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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 third volume, we have a mix of the most eminent of international scholars along with established and rising scholars drawn from Australasia and overseas. The issues covered are again illustrative of the richness and diversity of the Bonhoeffer legacy.


In the opening article, we are delighted to have one of the doyens of Bonhoeffer theology in Clifford Green, born Australian but whose career has been principally at Hartford Seminary, Connecticut, USA and now at Union Seminary. Professor Green offers a literature overview in relation to the issue of Bonhoeffer’s pacifism, a particularly topical issue owing to Mark Nation et al.’s recent book with the controversial title, Bonhoeffer the Assassin. In the second article, Nicola Wilkes, recently awarded doctoral graduate from University of Cambridge (supervisor Stephen Plant) addresses the issue of confession and its indispensability in Bonhoeffer’s ethics. In the third article, Jason Lam from the Institute of Sino-Christian Studies in Hong Kong offers some unique insights into the application of Bonhoeffer’s theology to recent Sino-Christian theological discussions. In the fourth article, Donald Fergus from Christchurch, New Zealand, and doctoral graduate from University of Otago, addresses the issue of Bonhoeffer’s radical approach to ethics in conforming oneself to Christ.


In addition to the refereed articles above, we are fortunate in this issue to have the texts of two addresses given on the occasion of the remembrance services for the 70th anniversary of Bonhoeffer’s death. In the first, Erich von Dietze, grandson of Constantin von Dietze, a colleague and co-accused of Bonhoeffer (see more at the end of the article), spoke at Christ Church Cathedral in Newcastle, Australia on 9 April, 2015. In the second, Maurice Schild spoke at St Peter’s Cathedral in Adelaide, Australia on 12 April, 2015.


We are also beginning a new section in this issue, aimed at encouraging quality contributions from students who are studying Bonhoeffer at different levels. In this issue, Peter Truasheim from the University of Newcastle (Flechtheim Scholarship winner in 2014 for work contributing to Bonhoeffer scholarship) offers thoughts on Bonhoeffer’s openness to natural theology. We would encourage other students to contribute similarly; while these articles will be reviewed, they will also be subject to support and assistance in raising them to an appropriate level.


Finally, we have two book reviews, one by Maurice Schild on Sarah Bachelard’s book, Resurrection and Moral Imagination, and the other by Dianne Rayson on Stephen Plant’s and Toni Burrowes-Cromwell’s edited book, Letters to London: Bonhoeffer’s previously unpublished correspondence with Ernst Cromwell, 1935-6.


As we continue to suggest, Bonhoeffer’s theology is akin to the unfinished symphony and so possesses an unusual capacity to be taken in any number of directions and to continue to stimulate new theological, ethical and indeed political thought. The Bonhoeffer legacy is unusual in its capacity to take us back to some of the most ancient of theological considerations as well as sharpen our attention to issues alive at the present time.


Terence Lovat


Newcastle, Australia


September, 2015









Hauerwas and Nation on Bonhoeffer’s ‘Pacifism.’
A Literature Overview.


Clifford Green


 


The publication in 2013 of Bonhoeffer the Assassin? Challenging the Myth, Recovering His Call to Peacemaking1 by Mark Nation, Anthony Siegrist and Daniel Umbel has brought the question of Bonhoeffer’s ‘pacifism’ to a head, something the book’s sensational title invites. This article is a brief chronological overview of a stream of discussion about Bonhoeffer’s ‘pacifism.’ It begins with essays on Bonhoeffer by Stanley Hauerwas because of the ringing endorsement he gives to Bonhoeffer the Assassin?.


In 2004 Hauerwas published his Performing the Faith. Bonhoeffer and the Practice of Nonviolence.2 Only the first two chapters are devoted to Bonhoeffer, but in them Hauerwas informs us that Bonhoeffer was one of his most important teachers. In seminary he read Bonhoeffer’s Discipleship— then called The Cost of Discipleship— which, he said, prepared him for Yoder’s The Politics of Jesus.3 So it is no surprise when he promises that his Bonhoeffer will sound very much like John Howard Yoder, and himself, a promise Hauerwas fulfils. By Yoder he had been persuaded that Christianity and nonviolence were inseparable, and that truth was essential for sustaining nonviolent politics. The theme Hauerwas uses to give a synoptic view of Bonhoeffer is the visibility of the church, which he calls Bonhoeffer’s theological politics. I summarised this perspective in a review as ‘calling a Confessing Church out of a Volkskirche, calling Christians from a piety of inwardness to the practice of discipleship and sanctification—to public, visible obedience.’ 4


In the review of the Hauerwas book, I commented that while Bonhoeffer had received extraordinary attention since his death, very few authors had ventured to propose a synoptic ‘take’ on his theology as a whole. Hauerwas should be commended for this attempt. The metaphor of ‘visibility’ is one useful way to summarise Bonhoeffer’s expectations of the church and his activities in church resistance to the Third Reich.5


Yet precisely drawing Bonhoeffer so fully into the Yoder-Hauerwas orbit creates the problem: is the Yoderian Bonhoeffer really the historical Bonhoeffer, or a projection, a wish fulfilment?6 I pressed Hauerwas with these questions. (1) Did Bonhoeffer want the postwar church to renew a Christian West, or did he realise it was entering a post-Constantinian age? (2) Is there really any doubt that the conspiracy aimed to kill Hitler, and that Bonhoeffer approved this? (3) And does not a careful scrutiny of parts of the Ethics (especially ‘The Structure of Responsible Life’, along with sections of ‘After Ten Years’) give us a pretty reliable insight into how Bonhoeffer understood the ethics of tyrannicide and coup and his own role in the conspiracy?’7


Why had Hauerwas not discussed these crucial passages?8 I referred him to the new translation of Ethics which was about to appear in 2005 as volume 6 of the Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works English Edition; my Editor’s Introduction included explicit sections on ‘Tyrannicide and Coup d’Ėtat’ and ‘Pacifism.’ There I summarised passages from Ethics, especially the section on ‘The Structure of Responsible Life,’ and ‘After Ten Years’ in Letters and Papers from Prison,9 and made several points briefly. (1) ‘Pacifism’ for Bonhoeffer did not mean adopting nonviolence as an absolute principle in all circumstances … His ethic was not an ethic of principles.’ (2) Bonhoeffer’s position could be described as ‘pacifism without principles’ or, better, as his ‘Christian peace-ethic.’ (3) If this peace-ethic is central in Discipleship, with its detailed expositions of the Sermon on the Mount, ‘the Ethics book does not represent a conversion from nonviolence to violence. Preparing for a coup and supporting the killing of Hitler did not mean that Bonhoeffer abandoned his consistent advocacy of peace.’ (4) ‘Understanding Bonhoeffer requires moving from disembodied principles to the concrete situation: confronting the life-destroying warmonger and murderer of the Jews who had to be stopped.’10


Both my Ethics Introduction and the review argued, implicitly or explicitly, that the theological issue needed to be reframed. The issue was not Bonhoeffer’s commitment to pacifism understood as allegiance to a principle of nonviolence, but rather the nature of his peace ethic as intrinsic to the fabric of his theology and based on key aspects of it. So Hauerwas was put on notice with respect to his thesis about ‘Bonhoeffer and the Practice of Nonviolence.’11


In 2005 my article ‘Pacifism and Tyrannicide. Bonhoeffer’s Christian Peace Ethic’12 elaborated on the Ethics introduction and the paragraph in the Hauerwas review which argued that the theological issue of Bonhoeffer’s peace ethic should be reframed. Those who described Bonhoeffer as a pacifist attributed to him a position in which nonviolence was the defining principle. And this created a dilemma for them because during the war Bonhoeffer was involved, with his brother-in-law Hans von Dohnanyi and others, in a resistance conspiracy to overthrow the National Socialist regime. Whether by setting off a bomb on Hitler’s plane (von Schlabrendorff), or by exploding a bomb at Hitler’s staff meeting (von Stauffenberg), violence would be employed and people would be killed. A common resolution to this dilemma was to presume either that Bonhoeffer was ethically self-contradictory or, more likely, that he had abandoned his pacifism in favor of what some called a more realistic position. Geffrey Kelly and Burton Nelson adopted the latter position. They argued that whereas in the early thirties Bonhoeffer was almost an absolute pacifist, during the war while writing his Ethics ‘he abandoned his non-violence’ because he had come to ‘lean very heavily on Niebuhr’s ‘Christian Realism’ and now endorsed ‘the principle of self-defense.’13 Similarly, Larry Rasmussen, in his important early work Dietrich Bonhoeffer. Reality and Resistance,14 writes of Bonhoeffer’s ethics moving ‘from pacifism to active resistance,’ from ‘the near absolute pacifism of Fanø to a just war position in Ethics,’ and as a ‘move from non-violence to violence.’15


The essence of my alternative interpretation was to argue the following. First, Bonhoeffer never based his peace ethic on a principle of nonviolence. Second, his peace ethic emerged from key commitments in his theology; therefore he always distinguished his peace ethic from secular humanist forms of pacifism. Third, his serving as a courier and in other roles for the conspiracy did not cause him to abandon his peace ethic and rewrite his theology wholesale. Fourth, he regarded the Nazi regime with its racist nationalism, its militarism, and its anti-Semitism as an extraordinary threat to the very fundamentals of human life which created an extreme, last-resort situation that required action of unique responsibility.


What does it mean to say that the peace ethic emerged from key commitments in Bonhoeffer’s theology, that is was part of its very fabric, not a discrete piece that could be neatly removed and replaced by a substitute ethical position called ‘realism’ or ‘self-defense’? Details cannot be repeated here,16 but they can be summarised. ‘Bonhoeffer’s Christian peace ethic … is a Christian, theological commitment; it is central to, and inseparable from, his understanding of the gospel; it is based on his distinctive way of reading the Bible, and especially the Sermon on the Mount; it is intrinsic to his discipleship, to his faith in Christ: it is essential to his theology of the church.’17


The basic structure of ‘Pacifism and Tyrannicide. Bonhoeffer’s Christian Peace Ethic’ was simple: the peace ethic sprung from core ingredients of Bonhoeffer’s theology—Christology, biblical interpretation, discipleship, ecclesiology. Since there is no evidence that he abandoned them, we have to conclude that he did not jettison his peace ethic when he worked in the Abwehr and supported the conspiracy’s plans to overthrow the Hitler regime.18 The problematic then shifts. The real issue is: how did Bonhoeffer understand his role in the resistance conspiracy while still holding to his peace ethic? The simplest answer is: the threat to life from war, murder, and genocide was so extreme that extraordinary action of free responsibility was the last resort.


The argument of ‘Pacifism and Tyrannicide. Bonhoeffer’s Christian Peace Ethic’ impressed Mark Nation as he was writing Bonhoeffer the Assassin?, particularly the main point that Bonhoeffer had not abandoned his peace ethic because of his conspiratorial work to overthrow the Nazi government. He asked if I would consent to its being printed as an appendix in his book, and initially I agreed conditionally. But it soon became clear that Nation and I were operating on totally different understandings of Bonhoeffer’s ‘pacifism’ and his ‘peace ethic’ respectively. I withdrew my permission and explained my position in a review.19


But first, an introduction to Bonhoeffer the Assassin? Challenging the Myth, Recovering His Call to Peacemaking. For many years Mark Nation had been writing about Bonhoeffer from his Anabaptist perspective;20 this book is the culmination of his efforts. The crux of his argument is that Bonhoeffer after 1932 was a consistent pacifist who was committed to nonviolence, that he was not personally involved in attempts on Hitler’s life, and that his writings do not support such attempts by members of the conspiracy who were planning a coup to overthrow the Nazi regime. The ‘myth’ of Nation’s title is the belief that Bonhoeffer was personally involved in one or more attempts on Hitler’s life, ie, that he was a would-be assassin. Since the publication of the book, Nation has advanced the thesis that the origin of the ‘myth’ of Bonhoeffer as would-be assassin is none other than Bonhoeffer’s friend and biographer, Eberhard Bethge. This argument was in fact propounded in a paper Nation presented at the American Academy of Religion meeting in San Diego in November 2014; it is also on Nation’s internet blog. The contributions to the book by Anthony G Siegrist and Daniel P Umbel are interpretations of Bonhoeffer’s Discipleship and Ethics, and of the early ethics lecture in Barcelona, that are designed to support the main thesis presented by Mark Nation.


In his Foreword, Stanley Hauerwas gives a de facto answer to the questions I posed in reviewing his book. He claims that Bonhoeffer the Assassin? is ‘nothing short of revolutionary’ because it proves Bonhoeffer’s ‘commitment to nonviolence.’21 Indeed, so convinced is Hauerwas by the book that he claims it will ‘force a reinterpretation of Bonhoeffer’s life and work.’ 22 These claims cannot be sustained. The book is deeply flawed. It is an attempt to force Bonhoeffer into a Mennonite framework.


There are two main approaches to testing the argument of a book like Bonhoeffer the Assassin?. One is textual analysis to garner historical facts and theological statements which build the complex portrait of Bonhoeffer’s beliefs, teaching, and activities. Another, which builds on the textual analysis to paint a more comprehensive picture, is to ask: what hermeneutical perspective best helps us to interpret the accumulated data? In the present case, the latter asks: does an Anabaptist/Mennonite hermeneutic do that? Or is a Lutheran hermeneutic more comprehensive and convincing? My review of Bonhoeffer the Assassin? followed the first approach.23 I will summarise the findings here.


First, I dismiss the claim about the so-called ‘myth.’ No Bonhoeffer scholars or, for that matter, careful readers of Bonhoeffer, believe that he personally participated in attempts on Hitler’s life, or wished to be such an assassin.24 Perhaps there are misinformed people who believe that, but there is no reason for scholarship to credit such belief, let alone write a book to disprove it. I suspect that any time Mark Nation sees the name of Bonhoeffer connected to certain phrases like ‘support for the coup,’ ‘involvement in the plot,’ and ‘involvement in the conspiracy’ he reads them to mean ‘attempts to kill Hitler that Bonhoeffer was personally involved in.’25 But the conspiracy was about getting rid of the Hitler government and creating a new one; indeed, in its earlier days it did not include killing Hitler at all. But if one wishes to prove that Bonhoeffer was committed to nonviolence, as Hauerwas and Nation do, one would certainly want to insulate him from a political murder, a personal act of killing an enemy.


Next I consider historical evidence, which I will summarise briefly. First, for thirty years I was in close contact with Eberhard Bethge through research at his Pastoralkolleg in Rengsdorf, meetings and conferences in Europe and the United States, regular correspondence, and visits to each other’s homes. During this time he never even suggested that Bonhoeffer personally made attempts to kill Hitler or attempted to do so with others. Bethge did not create the myth Nation wishes to dispel. Just as emphatically, Bethge never denied that Bonhoeffer agreed with those who came to believe that, as part of the coup, Hitler should be killed. In short, Bonhoeffer supported the Stauffenberg bomb attempt on July 20, 1944, and previous attempts. Written evidence to these points can be found in Bethge’s response to a paper by Dale Brown on ‘Bonhoeffer and Pacifism’ at the American Academy of Religion meeting in St Louis in 1976.26 Nation does not refer to this evidence.


Second, Bishop George Bell provides written eyewitness evidence from 1942 of what Bonhoeffer told him after rushing to Sigtuna, Sweden, where the bishop was visiting during the war. Bell’s memorandum27 to Anthony Eden, British Foreign Secretary in Churchill’s government, is to my knowledge the earliest, independent written evidence of Bonhoeffer’s attitude to the aims of the conspiracy. Bell writes that the conspirators plan to overthrow the whole regime, ‘to destroy Hitler and his regime,’ their goal is ‘the destruction of the whole Hitler regime,’ and ‘the complete elimination of Hitler and Himmler and the whole regime.’28 This is not the language of polite diplomacy. In an article published immediately after the war Bell confirmed the plain meaning of that language in his memorandum. His article would ‘report from personal knowledge an early stage of the plot of July 20th to destroy Hitler.’29 Nowhere in Bell’s reporting is there any evidence that Bonhoeffer disapproved of the plans of the conspiracy. And why would he be conveying these plans to the British government if he disapproved of them? The evidence is clear, and failure to acknowledge and deal with it in Bonhoeffer the Assassin? is telling.


Very important historical evidence also comes from Franz Hildebrandt. He was the closest friend of Bonhoeffer in Berlin in the decade before he met Eberhard Bethge in 1935. The pair were famous for their vigorous theological arguments. Bonhoeffer helped Hildebrandt with his dissertation and, after Bonhoeffer’s return from New York in 1931, they collaborated on a catechism in 1932.30 When the Aryan paragraph bore in on Hildebrandt, Bonhoeffer gave him refuge for months during his pastorate in London in 1934. What makes this friendship relevant here is that Mark Nation and his colleagues dedicate Bonhoeffer the Assassin? to the memory of Hildebrandt. They quote Eberhard Bethge’s comment that Hildebrandt was ‘Bonhoeffer’s ‘best-informed and most like-minded friend.’’31 Hildebrandt was a lifelong pacifist, and Nation writes that ‘Hildebrandt was perhaps Bonhoeffer’s only friend who agreed with him on all major issues.’32 From these quotations, and the fact that the book ends with a quotation from Hildebrandt in a Foreword he had written to a booklet by John Howard Yoder, we are encouraged to believe that Bonhoeffer was a lifelong pacifist like Hildebrandt—or, at least, that Hildebrandt is the most reliable witness to Bonhoeffer’s views on pacifism. My own correspondence with Hildebrandt in 1970 was about Bonhoeffer and Hegel, not about pacifism. But in May, 1985, James Patrick Kelley interviewed him in Edinburgh as part of his series of recorded interviews with Bonhoeffer’s contemporaries. What was Hildebrandt’s answer when Kelley asked him about Bonhoeffer’s peace ethic? ‘It was never a pacifism unqualified and held to in principle.’33 Just so.


Turning now from witnesses and historical evidence to Bonhoeffer’s own writings, we find that they document Hildebrandt’s judgment precisely. Contrary to Nation’s wish to totally insulate Bonhoeffer from any killing, particularly the killing of Hitler, even to the extent of not assenting to it as part of the coup strategy, Bonhoeffer’s statements sometimes leave the question of war and violence open, sometimes envisage a Christian serving in the army, and sometimes speak of resisting evil by force. Here are some brief examples.34 Significantly, some of them come from Finkenwalde lectures, precisely in 1937 when Discipleship with its strong statements about love of enemies was being published.


Regarding the ‘War Sermon,’ Bonhoeffer states that war is sinful, asks whether a Christian should participate, and answers: ‘A final answer … must be rejected. Both answers are possible. One shows solidarity and goes along.’ The other refuses. The former is ‘threatened by militarism, … the latter by doctrinaire pacifism.’35


Regarding the Sixth Commandment, Bonhoeffer asks how are Christians to act in war. He answers: ‘There is no revealed commandment of God here. The church can never give its blessing to war and weapons. The Christian can never participate in unjust wars. If the Christian takes up arms, he must daily ask God for forgiveness for this sin and pray for peace.’36 Nation tries to explain this statement away,37 but is unsuccessful because it is consistent with other statements by Bonhoeffer, such as the previous paragraph. Another one of these is his letter to Bishop Bell when he states that for himself it is ‘conscientiously impossible to join in a war under the present circumstances.’38 Other qualifications are ‘under the present conditions’ and ‘under different circumstances.’ In other words, Bonhoeffer’s attitude is conditional, not determined by a ‘commitment to nonviolence.’ Since he defends conscientious objection in the Ethics,39 perhaps this position might be defined as selective conscientious objection with an antiwar default.


Tyrannicide is discussed by Bonhoeffer in a July 1935 Finkenwalde lecture on Article XVI of the Augsburg Confession. He cites Aquinas: ‘no right to revolution, but if the tyrant starts a revolution we must depose him.’40 Bonhoeffer not only regarded Hitler as a tyrant, he also promoted the famous 1938 book of Hermann Rauschning, The Revolution of Nihilism. We can be sure that Bonhoeffer did not forget about tyrannicide when he alluded to Hitler in Ethics as ‘the tyrannical despiser of humanity.’41


Also during the writing of Ethics is the passage in ‘After Ten Years’ about resisting evil by force. Stupidity, Bonhoeffer says, is insidious because it is impervious to both facts and reason. Only an act of external liberation can lead to an internal liberation from stupidity. But ‘one may protest against evil, it can be exposed and, if need be, prevented by use of force.’42 This is hardly an endorsement of nonviolence. Coming at Christmas, 1942, when Bonhoeffer had been working with the resistance for several years, it is hard to imagine that he did not link this to the overthrowing of the Hitler regime about which he had informed Bishop Bell in Sweden six months before.


The overview of contemporary witnesses and Bonhoeffer texts above is enough to demonstrate that the argumentation in Bonhoeffer the Assassin?—particularly the premise of his ‘commitment to nonviolence’—is unsustainable. This is confirmed by another sort of analysis, namely a hermeneutical perspective. As I indicated above (page 7), the hermeneutical question asks: from which theological tradition is Bonhoeffer best understood, Anabaptist or Lutheran? This question was addressed in the AAR panel last November on Bonhoeffer the Assassin? by Michael P DeJonge, in his paper ‘How to read Bonhoeffer’s peace statements: Or, Bonhoeffer was a Lutheran and not an Anabaptist.’ An expanded version of the paper was published a few months later.43 As background I refer to his book, Bonhoeffer’s Theological Formation. Berlin, Barth, and Protestant Theology44 in which DeJonge established his reputation as a major Bonhoeffer scholar. Especially relevant here is the way that book clarified how Reformed and Lutheran traditions informed the theologies of Barth and Bonhoeffer, and also helped to explain the differences between these two theologians. His subsequent research has analysed in more detail Bonhoeffer’s relation to Luther and the complex Lutheran tradition, and that work lies behind the article about reading Bonhoeffer’s peace statements.


In reading the paper we need to bear in mind that there are actually two aspects to the hermeneutical issue. The first is the broad view: from what overall theological perspective did Bonhoeffer approach questions of peace, war, resistance, force, and violence? This is the confessional question. The second is: how did Bonhoeffer employ his confessional perspective to address specific ethical challenges, events, decisions, and statements? This is the exegetical question. For the purposes of the present article I will highlight only a few points; DeJonge’s paper should be consulted for its carefully nuanced details which cannot be conveyed here. His article argues the following.
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