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v CHAPTER 1

FAMILY AND CHILDHOOD

1906–1922

The rich world of his ancestors set the standards for Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer’s own life. It gave him a certainty of judgment and 
manner that cannot be acquired in a single generation. He grew 
up in a family that believed the essence of learning lay not in 
a formal education but in the deeply rooted obligation to be 
guardians of a great historical heritage and intellectual tradition.

—eberhard bethge

In the winter of 1896, before the aforementioned older couple 
had met, they were invited to attend an “open evening” at 
the house of the physicist Oscar Meyer. “There,” wrote Karl 
Bonhoeffer years later, “I met a young, fair, blue-eyed girl whose 

bearing was so free and natural, and whose expression was so open 
and confident, that as soon as she entered the room she took me 
captive. This moment when I first laid eyes upon my future wife 
remains in my memory with an almost mystical force.”
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formed a vital part of the family’s life. Fräulein Käthe was usually in 
charge of the three little ones. Both van Horn sisters were devout 
Christians schooled at the community of Herrnhut, which means 
“the Lord’s watch tower,” and they had a decided spiritual influence 
on the Bonhoeffer children.

The eight Bonhoeffer children (circa 1910) and their governess at 
the holiday home in Wölfelsgrund in the Glatz Mountains. Karl 
and Paula Bonhoeffer stand in the background. Dietrich is just to 
the right of the governess, who holds Susanne, the youngest.
(Art Resource, NY)

When Dietrich and Sabine were old enough to be schooled, 
their mother turned the duty over to Fräulein Käthe, though Paula 
still presided over the children’s religious instruction. Dietrich’s ear-
liest recorded theological inquiries occurred when he was about 
four. He asked his mother: “Does the good God love the chimney 
sweep too?” and “Does God, too, sit down to lunch?”

The place of religion in the Bonhoeffer home was far from 
pietist but followed some Herrnhut traditions. For one thing, the 
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v CHAPTER 3

BETWEEN THE PULPIT 
AND THE LECTERN

1928–1929

The religion of Christ is not a tidbit after one’s bread; on the 
contrary, it is the bread or it is nothing. People should at least 
understand and concede this if they call themselves Christian.

—dietriCh bonhoeFFer

Bonhoeffer was met at the station in Barcelona by Pastor 
Friedrich Olbricht, a “large, dark-haired, and apparently 
very cordial man who speaks quickly and in-distinctly,” 
and who “looks quite unlike a pastor, but is not elegant.” 

Olbricht ushered his new assistant to the creaky boardinghouse that 
would be his home. The only place to wash up was the toilet, which 
his brother Karl-Friedrich, who visited later, described as “very like a 
third-class lavatory on a train, except that it doesn’t shake.” The three 
women who ran the boardinghouse spoke only Spanish and that day 
made an impressive effort to pronounce “Dietrich.” They failed.
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In Barcelona, Bonhoeffer discovered a world strikingly differ-
ent from Berlin. The German expatriate community was staid and 
conservative; it seemed untouched by the dramatic events of the last 
decade in Germany and was nothing like the intellectual, sophis-
ticated, and liberal-minded world of Berlin. The intellectual dull-
ness and the overwhelmingly languorous atmosphere of Barcelona 
pushed hard against Bonhoeffer’s hyperactive mind and personality. 
He was amazed at how people of all ages seemed to while away the 
hours sitting at cafés in the middle of the day, chattering about little 
of any real substance. When he finally found a Spanish professor 
with whom he might have a more elevated level of conversation, 
the man turned out to be bitterly “anti-clerical.” Bonhoeffer read 
contemporary Spanish writers and found them similarly disposed.

There was one activity that Bonhoeffer would enjoy in 
Barcelona, but could never enjoy in Berlin: the arte taurina (bullfight-
ing). Though an aesthete and an intellectual, Bonhoeffer was neither 
effete nor squeamish. His brother Klaus arrived for a visit on Easter 

Saturday, and on Easter after-
noon—Bonhoeffer preached that 
morning—they were “dragged” 
by a German teacher to the 
“great Easter corrida.” In a letter 
to Sabine, who blanched at the 
thought of such spectacles, he said 
he conceded being astonished at 
“how much more cold-bloodedly 
I viewed the whole thing the sec-
ond time than the first, and I must 
say that I can indeed sense from a 
distance that there is an allure to 
the whole thing that allows it to 
become a passion for some.”

Bonhoeffer in 1928.
(Art Resource, NY)
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v CHAPTER 4

TO AMERICA AND BACK

1930–1932

In New York they preach about virtually everything; only 
one thing is not addressed, or is addressed so rarely that I 
have as yet been unable to hear it, namely, the gospel of Jesus 
Christ, the cross, sin and forgiveness, death and life.

—dietriCh bonhoeFFer

On September 14, two days after Bonhoeffer’s arrival in 
America, a Reichstag election was held in Germany, 
and the results were shocking. The Nazis had entered 
the race as the smallest of Germany’s political parties, 

with a pitiful twelve members in the Reichstag. By day’s end they 
had exceeded even Hitler’s own febrile expectations, amassing 107 
seats, and vaulting in a single bound into being the second largest 
political party in the land.

Bonhoeffer knew nothing about it. Manhattan at the end of 
the Jazz Age was a dizzying place for any visitor, even one as 
cosmopolitan as Dietrich Bonhoeffer. If Berlin exemplified the 
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propping up for their selfish purposes. It was as if he’d thrown a 
bucket of water on the congregation and had then thrown his shoes 
at them.

For the first time in his life, Bonhoeffer became a regular church-
goer and took Communion as often as possible. When friends vis-
ited Berlin in 1933, they noticed a difference in him immediately. 
He had always loved the philosophical and academic give-and-take 
of theological ideas—but this was something new. Something had 
obviously happened to Bonhoeffer in the previous year—and was 
happening still.

Bonhoeffer the Teacher

During Easter in 1932 Bonhoeffer took some of his rowdy Zionskirche 
confirmands to the family holiday home at Friedrichsbrunn.
(Art Resource, NY)

Bonhoeffer immediately took up his post at Berlin University, 
giving seminars and lectures. But the change that had been occurring 
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v CHAPTER 5

NAZI THEOLOGY AND 
THE FÜHRER PRINCIPLE

1933

It’s been our misfortune to have the wrong religion. Why 
didn’t we have the religion of the Japanese, who regard 
sacrifice for the Fatherland as the highest good? The 
Mohammedan religion too would have been much more 
compatible to us than Christianity. Why did it have to be 
Christianity with its meekness and flabbiness?

—adolF hitler

On January 30, 1933, at noon, Adolf Hitler became the 
democratically elected chancellor of Germany. The 
Third Reich had begun.

Two days later, on Wednesday, February 1, 
a twenty-six-year-old theologian gave a radio address at the 
Potsdamerstrasse radio station. Bonhoeffer’s speech was titled “The 
Younger Generation’s Altered Concept of Leadership.” It dealt with 
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huge bonfires were lit and into which the students hurled thousands 
of books. Thus Germany would be “purged” of the pernicious “un-
German” thoughts of authors such as Helen Keller, Jack London, H. 
G. Wells, Albert Einstein, and Thomas Mann.

A plaque at the Berlin Opernplatz on the site where 30,000 students gathered 
at midnight to burn the books of “un-German” authors. On the left is a quote 
from the German poet Heinrich Heine: “Where books are burned, they will, in 
the end, burn people, too.” On the right: “In the middle of this plaza on May 
10, 1933 Nazi students burned the works of hundreds of authors, publishers, 
philosophers, and scientists.”
(Eric Metaxas photo)

In 1821, in his play Almansor, the German poet Heinrich Heine 
wrote the chilling words: “Dort, wo man Bücher verbrennt, verbrennt man 
am Ende auch Menschen.” Heine was a German Jew who converted to 
Christianity, and his words were a grim prophecy, meaning, “Where 
books are burned, they will, in the end, burn people, too.” That 
night across Germany his books were among those thrown into the 
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v CHAPTER 6

THE CHURCH STRUGGLE

1933–1935

If you board the wrong train it is no use running along the 
corridor in the opposite direction.

—dietriCh bonhoeFFer

At first the German Christians were careful about hid-
ing their most radical beliefs from the German people. 
To the casual observer, their conference in April 1933 
was a model of theological sobriety. But the German 

Christians were vocal that the German church must be united as 
a Reichskirche. Anything else smacked of the fractured Reichstag 
and the Weimar Republic. As a result of the April conference, many 
Germans were open to a single Reichskirche.

Pastor Martin Niemöller had been a U-boat captain during the 
First War, and had been awarded the Iron Cross for his bravery. 
He had initially welcomed the Nazis, hailing them as the heroes 
who would restore Germany’s dignity, chase the Communists from 
the country, and restore moral order. Niemöller met with Hitler 
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from which emerged what came to be known as the Confessing 
Church.*

The purpose of the Barmen Declaration was to state what the 
German church had always believed, to ground it in the Scriptures, and 
to differentiate it from the bastardized theology that had been com-
ing from the German Christians. The principal author of the Barmen 
Confession was Karl Barth, who claimed to have produced the final 
version “fortified by strong coffee and one or two Brazilian cigars.”

Martin Niemöller (left) and Rev. Otto Dibelius (right) flank the Bishop of Chichester, 
George Bell.
(AP Images)

On June 4—thanks to Bishop Bell and Bonhoeffer—the full text 
of the Barmen Declaration was published in the London Times. It was 

* The term confess means “to give assent to” or “to acknowledge.” It echoes Jesus’ 
statement from the gospel of Matthew that “whoever confesses Me before men, 
him I will also confess before My Father who is in heaven” (10:32 nkjv). At first 
some called it the Confessional Movement. The German term for “Confessional 
Church” was Bekennende Kirche, so it is sometimes abbreviated BK.

00-01_Bonhoeffer_abr.indd   90 8/5/14   2:21 PM



95

v CHAPTER 7

ZINGST AND 
FINKENWALDE

1935–1937

Only he who cries out for the Jews may sing Gregorian chants.
—dietriCh bonhoeFFer

Ultimately, Bonhoeffer made it to Fanø, and the radical 
nature of what he said and did there is difficult to over-
state. His hope that the youth conference would result 
in some bold and substantive resolutions was not disap-

pointed. The fifty delegates drew up two resolutions. The first said 
that God’s commandments utterly trumped any claims of the state. It 
passed narrowly, with many of Bonhoeffer’s Berlin students register-
ing contrary votes. The second condemned Christian support for 
“any war whatsoever.” A Polish delegate suggested emending it to a 
condemnation of “aggressive war” rather than “any war whatsoever,” 
but that was not accepted by the others. There was a lively debate on 
conscientious objection, which spilled out, as all the larger scheduled 
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in his Sermon on the Mount, where one lived not merely as a theo-
logical student but as a disciple of Christ. It would be an unortho-
dox experiment in communal Christian living, in the “life together,” 
as Bonhoeffer would so famously put it.

No one in the Lutheran tradition had ever tried such a thing. 
The knee-jerk reaction away from anything that smacked of Roman 
Catholicism was strong, but Bonhoeffer had long before moved past 
parochialism and was willing to bear such criticisms. He felt that 
Lutheran Christianity had slid away from Luther’s intentions, just as 
Luther felt that the Roman Catholic Church had moved away from 
St. Peter’s and, more importantly, from Christ’s.

Bonhoeffer (right) and Eberhard Bethge during the summer of 1938, in the 
parish house at Gross-Schlönwitz.
(Art Resource, NY)
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v CHAPTER 8

THE GREAT DECISION

1938–1939

I must live through this difficult period of our national history 
with the Christian people of Germany. . . . Christians in 
Germany will face the terrible alternative of either willing the 
defeat of their nation in order that Christian civilization may 
survive, or willing the victory of their nation and thereby 
destroying our civilization. I know which of these alternatives 
I must choose; but I cannot make that choice in security.

—dietriCh bonhoeFFer to reinhold niebuhr, july 1939

The year 1938 was hugely tumultuous for Germany and the 
rest of Europe. It was certainly so for the Bonhoeffers, and 
for Dietrich it did not begin well at all. On January 11 he 
was arrested at a Confessing Church meeting in Dahlem. 

Gestapo officers appeared, arrested all thirty attendees, and inter-
rogated them at the Alexanderplatz headquarters for seven hours 
before releasing them. Bonhoeffer learned he was henceforth 
banned from Berlin.

00-01_Bonhoeffer_abr.indd   117 8/5/14   2:21 PM

 the great deCision    v    131

July 1939. Dietrich with his twin sister, Sabine, in London, just after his return from 
America and before his final return to Germany.
(Art Resource, NY)

He was in England for ten days. He did not visit Bishop Bell, 
but he saw Franz Hildebrandt and Julius Rieger again, and he spent 
time with his beloved Sabine, Gerhard, and the girls.

He arrived in Berlin on July 27 and immediately traveled to 
Sigurdshof to continue his work. Unbeknownst to him, Hellmut 
Traub had ably taken over where Bonhoeffer had left off. Traub 
recalled his surprise at seeing Bonhoeffer suddenly returned to them:

I was happy to know that Bonhoeffer was not in Germany, 

but safe from the coming reign of terror, and the catastrophe 

which I was convinced would follow. He must not perish in it. 

He knew about the resurgence of the Church, about the inner 

necessity (and not just the external necessity conditioned by 

00-01_Bonhoeffer_abr.indd   131 8/5/14   2:21 PM



167

v CHAPTER 11

CELL 92 AT TEGEL PRISON

1942–1945

His soul really shone in the dark desperation of our prison . . . 
[Bonhoeffer] had always been afraid that he would not be 
strong enough to stand such a test but now he knew there was 
nothing in life of which one need ever be afraid.

—Payne best, in a letter to sabine

Frau von Wedemeyer’s concern about Bonhoeffer was not 
merely his age; it was also his work for the Abwehr. She 
might even have known of his involvement in the conspir-
acy. Drawing an eighteen-year-old girl into a relationship 

with someone whose future was so uncertain seemed selfish. That 
Frau von Wedemeyer had just lost her husband and son underscored 
the uncertainty of things.

Indeed, the Gestapo had stumbled onto Bonhoeffer’s trail the 
previous October. A detail had caught their attention when a cus-
toms search officer in Prague discovered a currency irregularity 
leading to Wilhelm Schmidhuber. Schmidhuber was a member of 
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July 20, 1944. Wolfsschanze, East Prussia. Hours after Stauffenberg’s bomb 
fails to kill him, the mysteriously durable Führer poses with Martin Borman (left), 
Alfred Jodl, and others.
(Getty Images)

The blow to Hitler’s ego must have been shattering, and he 
wouldn’t stand for it. He would wipe out every trace of opposition, 
and torture information from any conceivable source. The wives 
and children and other family members and friends of anyone con-
nected to this conspiracy would be hunted down, arrested, and sent 
to concentration camps. The end of the conspiracy had begun.

Aftermath

Listening to the radio in the sick bay on July 21, Bonhoeffer heard 
the news of the failed assassination attempt. He knew the ramifica-
tions. Days later he heard that Canaris had been arrested. He would 
soon hear more. Werner von Haeften had died bravely, leaping into 
a hail of bullets intended for Stauffenberg. Stauffenberg died bravely, 
too, moments later. Just before being executed, he shouted, “Long 
live sacred Germany!”
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