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Introduction


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


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




Chapter One


A Happy Childhood


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


—Dietrich Bonhoeffer


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


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


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


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


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


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

