it is, a reconciled world, and in the power of the Spirit he awakens women and men to live as if this were really true, which of course it is. Accordingly, the world is subject to this particular reconciling act of God which gives rise to the new humanity whose shape and form is Christ. The new reality is one that is shorn of the power of death, freed from the idolization of death, and in turn freed for new life with God. Given this, it is now appropriate, I think, to step back and make a few remarks about the rich pastoral resources present in Bonhoeffer’s account of the resurrected Christ as the basis and form of reality.


The Resurrected Christ as Reality


To be a pastor is to be continually engaged in the difficult and demanding work of re-contextualising disorder.34 This is the work that the Gospel requires. The pastor in proclaiming the Gospel cares for the congregational soul. To care for the soul is to care for a soul that has—whether it really believes it or not—been awakened to and for new existence in the resurrected Jesus. Accordingly, the pastor understands their ministry to be that of encouraging people to live as those awakened to the life that is truly life, that is the obedient life of Jesus Christ. The pastor thus has a kind of prophetic responsibility. Inasmuch as she witnesses to the one who triumphed over death, she calls the people of God to forsake idols. Indeed, the pastor recognizes that human beings are incredibly adept at making idols. Through the proclamation of the Word and the right administration of the sacraments, she shares in Jesus’ ongoing ministry of tearing down our idols and conforming us anew to him who is our true form.


The pastor, moreover, has confidence in what she preaches— Christ crucified—because of the crucified one’s having been raised. Not only the pastor, but the entire Christian community, does not work at trying to make Jesus relevant to late modern consumers. Instead, the Christian community proclaims a Gospel that is real, one that does not need to be made real. This is a Gospel that is creating a people for itself, even if need be of calling forth stones to sing its praises. Why Bonhoeffer is worth wrestling with is because he gives us a Gospel that is relentlessly christocentric, and because of that one that inspires confidence. The resurrection of Jesus has unmasked and continues to unmask our idols. It does just that! It breaks the power of death, and in so doing renews human life. Bonhoeffer’s Lectures on Christology and his Ethics manuscripts renew the church inasmuch as they remind it of the continue call to wrestle with reality, and indeed to be conformed to it. ‘With what reality will we reckon in our life? With the reality of God’s revelatory word or with the so-called realities of life? With divine grace or with earthly inadequacies? With the resurrection or with death?’35


Besides engaging in the ministry of recontextualisation, the pastoral office is rightly deemed a political office. There is nothing remotely apolitical in Bonhoeffer’s Lectures or his Ethics manuscripts, especially in regards to the political nature of our discipleship. I use this term ‘political’ in quite a careful and qualified sense. I say this because the penultimate, the earthly, is subject to ‘a going on’, the first-fruits of which are Jesus’ having been raised. He is the new creation come. The resurrection is the event that heralds the future which is already proleptically present even if only in the shape of a mustard seed, and even if only all too provisionally attested by the Christian community. This Christ event is of course political insofar as it reveals the ultimate reality, the one who reigns over all people and things.


Politics is a difficult term to locate in Bonhoeffer. Bonhoeffer’s language of the ‘penultimate’ and ‘ultimate’ is helpful here inasmuch as the penultimate, which is the earthly realm, one of whose basic feature is the state, has a centre, and that centre is Christ.36 The state, as is the case with the individual, aspires toward autonomy; to the extent that the state strives to be autonomous, it forfeits God’s call for it to be that which administers justice, horizontally speaking. The state as a form of God’s rule for restraining licentiousness, curbing violence, etc, can only be what it is called to be inasmuch as it recognizes that its intelligibility is extrinsic to itself. Its principle of intelligibility is Jesus Christ. He frees the state, as he does people, from idolizing death, from demanding eternities of itself. The state is thus to exercise its rule in the name of another, and to the extent that it does so, it fulfills its mandate, so Bonhoeffer argues.


Christ’s conforming of all our life to the reality that he is, involves, as many of you will know, ‘mandates’.37 Christ wills to take form in the world through the mandates. Whether it be church, family, work, or government, the mandates fulfill their task inasmuch as they encourage us to be responsible for one another in the name of the one who has taken and takes responsibility for us. The pastor is called to witness (as are all God’s people) to the fact that Christ wills to take form in the world through a people. Pastoral ministry is ministry in the name of Another, this Other who is reality. The church’s witness is therefore profoundly political in nature inasmuch as it bears witness to Christ’s work of making the mandates permeable and transparent to his will and presence.


Ministry is a highly charged political undertaking because it continues to put forth before the people of God the question which they are continually tempted to demur from answering. That question is, as alluded to a moment ago, a matter of sovereignty and of rulership over the earth. The response to the question is also a confession: Jesus is Lord of all. Bonhoeffer’s theology offers us subtle and bold resources whereby we might live into and in light of this claim that Christ indeed rules the earth. The ‘ruler of this world’ of which John’s Gospel speaks is a sham ruler: he has already been condemned.38 Ministry is about bearing witness to the real ruler and in so doing trusting that the Spirit is at work awakening to new life.


Conclusion


In sum, the One who is resurrected is reality. The reconciliation he achieves in his person is what is real, and he is at work revealing it, calling a people forth in the service of his self-revelation. Christian existence is existence that corresponds to the One who is the hidden centre and who would have us live responsibly in relation to him. ‘Our lives are hid with Christ in God’, writes Paul.39 It would be entirely appropriate to read Bonhoeffer’s Christology Lectures and Ethics manuscripts as an extended commentary on that theme. The joy of Christian ministry and indeed of theology is to ask who is this One in whom are lives are hid? Is he the reality with which we will reckon? I would hope so. Bonhoeffer, as a disciple of Jesus Christ, would have us accept that our lives are hid in him, and so live as to give witness to our lives as being located in him.
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