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I. INTRODUCTION

1. The Problem of Ethical Uncertainty

In this thesis I do not intend to give & comprehensive survey
of Bonhoeffer's ethical thought. Many of the terms and ideas which
are central to his exposition of Christian ethics, are here only
touched upon incidentally., My preoccupation, rather, is with this
question: How should a Christian set about making san ethical dec-
ision? When confronted with a situation in which the course of
action that his faith in Christ should lead him to follow is not
immediately clear, how should the disciple of Jesus set about coming
to a decision for action? Or to state the problem more theologically:
How can we ascertain what God wills us to do?

It is, in my view, a lamentable weakness of Christian theology
that it has not been able to formulate & statement of the ground and
nature of Christian conduct that could gain general acceptance,
Equally disturbing is the tendency of those who msake pronouncements
on social issues to formulate their policies, now from one point of
view, and now from another, That this theological failure has prac-
tical repercussions is seen most markedly in the Church's inability
to speak with one volce in the face of the terrifying prospect of
massacre and devastation of nuclear war, Although individual Christ-

ians may desire of the church & more cogent witness than the muted



voice now heard, it is probable that the lack of an agreed theory of
how Christians should proceed in meking ethical decisions, no less
than the complexity of the international situation, precludes a more
radical and effective proposal.‘l

This, then, 1is & pressing problem for the Christian: What
theological framework ought he to formulate to describe the process
by which he has made ethical decisions in the past and which, in turn,
will assist him in the future — especially in complex situations
involving conflieting loyalties — in meking decisions and pursuing
courses of action consistent with his faith in Christ?

This problem of lmowing the will of God for our existential
context was one that vexed Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Bonhoeffer does not
assumé that God's will for our conduct is self-evident or that our
grasp of it an easy matter, He writes that "the Bible speaks of an
entirely proper and necessary questioning with regard to the will of
Gode,o® (gfﬁiii’ P.16l). 4And again, "It is not said at all that the
will of God forces its way into the human heart without further ado,
charged with the accent of uniqueness, or that it is simply obvious,
and identical with whatever the heart may think." (Ethies, p.l6l).

Bonhoeffer states the purpose of his ethical studies in
this manner: "We are asking what, on the assumption thet life is
given, is good for us as living men." (Ethies, p.185). The purpose
of my research is to discover Bonhoeffer's solution to this perplexity
of knowing God's will,

Bonhoeffer rightly occupies a large place in the thinking of

contemporary Christian circles, not only because of his incisive



theological writings, but because of the testimony of his martyr's
life and death, He himself regarded his chief contribution to
Christian thought to be in the field of ethics., He alludes to this
in & letter to his friend dated December 15, 1943, He writes, "I
often feel as though the best part of my life was already past,
end that all I have to do now is to finish my Bthics." (p.54)?’”:
Although, owing to his early death at the age of thirty-
nine in the Nazli extermination camp at Flossenburg, Bonhoeffer was
not able to complete his Ethies, he has bequeathed us & mine of
theological and ethical insights into the nature of the Christian
life, Though the brevity of his years may have prevented him from
formulating & thoroughly systematic exposition of Christian ethiecs,
there is no question as to the value of devoting ourselves to his
extant writings in our pursuit of an answer regarding the structure

of Christian ethics,



2. Love: The Starting Point of Christian Ethics

The first prerequisite in discerning the will of God for
our dealings with other persons is to allow God to reproduce in us
the attitude and action he has shown towards us in our creation
end preservation and redemption, Since God's creative and redemp-
tive attitude and deed towards us has been pre-eminently revealed
in Jesus Christ, we must say that the first condition of Christian
behaviour is to be willing to demonstrate in our relation with
others the gracious activity seen in Jesus.

The quality of that gracious attitude and action are most
clearly seen in the fact that "while we were yet simners Christ
died for us.”™ (Romans 5:8)., It is the unbounded reediness to
sacrifice oneself to help the other — even if the other is an
unlikable enemy who has injured us. God's posture towards us
shown in Jesus is one of 'disinterested benevolence' (Nygren) or
a 'steady attitude of good will', (Caird)., This is the attitude
end sort of action for which agape stends. This is the type of
conduct we are commanded by God to show others. As Jesus says,
"This is my commendment, that you love one another as I have
loved you," (John 15:12),

Now, Bonhoeffer both in his writings and example test-
ifies to his agreement with this statement of love as the start-

ing point of Christian ethics, 1In Life Together he writes, "In

the community of the Spirit there burns the bright love of brother-

ly service, agape.,” (ps2l), In a letter from prison to his



friend, dated September 5, 1943 Bonhoeffer writes of the self-
forgetful quality of love for others:
It is remarkable how we think at such times about those
we should not like to live without, and forget all about
ourselves., It mekes one realize how closely our lives
are bound up with other people's, and in fact how our
centre is outside of ourselves and how little we are in-
dividuals,
(p.27)

In another letter dated Hay 15, 1943, he speaks of the
outgoing concern that marks love for others. "I feel myself so
much a part of you all that I know we live and bear everything
in common, acting end thinking for one another even when we are

separated.” (p.18). In "Outline For a Book" also contained in

the Letters and Papers from Prison Bonhoeffer describes our re=-

lation to God as "a new life for others, through participation
in the Being of God." (p.165).

Bonhoeffer's life gives ample evidence that he embodied
this love. In the midst of the travails and privations of his
own imprisonment he felt concern for others — even the warders}
He wrote on April 14, 1943, "I heard many people wishing each
other a haipy Easter, and one can hardly begrudge them it, for it
is a hard life being a warder here." (p.l4). His desire to move
to other prison quarters was restrained by his compassion for the
person who would have to replace him in his cell. He wrote on
August 3, 1943, "I don't want to put in for a transfer to enother
floor, as it would not be fair on the other man who would have
to be moved up here, and I don't suppose he would have any to-

matoes, etc.™ (p.24).



Both by word and in personal deed Bonhoeffer showed that
he saw concern and sacrificial service towards the brother for

whom Christ died as the starting point for Christien conduct.



3, Law, Freedom (Inspiration), and Casuistry

It is sometimes thought that to point to the command to
love as Christ has loved us is to have solved the ethical problem
of discerning God's will for our conduct. But the matter is not
so simply settled. Lofthouse sees this very clearly in his essay
“Biblical Ethies". He writes:

Certainly, it may be said, the Christian law is also the law
of love; but to say that is to give little guidance to con-
duct, and even to do little justice to the New Testament it~
self, For what sort of conduct is meant when I am told to
love my neighbour, or my enemy (Matt,5:44), or all men?

What is to be understood by love in such a context?

So we are pushed to ask: What does it mean conecretely to love our

neighbour or our enemy? Cean the content of love be specified?

a, Lew

There is strong biblical evidence to suggest that the
content of love cam be stipulated. Love is seemingly rescued from
being only an unspecified attitude of good-will by concrete reg-
ulations in the 0ld Testament — the Decalogue — end the sayings
of Jesus in the New Testament — the Sermon on the Mount, for ex-
ample. It may be argued that these declarations tell us what love
means concretely.4

Thus, to love a person would mean not to kill him, not to
commit adultery against him, not to steal from him, not to lie to
him, or not to appropriate his rightful property. Even more stren-

uously, to love him would be to refuse to harbour angry attitudes



or lustful thoughts or retaliatory ambitions against him, To do
any of the things prohibited by the Decalogue or the sayings of
Jesus is to fail to love. It would be a rejection of the divine
will for conduct. To love, accordingly, is to fulfill the demends

of the laws revealed by God and recorded in the Seriptures.

Now the problem is complicated by the fact that through-
out the major part of its history the Church has senctioned the
deliberate performance of some of these apparently prohibited
sctions, Utilizing the concept of the just war, for example, the
Church has at times instructed the faithful in the propriety of
taking the life of an enemy. Moreover, there are scriptural
passages, especially some of the Pauline condemmations of the
law, that suggest that love may not be specified by any general
rules, °

In the face of these facts, the question must be raised
whether there do, in fact, exist divine absolute laws that spec=
ify how love must express itself in all situations. If the an-
swer to the question =— Is there an absolute law of God? =~ is mo?,

then we are obliged to enquire further as to how we can know the

content of God!'s command to love.

b. Freedom From Law: Inspiration
An enswer that has found a place in ethical theory affirms

that the Christian is free from law and knows God's will directly



by inspiration, There is no comprehensive code of lawsthat can
possibly encompass all the possibilities of God's expectations
for us, Rather, in sach circumstence where the Christian finds
it necessary to decide and act as a disciple, God through His
Holy Spirit directly imparts the knowledge of his will. God
'in=-Spirits' the disciple with apn understanding of what love
requires in that concrete situation. This knowledge could not
be known in edvance of the Christian's presence in the decisive
situation; only when the believer is placed in & situation re-
quiring decision does the Spirit convey the divine imperative
for that particular believer in that particular situation.
There is no objective law that can claim to be the form-
ulation of God's will. The law is, in reality, only a summary
or generalization of how God has guided most men to act in the
pasts It holds no guarantees that future conduet should be
the same. Love, then, is free from law; its content is instead

revealed by God in each new~situation.6

In this discussion of freedom it should be observed that
freedom cen be of two kinds. We may have freedom from law or we

may have freedom from obedience. In freedom from law we are as=-

serting that our moral decisions are not, and ought not to be,
directed by an objective and universally valid code of regulations
for the reason that no law can adequately convey what God requires

of us., Since the law is inept in communicating the concrete will
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of the living God the Christian must, on this view, depend on
the inspired deliverances of the Holy Spirit for his knowledge
of God's will,

But once the inspired command of God has been spoken to
the disciple he may feel himself bound by his faith in Christ to
obey unreservedly the divine commend., He may feel himself as
much under obligation as if he believed in an inflexible and
universally binding revealed law, On this view, the disciple
is free from law as the instrument by which he comes to know
God's will, but he is not free from obedience to the commaend
of God,

There is also a freedom from obedience in which the

agent feels at liberty to deliberately deviate from what is
clearly perceived to be the will of God., It is possible to hold
that either the law or the inspired command is indeed the will
of God but that human considerations meke it unattractive or un-
desirable to obey that revealed will, If we hold that the dis-
ciple is permitted to consciously compromise or ignore the actual
command of the living God once it has been declared, then we may
speak of a freedom from obedience,

Wie shall return to this question of command, obedience,
end compromise in my section entitled "Responsible Action and Obed-
ience". For the time being we should note that when we refer to
freedom in this thesis, unless otherwise indicated, we are talking

about the epistemological problem of knowing God's will. It is
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freedom from law as the way by which God's will is apprehended

rather than freedom from obedience that is my primary concern.

¢, Casuistry or Responsible Action

We turn our attention now to another alternative, 8o
far we have considered two possibilities: Do we ascertain God's
will for us here and now by reference to & revealed absolute law?
Or: Do we know God's will for us here and now by his direct in=-
spiration? If we are obliged to concludé that neither of these
is the way we come to know the divine will, we are compelled %o
cast about for another explanation of how the Christian comes to
know the will of God end makes his ethical decisions,

Besides the ethic of law and the ethic of inspiration we
must place an ethic of adaptation or compromise that occupies a
region between law and freedom but possesses a relation to both.
This third ethic is related to the ethic of law because it be-
lieves the statements in the Bible governing the conduct of the
disciple are laws ~—- they are assertions of what God intended men
to do when He created him. The formal laws revealed in the Scrip-
tures are the divine specification of what love ideally means. In
the face of the perplexing storms of life this ethical outlook has
an anchor in the revealed law, But unlike the ethic of pure law
it does not hold that the revealed law is directly and unqualifiedly

applicable in all circumstances, Our sin and its legacy of a

corrupted history annuls the possibility of directly implementing
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the law in all situations and at all times., The tragedy and
irony of man's existence lies in the fact that his sin has
created an historical context where to perform God's law in
its purity wiil result, on occasion, in more evil than would
be produced by a human accommodation of the law to actual sit-
uations that trensgresses the law's clear precepts., Fallen
human nature that has idolized the self has produced an histor-
iecal nexus that makes the direct application of the law not
only difficult or impossible, but, on occasion, morally undes=-
irable,

Once having acknowledged this inability to implement
the law direetly in all circumstances, we are. projected into
a state of uncertainty regarding precise moral decisions., Once
granted that the law 1s not always directly applicable, then we
are not able to say in advance of our participation in crises
what our decision and action must be., We must depend on the
inspired command of God addressed to us in that situation to
direct us regarding the extent of the law's relevance; or on
the caleulations of our reason; or on some combination of in-
spiration and reflection. However the accommodation of the law
to our circumstances is made, it is clear that absolute confid-
ence regarding our choice has vanished, This being set free
from absolute adherence to the requirements of the law causes
this third ethic to resemble the ethic of inspiration., But

whereas in the ethic of inspiration the freedom from lew is
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total, in this third moral theory the freedom from law is only
relative.

This third way I call a casuistic ethiec. It is true thet
whenever Bonhoeffer refers to casulstry he does so in & deprecat-
ing way. But defined as I have, as the middle ground between law
and freedom, *casuistry' does present itself as an appropriate
term. For casuistry is the process in which general laws are
applied to concrete situations to ascertain what our specific
act should be on thet occasion. ' The commends of God in the
seriptures are expressed as universal laws; the place where we
actually stend is the concrete circumstance to which the law is
related, Out of the confrontation of the law and our standing
place, and under the guidance of God, must issue our decision
and deed,

A further word about the notion of law in this thesis:
The term 'law' has been a highly controversial one, not only in
ethical debate but in disputes about justification. I want to
make clear what I shall have in mind when I speak of law, By
an ethic of law I meen the conviction that the way we should be-
have as Christians has been expressed in rational words and these
words arranged in the form of consistent commands are sufficient
to guide our conduct. To believe in law is not to imply necessar-
ily that men is thoroughly capable of fulfilling the law, It is
possible to keep a place for man's weakness and sin that causes

him to fall into temptation and transgress the moral law, But
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the divine will even when violated is known, because God has
revealed it in a verbal form that adequately conveys what He

wents all men to do in all circumstances,

I sheall approach Bonhoeffer's writings with these ques-
tions chiefly in mind: 1) Does Bonhoeffer believe that we come
to know God's will for us by His revelation of law, that is,
general rules that are absolutely binding on all Christians in
all situations? 2) Does Bonhoeffer believe that God's will is
known by inspiration, that is, the direct deliverances of God's
Holy Spirit addressed to particular situations and not suscept-
ible of generalization into any universally valid law? 3) Does
Bonhoeffer believe that God's will is known by a process in
which the ideal law of God is related to the concrete circum-
stances in which we find ourselves in such a way that there
emerges a command or direection for that particular situation?

Ve shall from time to time be obliged to examine pass-
ages, written with other purposes in mind, as guides to the
solution implicit in Bonhoeffer's ethical thought. Undoubtedly
I shall be distorting the original intention of some passages,
but I hope that, in the main, I shall be accurately deseribing
the moral theory that underlies his writing.

In order to circumseribe the enguiry I propose first of

all to isolate those passages in his works that deal with three



areas of life that provide what we may call 'test-cases' for
Christian morality. e shall first of all examine Bonhoeffer's
thought on the rights of human life, asking whether life is in-
violable under a&ll circumstances. Since the sixth commeandment
of the Decalogue is framed as the prohibition "Thou shalt not
kill™ I shall attempt to focus this study by enquiring of Bon-
hoeffer, "Is there an absolute divine law prohibiting killing?"

Then we shall give our attention to the area of sex,

The seventh commendment of the Decalogue is also expressed as a
prohibition: "Thou shalt not commit edultery". I shall be ask-
ing of Bonhoeffer an answer to this question, "Is there an absol-
ute divine lew prohibiting adultery?”

And finally I shall direct our enquiry into the realm of
truth and truth-telling and lying. The ninth commandment of the
Decalogue 1s a prohibition of falsehood: "Thou shalt not bear
false witness against thy neighbor."™ Here I shall ask for Bon-
hoeffer's answer to the question, "Is there an absolute divine
law prohibiting lying?"

The answers to these questions should enable us to see
whether Bonhoeffer possesses a consistent ethical view=-point and,
if so, should indicate to us whether it is an ethic of law, or
freedom, or casuistry. Then I shall proceed to & consideration
of the theoretical passages, especially in the Ethics, to see
how Bonhoeffer formulates the nature of Christian conduct,

Finally, I shall pass to some brief summary and appraisal of

15
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Bonhoeffer's ethical theory,

I should point out that it was my original intention to
have an additional section in chapters II, III and IV in which
I would survey Bonhoeffer's views in the minor works, for example,

Life Together, Creation and Fall, and Temptation. But there was

so very little in the minor works that contributed to the question
under discussion in this thesis, that I was obliged to drop this
section., Relevant passages from the minor works are, accordingly,

inserted throughout wherever appropriate.
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NOTES TO CHAPTER I

1 sp,, Edward Duff, The Social Thought of the World

Council of Churches (London: Longmans, Green, 1956),

The World Council of Churches is permanently mindful
of the importance of a common, coherent basis for its
social pronouncements., Stimulating an ecumenical dia-
logue that would engender a consensus on the fundement-
al criteria of social criticism has been a continuing
responsibility of the Study Department.

(p.110)

The inquiry on the social relevance of the Bible and
its use in appraising concrete issues of justice am=-
ong men and nations is one that cannot indefinitely
be filed away as incomplete, No mere subject for a
comnon=-room causerie among theologians and scripture
scholars, it is immediately connected with the des-
ire, frequently expressed at ecumenical gatherings,
for a coherent, commonly accepted foundation—a phil-
osophy, if you will——on which to base World Council
pronouncements on economic and political questions.
(p.l14)

2 References to letters are all from Letters and Papers

from Prison (London: Collins Fontana Books, 1959) unless other-

wise indicated,

5 W. F. Lofthouse, "Biblical Ethies", in T. W. Meanson,

ed., A Companion to the Bible (Edinburgh: Clark, 1950), p.348.

4 Throughout this thesis 'law'! refers to the revealed
law in the Bible, It is, of course, possible to hold that
there is an eternal natural law derived not from special revel-

ation but from the exercise of natural reason upon existence so



that the facts of humen nature and the courses of action that
lead to the fulfillment of this nature are discovered,

But Bonhoeffer makes no place for natural law in his
ethical scheme. He writes in the chapter "On the Possibility
of the Word of the Church to the World" in the Ethics:

Whatever the Church's word to the world may be, it
must always be both law and gospel. This implies

& denial of the view that the Church can speak to
the world on the basis of some particular rational
or natural-law knowledge which she shares with the
world, that is to say, with an occasional temporary

disregard for the gospel. The Church of the Reform-
ation, unlike the Catholic Church, cannot do this,

(p.321)
9 ¢f., "For sin will have no dominion over you, since

you are not under law but under grace." (Romens 6:14)
“"For Christ is the end of the law, that every one who

has faith may be justified.” (Romans 10:4)

6 Duff in Social Thought gives a good summary of this

ethic of freedom from law or inspiration:

As described by Dr. Oldham, 'the ethic of inspiration!
insists that the fundamental and characteristic Christ-
ian moral attitude is not obedience to fixed norms or

to a moral code but a living response to a living person,
a fellowship with God who is sovereignly free and whose
Will is sought for a present personal decision,

(p.94)

In such a situation the spirit of Christ-—'which by
nature is a continuous, dynamic event!-—is imparted

to the believer enabling him to make practical dec-
isions of obedience to the divine Will in the concrete
circumstances of daily life,

(p.102)

18
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7 One of the most vexing decisions I have had to make
in this thesis is the proper designution of the third ethical alter-
native, the ethic that embraces both law and freedom. I have, with
considerable hesitancy, used the term 'casulstry' even though Bon=-
hoeffer refuses to sanction this term in his ethical vocabulary,

In the Ethics he mentions "a dangerous legalistic casuistry which
destroys liberty of faith" (p.258) and tells us that “The concrete-
ly Christian ethic is beyond formalism and casuistry.” (p.23).
Another possibility is the term fcompromise! which conveys the
notion of adjusteble principles., But this word is also distaste-
ful to Bonhoeffer, He tells us in the Ethies, "Christ does not
make compromises....ind in Jesus Christ there is neither radicalism
nor compromise, but there is the reality of God end men." (p.87).
The term Bonhoeffer uses to designate this third way is 'responsible
action'.

Now the point is well taken as to why I have chosento des=-
ignate Bonhoeffer's ethics by a term he himself repudiates. The
enswer is simply that I wish to set my work in the context of
present ethical discussion., The term 'casuistry' in its original
and strict sense does represent something quite clear: the adaptat=-
ion of principles and general laws to concrete instances. ¥Respon-
sible action', however, is an ambiguous term that depends for its
meaning on who is using it. The nomist feels the only responsible
action is strict adherence to the law; the antinomist feels respons-

ible action is only dependence on the grace of God., For Bonhoeffer
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it meens something else again.

'Compromise! might have been a suitable term except
that it carries too much the sense of weak capitulation of
conviction to expediency. Edward LeRoy Long, however, (who
also sought to revive the accurate use of ‘casuistry' in ethic-
al discussion) uses 'compromise! in the title of his book on

ethics, Conscience and Compromise,

In the interest of more or less ready identification
of an ethical viewpoint, I have chosen to employ the term
tcasulstry' understanding this as the equivalent of Bonhoeffer's

term !'responsible action',



II, LIFE =~ IS THERE 4N ABSOLUTE LAW PROHIBITING KILLING?

l, Preliminary: Posing the Question

Aecording to Bonhoeffer are Christien ethical decisions
made by absolute obedience to universally valid laws; or in free-
dom from law by direct divine inspiration in each new ethical
situation; or by a casuistic process in which moral law is
accomodated to actual circumstances,

The first test case to be analyzed in the search for an
answer is the case of life and its inviolability., If Bonhoeffer
believes in an ethic of absolute law we should find him saying
that there is an absolute law prohibiting killing and under no
circumstances is the disciple of Jesus morally permitted to take
life,

If Bonhoeffer subscribes to an ethic of freedom from law
or inspiration, we should find the c¢laim that whether or not a
Christian is entitled by God to kill another can never be answered
in advance of & critical situation., It is possible to conceive
that under certain conditions love for neighbour in response to
the call of God will demand that we kill snother person.

Evidence for a casuistiec ethic would consist of the
affirmation of an ideal divine law prohibiting killing coupled

with the recognition that situztions may arise in which the will

21
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of God 1s done and responsibility to others is discharged by
choosing to transgress the ideal intention of God by assuming
guilt in the taking of life,

Ye turn now to a survey of Bonhoeffer's writings in
order to discern his attitude towards life and killing and

whether or not they are governed by law,



2, Life and Killing in The Cost of Discipleship

The data in The Cost of Discipleship for establishing en

answer to the question, "Is there an absolute divine law prohib-
iting killing?", consist largely of those chapters which are an
exposition of the Sermon on the Mount. There are three chapters
here of fundamental importance for our enquiry in addition to a
brief treatment of the beatitude on peacemakers. The first is
"The Brother", an exposition of Jesus' saying regarding the act
of killing and the attitude of anger in Matthew 5:21-26, The
second chapter, "Revenge" deals with Jesus words about the lex
talionis and non-resistance in Matthew 5:38-42, The third is
"The Enemy — The Extraordinary”, a treatment of Jesus' saying
about love for the enemy in Matthew 5:43-48,

We shall begin with an examination of "The Brother",
Bonhoeffer writes:

The first law which Jesus commends to his diseciples
is the one which forbids murder and entrusts their
brother's welfare to their keeping. The brother's
life is a divine ordinance, and God alone has power
over life and death, There is no place for the mur-
derer among the people of God.

(p.115-6)

On the face of it, Bonhoeffer appears in these words to be
affirming an absolute prohibition against killing. He says first
that the saying of Jesus concerning the brother constitutes a law,
Then he reinforces this position by asserting that "The brothert's

life is & divine ordinance." (p.ll5). God decrees that certain

states of affairs have absolute sanction and protection given

23



them in creation. The Brother's life is such an inviolate
condition, humenly speaking. Only God who creates life may
dispose of it; he does not delegate this right over life to
men.

It should be noted that in The Cost of Discipleship

Bonhoeffer does not make a distinction between 'murder' and
'killing'. The terms can be used interchangeably: all kill-
ing of the neighbour is murder. We shall see that later in
the Ethios Bonhoeffer distinguished between !arbitrary kill=-
ing' which is the deliberate destruction of innocent life
and killing on the grounds of 'unconditional necessity!'.
This is, in effect, the customary distinction drawn between
murder ('arbitrary killing') and justified kiiling ('uncon=-

ditional necessity'), but in The Cost of Discipleship no

such distinction is drewn.

Lest a loophole for the taking of life be found by
interpreting this prohibition so that it applies only to the
fellow~Christian and is not therefore universally binding,
Bonhoeffer tells us, "In this context 'brother' means more
than 'fellow=Christian': for the follower of Jesus there can
be no limit as to who is his neighbour." (p.ll6).

But, then, most cryptically, Bonhoeffer adds, "except
as his Lord decides,"™ (p.116). What is the purpose of this
gqualification? Are we to infer that on occasion the Lord may

decide that someone is not our brother and therefore may be

killed?
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In the context of the whole of The Cost of Discipleship

and especially within the exposition of the Sermon on the Lount
such an exception to the prohibition of killing scarcely seems

a possible construction. To admit such an exception would be in-
consistent with Bonhoeffert's whole direction in this book that
constitutes a call to radical obedience.

We can only surmise that Bonhoeffer is here guilty of
& rhetorical flourish that confuses the main direction of his
thought, The next sentence substantiates my treatment of this
proviso that seems to dilute the strength of Jesus' saying,
Bonhoeffer writes:

He*is forbidden to commit murder under pain of div-
ine judgement, For him the brother's life is a bound-
ary which he dare not pass,

(p.116)

We may think that such an absolute condemnation of kill-
ing is too strenuous & command for the disciple; we may fsel
that under sufficient provocation we ought to be justified in
taking an aggressor's life, But Bonhoeffer will not here allow
us this possibility. Far from the law against killing being too
severe, 1t is not sufficiently radical for the disciple! The
prohibition covers not only the overt act of killing but is ex-
tended even to the interior attitude of the disciple towards
the other person. In Bonhoeffer's view Jesus is to be taken

not only seriously but literally. Bonhoeffer approves the lit-

eral meaning of Jesus' words; "Even anger is enough to overstep

«(the disc ipla



the mark, still more the casual angry word (Raca), and most of
all the deliberate insult of our brother (!Thou fool')." (p.L16).
The reason that such an interior attitude or 'mental act!
like anger comes under condemmation is not primarily because it
sullies the purity of heart of the person who would be a disciple.
The Christian faith is not essentially concerned with this self-
edification, The interior act of anger is repudiated because it
is an offensive act against the brother. Bonhoeffer explains it
like this, “The angry word is a blow struck at our brother, a stab
at his heart: it seeks to hit, to hurt and to destroy."™ (p.ll6).
And again, "Not Jjust the fact that I am angry, but the fact that
there 1s somebody who has been hurt, damaged and disgraced by
me, who 'has a cause against me', erects a barrier between me
and God."™ (p.1l7). The condemnation of hostile interior attitudes
on the ground of their outward social damage is found also in

Life Together: "...there is no sin in thought, word, or deed,

no matter how personal or secret, that does not infliet injury
upon the whole fellowship." (p.79). 1

This chapter presents us with a perspective on the in-
violability of life that can be understood only as a divine ab-

solute prohibition of killing,

We turn now to an examination of the chapbter entitled
"Revenge", which is an exposition of Jesus! saying on the

lex talionis and non-resistance.
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The usual interpretation of these "Ye have heard,..but
I say unto you" sayings of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount is
that Jesus is here contrasting the law of the 0Old Testament with
the new "better righteousness” which his coming inaugurates. The
Qld Testament law - — in its formal expression if not in its or=-
iginal intention in the mind of God =-- is being abrogated in
favour of the new way of Jesus,

But Bonhoeffer will not have it this way. Speaking of
the 0ld Testament law of retribution he claims that Jesus "rec=-
ognizes this saying, like the sixth commandment, as the verit-
able law of God. This law, like all the others, is not to be
abrogated, but fulfilled to the last iota™. (p.l26). 1In the
subsequent exposition of this text that follows, it becomes
clear how Bonhoeffer is able to take such a position., He does
not regard the injunction as it stands — "an eye for an eye, and a
tooth for a tooth"™ — as law that is universally and eternally
binding on the people of God; rather, the divine purpose of ret-
ribution that lies behind it constitutes the law, In this view,
the law actually consists of the proposition, “Thou shalt requite
evil — in the proper way" and Bonhoeffer's exposition reveals
that the proper way to requite evil is to cease to requite vy con=-
ventional coercive retaliation. This is the proper retribubion
upon the evil doer that is required of the disciple.

Now I cannot but feel that this is strained exegesis

motivated in part by Bonhoeffer's high estimate of the Qld Test~
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ament scriptures and his unwillingness to employ the notion of
abrogation with respect to them, The clear meaning of the say-
ing is that the law of retribution of the 0ld Testement is being
superseded in the saying of Jesus by his own way of non-retribut-
ion,

But let us note that this desire of Bonhoeffer's to re-~
tain the validity of the 0ld Testament law and to see it as essent-
ially of the same quality as the teaching of Jesus, serves to under-
score the nature of Jesus sayings as law, For there can be no
gquestion that with the 0ld Testament precepts we are moving within
the realm of law; and when Bonhoeffer regards the saying of Jesus
as an extension of the Cld Testament's intention, he is, in effect,
assigning the same status of law to the sayings of Jesus.

"Resist not him who is evil™. There is no equivocation
as to the meaning of this saying of our Lord in Bonhoeffer's
treatment, It signifies quite literally that the Church "must
patiently endure aggression,. Otherwise evil will be heaped
upon evil™. (p.127).

Bonhoeffer will not permit the Reformation softening of
this hard saying by allowing that Christ's command of non-resistance
applies to the Christian only when he is acting in a personal cap-
acity, but not when he is exercising an office ordained by God such
as that of ruler or magistrate of the state. The Reformers hed
taught that when we are office bearers:

We are not only freed from obligation to eschew vio~
lence, but if we want to act in a genuine spirit of
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love we must do the very opposite, and meet force
with force in order to check the assault of evil,
It was along these lines that the Reformers just-
ified war and other legal sanctions against evil,
(p.128)

Bonhoeffer is explicit in his rejection of this Reform-
ation ethical dichotomy: "This distinction between person and
office is wholly alien to the teaching of Jesus. He says nothing
about that., He addresses his disciples as men who have left all
to follow him, and the precept of non-violence applies equally to
private life and official duty. He is the Lord of all life, and
demands undivided allegiance." (p.128-9),

Moreover, Bonhoeffer sees the practical impossibility of
distinguishing a Christian's role as a private disciple and his
role as a public servant, Although this distinction may be made
theoretically, it has no more objective reality than the abstract-
ion 'economic man' or 'aesthetic man' or 'political man'., It is
always the indivisible person who acts and all his acts will be
both personal commitments and public influences. He writes:

Am I ever acting only as a private person or only in
an offieial capacity? If I am attacked am I not at
once the father of my children, the pastor of my
flock, and e.g. a government official? Am I not
bound for that very reason to defend myself against
every attack, for reason of responsibility to my
office? 4And am I not also always an individual,
face to face with Jesus, even in the performance

of my official duties? Am I not therefore obliged
to resist every attack just because of my responsib=-
ility for my office?

There can be only one answer to this dilemma., The Christ-

ian must always act as the disciple whose face is turned only towards
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his Lord whom he is following. He will, accordingly, always
be acting as a solitary individual . Bonhoeffer asks:

Is it right to forget that the follower of Jesus is

always utterly alone, always the individual, who in

the last resort can only decide and act for himself?

(p.129)
But in the providence of God, the disciple will discover that
only this single-minded allegiance to Christ can result in con-
sequences that are ultimately a blessing to those whom we love
and for whom we are responsible., Bonhoeffer asks the question,
anticipating an affirmative answer, "Don't we act most respon-
sible on behalf of those entrusted to our care if we act in
this aloneness?™ (p.129).2
In this treatment of "Revenge™ we are again given a view

of the sanctity of life that marks it off from deliberate destruc=-

tion. God forbids us to kill even our enemy.

The next passage for our consideration is Bonhoeffer's
chapter on "The Enemy — The Extraordinary",

In his exposition of Jesus! saying "Resist not him who
is evil™, Bonhoeffer has spoken of the Christian's patient en-
durance of aggression; his refusal to retaliate by means of
force against the one who has done him evil. Now Bonhoeffer turns to
the exposition of the saying "Love vour enemies" where the disciple
is enjoined to take up an attitude of constant good-will towards

his enemy and to work for his well~being,
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Bonhoeffer sees this as an unqualified law, universal
and binding in all circumstances. There can never be any com-
promise with this absolute law, o inspired commend of God
will ever permit us to hate our enemy, nor should humean calcul-
ation ever condone any compromise with this lew of love.

Bonhoeffer's exposition of this saying of Jesus is in
some respects difficult to follow., At least part of the diffic-
ulty has its source in Bonhoeffer's undue regard for the intrin-
sic significance of the 0ld Testament text, as distinguished from
its significance as preparation for the gospel.

Jesus says, "You have heard that it was sald, 'You shall
love your neighbour and hate your enemy' but I say to you, love
your enemies..." (Matthew 5:43-4),

T. W. Menson informs us in The Sayings of Jesus the neigh-

bour referred to in the 0ld Testament law in Lev. 19:18 is only
the fellow-Israelite, "But Jewish literature is ransacked in
vain for evidence that such a conclusion Exate your enemy] is
explicitly drawn." (p.l6l). lianson draws the inference that the
phrase "end hate your enemies™ which detracts from the sharpness
of the entithesis — "The law says, Thou shalt love thy neigh=-
bour. I say, Love your enemies" — is an interpolation. Bon-
hoeffer's conservative approach to seripture will not allow him
to concede this., Jesus actually said that the law spoken to

the men of old time prescribed hate towards the enemy. But, in
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fact, the 0ld Testament — as Bonhoeffer points out — enjoins
love of the enemy (Bx. 23:4f; Prov, 25:21f; Gen. 45: 1ff;
I Sem, 24:7; II Kings 6:22),

Bonhoeffer's solution to this perplexity is to assert
that the enemy to whom Christ refers is different from the enemy
whom the 0ld Testament scriptures bid us to love., "But Jesus
is not talking of ordinary enmity, but of that which exists be=-
tween the People of God and the world." (p.132). This emmity
between God and the world of idols, Bonhoeffer supposes to be
sanctioned by the Old Testament and approved by Jesus:

It is not this enmity which Jesus condemns, for then
he would have condemmned the whole history of God's
dealings with his people. On the contrary, he af-
firms the old covenant. He is as concerned as the

0ld Testement with the defeat of the enemy and the
victory of the People of God,

(p.132)

Bonhoeffer's exegesis developed along these lines, then re-
guires him to 'spiritualize' or 'mythologize' the saying of Jesus,
by discovering a true hidden meaning other than the plain surface
meening. That 'hatred' which Bonhoeffer holds the 0ld Testament
commands God's people should bear towards the idol-worshipping en-
emies of God, must now be understood to mean 'overcoming by love!,
He says:

No, the real meaning of this saying is that Jesus is
again releasing his disciples from the political as=-
sociations of the old Israel., From now on there can
be no more wars of faith, The only way to overcome

our enemy is by loving him,
(p.132)
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The conclusion Bonhoeffer wishes us to draw is this,
Both the 0ld Testament law and the command of Jesus demend
hatred of the enemy, that is, defeat of idolaters, The law
is the same in both covenants, But the manner in which the
law is to be fulfilled differs, Whereas in the 6ld covenant
violent subjugation of idolaters was necessary, in the new
covenant the enemy is overcome by loving him.

It is important, for our purpose, to press the quest-
ion whether the act of love which is uncompromisable, is ever
consistent with the act of killing. Can we be said to love
our enemy while we kill him, albeit for noble motives? Do
we love our enemy when in our solicitude for his soul endang~-
ered by heresy, we terminate his life? Are we loving our enemy
when our concern for his innocent vietims leads us to kill him?
Are loving and killing of the same person compatible?

The answer to this guestion has been supplied, of
course, by the other expositions of "The Brother" and "Revenge".
iWle have seen there is an absolute prohibition of killing for
the disciple. The command to love the enemy cannot contradict
this absolute law, but serves to extend the limits of the dis-
ciple's conduct towards the enemy. The disciple is not only
to refrain from killing his enemy, he is to work positively to

enable him to become the person God desires,

In his exposition of the Beatitudes, Bonhoeffer turns
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to the promised benediction of those who make peace., "“Blessed
are the peacemakers: for they shall be called the children of
God." (Matthew 5:9). About this call and promise of Christ,
Bonhoeffer declares:

The followers of Jesus have been called to pesace,

When he called them they found their peace, for he

is their peace. But now they are told that they

must not only have peace but make it., And to that

end they renounce all violence and tumult. In the

cause of Christ nothing is to be gained by such

methods, His kingdom is one of peace, and the

mutual greeting of his flock is a greeting of

peace. His diseciples keep the peace by choosing to

endure suffering themselves rather than infliect it

on others,

(p.102)
These words certainly give the impression of constituting

a thorough-going rejection by the disciple of all violence and
killing. The only escape from this inference lies in the sent-
ence "In the cause of Christ, nothing is to be gained by such
[violent] methods." What is the meaning of this proviso? Is
Bonhoeffer proposing a kind of 'religious' dualism in which the
Christian 1s enjoined to practice patient non-violence when pur-
suing religious or sacred purposes connected with the advancement
of Christ's kingly rule; but is entitled and even obligated to
employ coercion when acting in a secular capacity as a citizen
in the world? We might suppose that this is what Bonhoeffer had
in mind here were it not for his repeated stress on the Christien's
involvement in the world, as a Christian., He says, for example,

"The fellowship between Jesus and his disciples covered every as-

pect of their daily life.,"™ (p.228). The conventional sacred-sec-



ular dichotomy is rejected by Bonhoeffer. He speaks approvingly
of Luther's discovery:

The only way to follow Jesus was by living in the world,
Hitherto the Christian life had been the achievement of
a few choice spirits under the exceptionally favourable
conditions of monasticism; now it is a duty laid on ev-
ery Christian living in the world, The commendment of
Jesus must be accorded perfect obedience in one's daily
vocation of life,

(p.40)

There is another passage that could be possibly inter-
preted so as to give the impression that Bonhoeffer recommends
what I shall call a 'spatial dualism' of church snd world. On
this view Christ's command of unqualified love with its cor=
ollaries of non-violence and the other precepts of the Sermon
on the liount is restricted to the followers of Christ in their
internal life in the Christisn community and hes no application
to the life lived even by Christiens in the unconverted world,
The passage in question is as follows:

If we took the precept of non~resistance as an ethical
blueprint for general application, we should indeed be
indulging in idealistic dreams: we should be dreaming
of a utopia with laws which the world would never obey.
To make non-resistance a principle for secular life is
to deny God, by undermining his gracious ordinance for
the preservation of the world,

(p.129-30)

The probable meaning here, however, is that the command

of love and non-violence 1is sbsolutely binding upon the disciple

who has, through faith in Christ, entered the Kingdom of God,
whether he finds himself acting in the church or in the world,

But the Christian ought not to expect the unconverted world to
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act with constant good will and benevolence. Plens for the world
based on this premise are bound to be frustrated, for the uncon-
verted world has not appropriated the grace that enables men to
love as Christ has loved them., The disciple, however, to whom
grace has been given by Christ, is called at all times and in
all places and in all capacities to shed abroad the love of God,
This understanding of the passage is borne out by some
further comments that Bonhoeffer makes on the relation of the
Church to the state in the chapter called “The Visible Commun=
ity". Bonhoeffer says in this context; "God...has so ordered
life that the world exercises dominion by force and Christ and
Christians conquer by service", (p.¢35). The only distinction is
between the conduct of the world and the conduet of the realm of
grace, the Church., There is no distinetion within the Christian's
behaviour itself depending on whether he is looking inwardly to
the Church or outwardly to the world, The Christian's conduct 1is
consistently churacterized by love, at least in his intention, no
matter whether the setting in which he is placed is the Church or
the world,
This convietion is supported by what follows:

It does not matter what others do, but what we doe....0On

no account must evil occur within the Church. Once ag=

ain, St. Paul is talking to the Christians, not to the

State., His concern is that the Christians should persev-

ere in repentance and obedience wherever they may be and

whatever conflict should threaten them.
(p.236)
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While on the subjeet of theological and ethical dualism,
I should point out again Bonhoeffer's rejection of what I shall
call 'vocational dualism', It is acknowledged by nearly all
Christians that the ethics of the Kingdom of God enunclated in the
Sermon on the Mount are applicable only to those who by faith in
Christ live in the Kingdom. The question that confronts us is
whether the Christian is under obligation to act always in
accordance with the rigorous commands of the Sermon on the lount
even when he is moving in the world among those who do not recog-
nize the revelation in Christ and do not abide by his way of
love,

A Reformation eamswer to this question consisted of draw-
ing a distinetion between a Christian's actions in a personal
capacity and his actions in a public capacity where there is a
responsibility for others. In his personal acts the Christian
is obliged to follow the way of love as it is specified in the
commandments of Jesus, but in his acts performed in the discharge
of a responsible office the Christian is not only permitted but
enjoined by the Creator to employ coercion and kiiling in restrain-
ing sin and disorder.

Against this person-office dichotomy Bonhoeffer says,
"Christ addresses his disciples as men who have left all to
follow him, and the precept of non-violence applies equally to
private Life and oftf'icial duty., He is the Lord of all life, and

demands undivided allegiance". (p.Ll29),
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Bonhoeffer has moved beyond traditional dualisms of
eny sort no matter whether they be of a religious, spatial or
vocational type, or whether they be derived historically from
Medieval Scholastic, Lutheran or Enthusiast. In a section en-
titled "Thinking in Terms of Two Spheres" in his Ethics Bon-
hoeffer comments:

It may be difficult to break the spell of this think-
ing in terms of two spheres, but it is nevertheless
quite certain that it is in profound contradiection to
the thought of the Bible and to the thought of the Re-
formation, and that consequently it aims wide of real-
ity. There are not two realities, but only one reality,
and that is the reality of God, which has become man-
ifest in Christ in the reality of the world. Sharing
in Christ we stand at once in both the reality of God
and the reality of the world,

(p.63-4)

The final passage to bevexamined in THe Cost of Discipleship

is found in a chapter called "The Great Divide", where Bonhoeffer
zives an exposition of Matthew 7:13-23, In the course of his ex-
planation of the 'narrow gate' he says:

To believe the promise of Jesus that his followers

shall possess the earth, and at the same time to

face our enemies unarmed and defenceless, prefer-

ring to incur injustice rather than to do wrong

ourselves, is indeed a narrow way.

(p.170)
As it stands this is an unequivocal rejection of &all violent

resistance., The command of Jesus to 'resist not evil' is here being

teken as an absolute law that ought to govern the Christian's every

meeting with the enemy who oppresses and destroys,



3 Life and Killing in the Ethics

In the section "Inheritance end Decay" in the chapter
"Ethics as Formation" Bonhoeffer analyses the historical herit-
age of the West and finds its unifying centre only in Christ.
He writes "“Jesus Christ has made of the west a historical unit....
the unity of the west is not an idea but a historical reality,
of which the sole foundation is Christ." (p.<9). Then Bon-
hoeffer makes the point that war in the West may be justified
to the extent th:t it seeks to maintain this unity. He tells
us, "Even the wars of the west have the unity of the west as
their purpose., They are not wars of extermination and destruct=-
ion like the wars of pre-Christian times.”™ (p.29). Rather than en
absolute condemnation of war we find guite the contrary; a certain
type of war is given divine sanction. Bonhoeffer informs us that
in the Test, "War now always remained a kind of appeal to the
arbitration of God, which both sides were willing to accept.” (p.30
It is clear that Bonhoeffer does not here support an absol-
ute moral law that prohibits the taking of life in all circum=
stances. He views war not simply as a tragic lapse of man into
sin and hostility, but as a necessity imposed on occasion by his-
torical reality upon even men of good will,
But it is important to note that Bonhoefferts justification
of war is not an ungualified warrant. He has intimated that war
derives its sanction from the motive of unity for the West. Limits

are thereby imposed on the exercise of war. The character of these
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limits is defined by the cause for which the war is undertaken
and by the extent of the warfare. Wer which is motivated by
the attainment of specifiec purposes, for example, the unity of
the West, and which i1s restricted in its scope to the achieve-
ment of these ends, has a certain legitimacy. %War which seeks
to be total, however, war which fails to recognize the limits,
is unconditionally forbidden. Total war 1s described by Bon-
hoeffer in this way:

Total war makes use of all conceivable means which

mey possibly serve the purpose of national self=-

preservation., Anything which is of advantage to
one's own cause is ri-htful and permissible,

(p.29)
In distinction to this total war which i1s condemned
Bonhoeffer describes the features of justifiable Tiestern wars
in the following way:

Western wars have always distinguished between means
of warfare which are permissible and rightful and
those which are prohibited end eriminal, It was be-
lief in a just, divine government of the world which
mede it possible to dispense with the perhaps effect-
ive but certainly un~Christian practices of killing
the innocent~torture, extortion, and the rest.
(p.29-30)
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Te can easily deduce from these statements that Bonhoeffert's

judgements are determined by a theory of conduct that envisages a
Christian's freedom from a lew that purports to be absolutely bind-

ing and universally applicable, Whether this freedom is relative

as in a casuistic ethic that still holds to an objeetive law as

in some way normative, or whether this freedom is total as in an

ethic of inspiration where only the existential command of God



can guide moral behaviour, is not here stipulated. But as we go
on we shall have occasion to see that it 1s a casuistic ethic
thet underlies Bonhoeffer's ethical judgements.

In the same section "Inheritence and Decay" Bonhoeffer
develops the concept of the 'restrainer'. This is the k&ETéX}OV
of 2 Thessalonians 2:7 which Bonhoeffer describes as "the force
of ofder, equipped with great physical strength which effectively
blocks the way of those who are about to plunge into the abyss,"
(p.44). More specifically, the 'restrainer' is the force exer=-
cised by the state in the interest of order, As Bonhoeffer says,
"The 'restrainer' is the power of the State to establish and main=-
tain order."™ (p.44).

The 'restrainer' has an embivalent status; it is under
God's condemnation for sin, and yet it is an ally of the Church
end performs dod's work, "The 'restrainer' itself is not God;
it is not without guilt; but God makes use of it in order to pre=-
serve the world from destruction.” (p.44).

It is obvious that with this espousal of the doctrine of
the 'restrainer' — "the forces of order...which set due limits
to evil™ — Bonhoeffer has rejected the ethical position that af-
firms that Christians are governed by an unconditional law that
prohibits coercion and killing. For the 'restrainer' employs the
sword in the accomplishment of its task. At the same time, there
is evidence that this permission to teke life is not the original

intention of God for man, The 'restrainer' shares in guilt,
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that is, even while it does God's will by teking life in sit-
uations of historical necessity, it is violating the anteced-
ent law of God,

Te can only conclude thut Bonhoeffers judgements are be-
ing made here on the assumptions of a casuistic ethic. There
does exist a divine law, "Thou shalt not kill", but when the
demonic powers unleashed by man's sin threaten all order and
life, then it is required by God that Christians ally them-
selves with the state's force and suppress the destructive evil

doers,

In & section entitled "Justification and the Healing
of the Wound" contained under the general heading of “Guilt,
Justification and Renewal Bonhoeffer deals with the possibil-
ities of forgiveness between hostile nations, Exact retrib-
ution, the implementation of 'an eye for an eye!, should be left
to God. To achieve the healing of the nations that is a faint
shadow of the forgiveness given by Christ, there must be a
"waiving of the demand that the guilty man shall fully expiate
the wrong he has committed." (p.53).

But what if the offer of forgiveness and the invitation
to participate in the restoration of order and justice is re=-
jected? Bonhoeffer answers, "If this is not achieved, if wrong

still rules unhindered and still inflicts new wounds, then, of
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course, there can be no question of this kind of forgiveness
end man's first concern must be to resist injustice and call
the offenders to account for their guilt.™ (p.54).

It is clear from the context that this resistance is
prepared to go so far as to teke the life of the offender.
Bonhoeffer does not feel bound by an absolute law forbidding
killing. He thinks and acts here within a relative freedom
from law even while acknowledging its existence in the ul-

timate will of God for man,

There is an interesting reference in Bonhoeffer's dis=-
cussion of "Suum cuique" in the chapter “The Last Things and
the Things Before the Last" that suggest a casuistic ethiec.
"If one asks whether the individual is entitled to defend his
natural rights, then the answer must clearly be yes." (p.ll2),
Although nothing is said here of defending onets rights
to the point of killing an atbacker, enough has already been
said of Bonhoeffer's outlook on life and killing to indicate
that this possibility is not excluded. The interesting point
here 1is the assertion that the defence of one's rights is not
unconditional or without limits, The defender must "in all circum-
stances defend the right in such a manner as to carry the conviec=-
tion that it is not the individual but God who guarantees it,"

(po112).




To attach limits to one's right to defend one's rights
is to affirm that we are not totally free from the law against
killing as we might be in an ethic of pure freedom or inspirat-
ion,

If we had here an ethic of pure law, killing would be
prohibited absolutely. If we had an ethic of pure freedom it
would be impossible to suggest antecedently that there are any
limits, for according to this ethical view only the concrete sit-
uation can evoke God's will. TWhat we have here rather, is the
claim that we may on occasion break God's law against killing
but only within certain limits, There is freedom from the law,

but only relatively., 4 casulstic ethic underlies this passage,

One of the most important passages in the Ethies for our
study of the inviolability or otherwise of life 1s a section
called "The Right to Bodily Life™ in the chapter "The Last Things
and the Things Before the Last",

Here we discover that Bonhoeffer's view of the humen
body is soundly biblical., Man is an animated body. Personal-
ity without the body is inconceivable. The body is not only
instrumental but has value as an end in itself.

This being the case, the body then has rights to continued
life and Bonhoeffer makes this point in the following way:

Bodily life, which we receive without any action on

our own part, carries within itself the right to its
preservation....Since it is God!'s will that there
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should be humen life on earth only in the form of
bodily life, it follows that it is for the sake of
the whole man that the body possesses the right to
be preserved,...The underlying right of natural
life is the safeguarding of nature against intent-
ional injury, violation and killing. That may
sound very jejune and unheroic. But the body does
not exist primarily in order to be sacrificed, but
in order that it may be preserved.
(p.1l2)

From this we might draw the conclusion that — given
the sanctity of the body and its right to continue in life —
the taking of life is always an unj4ualified wrong, and is for-
bidden by God.

We we have seen Bonhoeffer does seem to hold in

The Cost of Discipleship that there is an absolute law of God

binding on the diseciple that prohibits him from killing in eny
circumstances.,

But we guickly see thuat in the Ethics, the prohibition
of killing 1s not absolute. There are certain conditions under
which the disciple must take life in order to preserve life.
The prohibition of kiiling is gualified in the following way.
Kiiling is absolutely forbidden when it is arbitrary, Arbit-
rary killing is defined as the deliberate destruction of innoc-
ent life. Bonhoeffer explains it like this:

The first right of natural life consists in the safe-
guarding of the Life of the body against arbitrary
killing., One must speak of arbitrary killing where-
ver innocent life is deliberately destroyed., But in
this context any life is innocent which does not en=-
gage in a conscious attack upon the life of another
and which cannot be convicted of any criminal deed

that is worthy of death,
(p.115-8)
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It follows, then, that where killing is not arbitrary, that is,
where it is not the deliberate taking of innocent life, it may
be permitted. Sueh & situation where killing is permitted, Bon-
hoeffer calls one of "unconditional necessity™:

The destruction of the life of another may be undertaken
only on the basis of an unconditional necessity; when
this necessity is present, then the killing must be per-
formed, no matter how numerous or how good the reasons
which weigh against it.

(p.1186)

Examples of such unconditional necessity permitting or even
requiring killing are set out by Bonhoeffer:

This means that the killing of the enemy in war is not
arbitrary killing., For even if he 1is not personally
guilty, he is nevertheless consciously participating
in the attack of his people against the life of my
people and he must share in bearing the conseguences
of the collective guilt, 4And, of course, there is
nothing arbitrary about the killing of & criminal who
has done injury to the life of another; nor yet about
the killing of civiliens in war, so long as it is not
directly intended but is only an unfortunate consequ-
ence of a measure which is necessary on military

grounds,
(p.118)

Examples of arbitrary killing are then indicated:

But it would be arbitrary to kiil defenceless prison=
ers or wounded men who can no longer render themselves
guilty of an attack on my life. It is arbitrary to
kill an innocent man out of passion or for the sake of
some advantage. All deliberate killing of innocent
life is arbitrary,

(p.1186)

Individual cases must be examined to see if the condition

inherent in them may be designated as "arbitrary" in which case
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killing is forbidden, or "unconditionally necessary" in which
case killing is required. e are involved then in an ethic
that is free from a law of unqualified prohibition of killing.
That is not clear is what kind of moral guildance we do
actually have, Does Bonhoeffer suggest that we are still op-
erating within the realm of clear laws, but that now the laws
are altered from & simple absolute forbidding of killing (Thou shalt
not kill) +to a more complex set of laws which say in effect: "Thou
shall not deliberately kill the innocent™. (The innocent...slay
thou not", Ex,23:7), end "Thou shalt kill where there is uncon-
ditional necessity". In this case the ethical problem of the
Christian would not be %to ascertain the divine will, but simply
to properly assess the situation to see which revealed law
applies, What we would have here, in effect, is the commonly
made distinction between killing and murder, XHurder would cor-
respond to what Bonhoeffer calls 'arbitrary' killing, that is, the
deliberate destruction of innocent life, Murder would be absolutely
proscribed, but other taking of life that could be described as
'necessary' killing — as, for example, in the protection of loved
ones or self-defence — would be permitted. Or are we to conclude
that Bonhoeffer is proposing & casulstic ethic in which the absol-~
ute law prohibiting killing of any kind remains the ideal standard
required of God for human behavior, but is regrettably compromised

by the fallen nature and history of man?
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In the one case =~ that postulating an absolute law
against murder — we should have to ponder the situation to
see if killing could be described as according to the prin-
ciple of murder and would, therefore, be prohibited; or as
according to the principle of necessary killing and there-
fore, morally rejuired., In the other case =-= that postul-
ating a single law condemning all killing, but a law sub-
ject to adjustment to circumstences — we should have to as=-
certain whether conditions necessitate the assumption of
guilt and the transgression of the law of God. As we shall
see as this exposition of Bonhoeffer's ethics proceeds, he
does not rationalize historically necessary acts into eter-
nally valid divine decrees, His stress is always on the
candid acknowledgement of the guiltiness of one's act even
when the historical setting requires that the act be done.
Necessary killing,therefore, is not obedience to a divine
law decreed in creation ™Thou shalt kill where there is un-
conditional necessity, but thou shalt not murder." It is,
instead, a regretful recognition that our involvement 'in Adam?
rejuires us at times to choose the breaking of God's law in
response to his active guidance that seeks always to realize
love for the neighbour in particular circumstances. But the
limits imposed by the law of God continue to exercise their

authority with such power, that never camn 'arbitrary killing'



(murder) be construed as 'responsible action' seeking the real-
ization of love. Restrictions are thus imposed by the divine
law on freedom of action.

In either case we are left without a secure revelation
of the divine will that guarantees our knowing in advance of a
crisis precisely what God wents us to do., Thab there is indec-
ision and uncertainty is seen in Bonhoeffer's treatment of the
hypothetical case of an outbreak of plague aboard a ship:

A borderline case involving all these considerations
would arise, if, for example, on a ship, where there
was no possibility of isolating the sick, there should
be an outbreak of plague, and 1f, so far as human
judgement could foretell, it was only through the
death of the sick that the healthy could be saved, In
this case the decision would have to remain open.
(p.121)

Frequently a distinction is made between the taking of
life in a private struggle and in the pursuit of the protection
end well-being of others as in war,

Augustine argued that while it is wrong to kill in the
pursuit of one's own seif-interest — even in the defence of
one's life — it is moraltly permitted to kill the evil doer who
threatens to harm a third person. The rigorous non-resistance
teaching of Jesus applies only to direct one-to-one personal en=~
counters, and not to complex relationships where responsibility
for the life of one's family and countryman is involved, 4

It may be argued, on the other hand, that the taking of

life is permissible in personal struggies where persuasion,
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forgiveness, repentance and reconciliation are possible, but
is forbidden in the impersonal and detached condition of war,

Now Bonhoeffer é;es not make use of this distinetion
between self-interest andvneighbour-interest. He recognizes,
as we saw above, that private existence 1s an abstraction. To
live is to live with end for others. There are no actions that
are strictly private and isolated from the community. One is
always responsible for the neighbour.5

This is why war so frequently supplies examples of
killing reyuired by 'unconditional necessity'. For in war the
element of responsibility for the well-being of others is in
the forefront.

In the Ethics, therefore, war is the paradigm of just-
ifiable killing., Other dubious cases acquire their warrant
for killing by being measured over against war, To the extent
that they possess characteristics analgous to those of war they
are occaslons permitting or requiring killing, For example,
Bonhoeffer asks, "But must one not regard incurable hereditary

disease as an attack against the safety of the community, just

as much as for example an enemy attack in war? (p.l20).

salthough our concern is primarily with the ethical
dilemma involved in taking the life of another person, Bonhoeffer's

treatment of suicide is also relevant. Our question, it should be
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recalled is about the existence of en absolute law prohibiting
intentional (as opposed, of course, to accidental) killing, If
there is such a law we would expect it to apply not only to the
deliberate killing of another but to the killing of oneself,
ind so we ask if Bonhoeffer approves a rejection of suilcide in
all possible circumstances.

We note first of all that he distinguishes self-killing
and self-murder., He says, "It is only if the action is under-
taken exclusively and consciously out of consideration for one's
own person that self-killing becomes self-murder.” (p.126). Bon-
hoeffer then gives some examples to show that under certain con-
ditions self-killing may indeed be self-sacrifice which is morally
approved, rather than self-murder whiech is under the condemmation
of God, The illustrations of self-killing that may be construed
as self~sacrifice concern a prisoner, a statesman, and an incursbly
sick person. About them Bonhoeffer writes:

If a prisoner takes his life for fear that under tor-
ture he might betray his country, his family, or his
friend, or if the enemy threaten reprisals unless a
certain statesman is surrendered to them and it is

only by his own free death that this statesman cen

spare his country grievous harm, then the self-killing
is 50 strongly subject to the motive of sacrifice that
it will be impossible to condemn the deed. If a suf-
ferer from incurable disease cannot fail to see that

his care must bring about the material and psychological
ruin of his femily, and if therefore by his own decision
frees them from this burden, then no doubt there are
many objections to such an unauthorized action, and

yet here, too, a condemnation will be impossible,
(p.126)



In view of these instances where circumstances alter
cases Bonhoeffer is obliged to conclude thet there is no univ-
ersally binding law against killing with respect to §uicide.
He savs, "In view of such cases as these the prohibition of
sulcide can scarcely be made absolute to the exclusion of the
freedom of sacrificing one's Llife." (p.126).

The lew does exist but its claim to obedience is only
relative within the contradictions and ironies of history.
Only a casuistic handling of the law will render it effective
as an instrument of mediating the knowledge of God's will in

actual crises.

Further insight into Bonhoeffer's thought on life and
killing is to be found in his treatment of abortion in the
section "Reproduction and Nascent Life"™. Bonhoeffer states
his view on induced abortion in this way,

Destruction of the embryo in the mother's womb 1s
a violation of the right to live which God has be-
stowed upon this nascent life. To raise the ques-
tion whether we are here concerned already with a
human being or not is merely to confuse the issue,
The simple fact is that God certainly intended to
create the humen being and this nascent human be-
ing has been deliberately deprived of his life.
ind that is nothing but murder”.
' (p.131)

Te see that he makes no attempt whatsoever to rationalize

the act of abortion into something less opprobrious than murder.
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He recognizes the different degrees of culpability in the
motives that lead to abortion, for example, despair, and ex-
treme economic destitution., But the act remains murder. 8o
far it is evident that the concept of law 1s being used here
to shape the moral judgement. Regardless of motives and cir-
cumstances the deprivation of 1life of the embryo is murder.
There is, indeed, a divine prineciple that forbids the taking
of life, in this case, of the innocent embryo. What we should
like to know now is whether this prohibition is unconditional
or whether, given circumstances deemed appropriate, the embryo
may be killed in the interests of a higher good, Bonhoeffer
zives us no clear answer in this regard. He has been quite
straight forward in affirming the necessity of taking adult
life under conditions of 'historical necessity'. But whether
he would sanction the killing of an embryc in any circumstance
is notclear. There 1s a suggestion that the embryo's life is
unqualifiedly inviolate., In a footnote Bonhoeffer refers to
the frequently taken position thet it is morally permissible %o
take the life of the embryo in order to spare that of the mother.
With respect to this view he writes:

If the child has its right to life from God, and is

perhaps already capable of life, then the killing of

the child, as an alternative to the presumed natural

death of the mother, is surely a highly questionable

action. The life of the mother is in the hand of

God, but the life of a child is arbitrarily éxting-

ulshed, The question whether the life of the mother

or the life of the child is of greater value can

hardly be a matter for a human decision.
(p.131)



It is difficult to escape the conclusion that Bonhoeffer
feels that the prohibition of killing 1s absolute when it is ap-
plied to the life of an embryo., There is a law, in effect, that
could be enunciated as Tollows, "Thou shalt never kill innocent

nascent life",

Another passage that is relevant for our investigation
of Bonhoeffer's attitudes on life and killing is found in the
same section on "Reproduction and Nascent Life", He has been
addressing himself to the problem whether the state has the
right to enforce sterilization, a question to which he gives
on the whole a negative answer, though his position is not en-
tirely unequivocal, In this discussion Bonhoeffer mekes a com=
parison between the state's rights over a men's body in war and
in compulsory sterilization. He writes:

So the question now arises whether the inviolabil-
ity of his body is to be forfeited in order to ren-
der possible certain bodily functions which are
subject to a powerful physical urge. No unequiv-
ocal answer can be given to this question. It may
be that the physical impulse is so intense that,
according to the conscientious self-judgement of
the individual concerned, it would constitute a
danger to hils own life and to the lives of others,
and in such cases, for the sake of preserving the
patient's life as a whole, sterilization would be
the lesser evil,

(p.1386)

Two things emerge here., The first is the assertion that

the prohibition of killing is not absolute. "There are limits

to the inviolability of the body." The second is that one of
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the causes that justifies killing or the imposition of limits
on the inviolability of the body is self-iefence, We may con=-
clude that this passage points to an ethic of casulstry as the
underlying theory governing Christian conduct. There is a law,
but it is compromisable, given situstions that require, for

example, self-defence.,

In a passage that is crucial for grasping his ethical
view, in the section "Vocation" under the heading "The Place of
Responsibility", Bonhoeffer affirms the existence of the law of
God that sets limits on the possibilites of our deeds, Yet he
recognizes that responsible action — the éction that God con-
cretely wills in a specific situstion ~— must be set free from the
law on ocecasion. But this provisional suspension of the law is in
order that the proper conditions may be achieved where the law
may be re-asserted once again., He uses war as an example of this
insight. He writes, "In war, for example, there is killing,
lying and expropriation solely in order that the authority of
life, truth and property may be restored." (p.229).

The assumptions underlying this illustration are clear,
There is & law against killing: The Christian does not live by
the pure inspiration of God's command, The objective and original
will of God has been revealed in the Scripture's laws. The histor-

ical context in which the disciple must act, however, is corrupted
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by sin, and compromise of the law is sometimes demanded by
God. But the compromise is never rationalized away; it is
seen for what it is, a transgression of the original divine
intention for man., Bonhoeffer says in this respect, "A breach
of the lew must be recognized in all its gravity....Whether

an action arises from responsibility or from cynicism is

shown only by whether or not the objective guilt of the vio-
lation of the law is recognized and acknowledged, and by
whether or not precisely in this violation, the law is
hallowed." (p.229). This again is illustrative of what I

have described as a casulstic ethie.

A final passage from the Ethics that draws attention
to the historical necessity that imposes gqualifications on the
application of the revealed moral law is found in the chapter
on the "State and Church". Here Bonhoeffer writes, "There is
no glory in standing amid the ruins of one's native town in
the consciousness that at least one has not oneself incurred
eny guilt, That is rather the self-glorification of the moral
legalist in the face of history." (p.304). Strict adherence to
the revealed law that forbids killing, for example, 1s not ale~
ways the way to purity and acceptance by God. It may, instead,
involve one in pharisaical self-righteousness that fails to love

the neighbour and offends God, Authentic godly action must



leave room for freedom to obey God's living command that may

break the law of his own ordaining.
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4, Life and Killing in the Letters and Papers from Prison

We turn now to what is, chronologically speeking, the
final body of evidence for our understanding of whether Bonhoeffer
conceived our behaviour as Christians towards other human life
ought to be governed by an absolube law, by the ad hoc commend
of God, or by a judgement that recognizes the claim of both
the law of God and the conerete circumstances.

The Letters and Papers from Prison consists of letters

written by Bonhoeffer to his parents and a friend from the time
of his imprisonment by the Nazis on April 5, 1943, The last
letter in the collection is dated Janueary 17, 1945. In February
of 1945 Bonhoeffer was moved to the concentration camp at
Buchenwald and he was executed by the Nazis at the extermination
camp at Flossenburg on April 9, 1945, The editor of Bonhoeffer's
letters and papers (and of his incompleted Ethics), Eberhard
Bethge, tells us, "unfortunately this move, &n the main

Gestapo prison in Prinz Albrechtstrasse, Berliﬂ together with
the arrest of the editor in October 1944, necessitated the des-
truction, for security reasons, of the letters written during the
last months at Tegel.™ (p.l0).

Also contained in this volume are some brief reflections
composed by Bonhoeffer just before his arrest and during his im-
prisonment,

That Bonhoeffer continued to make a place in his ethical

thought for justified killing — particularly killing under the
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aegis of the state in war -- is seen in a letter written from
prison dated November 18, 1945, in which he sayvs to his friend,
"I wonder whether, supposing I am acyuitted and released, and I
had to join up, there is any chance of my getting into your reg-
iment? That would be wonderful." (p.41-2).

Even though his participation in the army might have
been only as a non-combatant chaplain, it is unlikely such an
astute theologian as Bonhoeffer would have justified his involve-
ment as & chaplain in a military body to which he was opposed
in principle.

In a letter written on the second Sunday in advent, Bon-
hoeffer says to his friend, "I hope you succeed in conveying
something of its [bhristma% joy to your fellow-soldiers." (p.29).
There is no note of condemation of the soldier's calling here;
no sense of a contradiction between the celebration of the festiv-
al of the Incarnation of the Prince of Peace and the vocation of
the maen whose role it is to take life in warfare,

We saw in The Cost of Discipleship that not only the overt

act of killing is regarded as sin and thus prohibited by God, but
also the inner attitudes of anger and insult, not simply because
these lead to the overt acts of offence against the brother, but
because they are in themselves acts of aggression against the
brother.

Now, it is interesting to see that in Letters mmd Papers

From Prison Bonhoeffer not only sanctions the act of killing
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under morally sappropriate circumstances, but also seems to
condone the inner attitude of belligerence against an enemy.
Bonhoeffer alludes to certain incidents in his prison life
which manifest his resentment or repudiation of distasteful
people, but he does not mention them with any sense of shame
or self-reproach, For example, he writes in a letter to his
friend, dated January 23, 1944:

I have had to teke & new line with the companion of

my daily walks. Although he has done his best +to

ingratiate himself with me, he sald something about

the Jews the other day, which made me more off-handed

and cool to him than I have ever been to anyone be-~

fore, and I have also seen to it that he has been de~

prived of certain little comforts. Now he feelis him-

self obliged to go round whimpering for a while, but
I haven't a scrap of pity for him,

(p.66)

It is questionable to what extent we should allow the
unguerded revelations of personal letters to serve as indicat=-
ions of a thinker's systematic position on an issue, But if
we take the episode asbove at face value we should have to
conclude from this that Bonhoeffer is no longer moving in

the atmosphere of The Cost of Discipleship with its idea

that the disciple is unconditionally bound to fulfill Christ's
absolute law forbidding kitling and the hostile thought.
Rigorism has given place to realism, that is, a grasp of the
determining force of actual events,

In a brief reflection entitled "On Success"™ in the

chapter "After Ten Years", Bonhoeffer speaks of our "respons-
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ibility for history...a responsibility laid upon us by Godeess"
(p.138). Bonhoeffer amplifies the meening of this responsibil-
ity for history by en exhortation to face up to the fubure of
the coming generation. Bonhoeffer condemns those who "in sheer
resignation or plous escapism,..surrender all responsibility for
the preservation of life and for the generations yet unborn,”
(p.147).

Now, I think that implicit in any humen responsibility
for history and the future generations, is the assumption that
one is guided by ends to be pursued and if possible achieved.
These ends are, in the context of our present discussion, those
achievements that make for the life and well-being of our heirs,
Vhere one is directed only by an undeviating adherence to a
Law, there can be only an incidental concern with the historical
future, First of all, the pursuit of the law's demands may in
fact preclude a historical future or may do so at least for
Christians. The inflexible adherence to the law's requirements -—
for example, non-resistance -- may result, in the face of a suf-
ficiently determined and ruthless enemy, in the extermination of
the growing Christian generation,

Secondly, an uncompromising adherence to the law's per-
formance presupposes an attitude of detachment to the historical
future because the performance of the law is its own reward,

Where obedience to the law is seen as the fundamental imperative
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of God laid upon the disciple, then calculations about the his-
torical future become largely irrelevant,

As we have noted, however, Bonhoeffer exhorts his readers
to responsible action with an eye to securing life and opportun-
ity for the future generation., He writes, "The ultimate question
the man of responsibility asks is not, How can I extricate myself
heroically from the affair? but, How is the coming generation to
live?" (p.ls8-9).

We can only logically conclude that Bonhoeffer here
thinks within the structure of an ethic of consequences rather
than one of an absolute way. That is, Bonhoeffer is concerned
with a decision governed -~ in part, at least -— Dby purposes
attainable in the conerete circumstances and not by an abscolute
law directly applicable in every circumstance.

Let us turn our attention now to what inferences we may
draw from this point of view.

First,since the law is not universal and binding, we must
conclude that there is no absolute prohibition against kiiling.
Neither is there any approval of am indiscriminate taking of life.
Rather, the concrete circumstances will détermine whether the
teking of life will make for life and opportunity for future gen-
erations and the disciple must prayerfully try to assess the real
nature of those circumstances., The vast difficulty in detecting

truly the real nature of events prompted Bonhoeffer to say, "In
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short it is easier by far to act on abstract principle than
Prom concrete responsibility.” (p.139).

Clearly, then, Bonhoeffer is not enjoining an ethical
system in which laws are regarded as absolute, that is, wniver-
sally valid for all men at ail times in all circumstances, and
binding without compromise or adaptation., Rather, he avers
that the only ethical system thet adequately conveys the con-
ereteness of Christian love, 1s one in which the requirements
of the law can be integrated with the neighbour's real needs

of the moment.
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5, Conclusions

To what conclusions does this various evidence on the
subject of life and killing lead us? Does Bonhoeffer in this
sphere evince a theory of law, freedom or casulstry? Is there
an bsolute prohibition of killing?

Ve heve seen that every passage in The Cost of Disciple-

ship that serves as evidence on the guestion points to an ethic

of absolute law, There is a law of God forbidding the Christian

to kill under any circumstances, Moreover, the lew is binding:

the true disciple is expected to be utterly obedient to this

law, He is empowered by the appropriation of God!s grace

through faith in Jesus Christ to fulfill the commands of God.6
By the time of the composition of the Bthies and the

Letters and Papers from Prison, however, Bonhoeffer's ethical

viewpoint has altered. His repeated stress on the revealed
Law iﬁ the Scriptures and on the Christian's necessary 'fellow-
ship of humen guilt' eand 'acceptance of guilt!, indicates that
there does remain even for the Christian an objective, declared
law., Tow, however, this law is not absolute, that is, it is
not universal and binding but 1s adaptable to the needs of love
in the concrete context in response to the intentions of the
living God.

This shif't in thought is undoubtedly explained by Bon-

hoeffer's long opposition to Nazi idolatry and tyranny. As the
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memoir in The Cost of Discipleship tells us, already in "Feb-

ruary, 1953, he denounced on the wireless a political system
which corrupted end grossly misled a nation end made the
'Fuehrer! its idol and God." (p.ll). Bonhoeffer's political
opposition to the Hitler regime involved him eventually in the
resistance movement which sought to overthrow the Nazi govern-
ment. This opposition to Hitler culminated in the officers!
plot to assassinate him on July 20, 1944, which failed, Bon-
hoeffer had already been imprisoned at the time of this abort-
ive assassination but his part in the opposition resulted in his
execution at Flossenburg on what are presumed to be the express
orders of Hitler,

Added to the travails of the political opposition to
Hitler was the anguish of Bonhoeffer's role in the bitter
German Church struggle between the Germen Christians who accom-
odated the Christian faith to the Nazl ideology, especially the
doctrine of volk; and the Confessing Church which sought to
remain faithful to the sole leadership of Christ,

Anyone who wishes to understand Bonhoeffer's particip-
ation in this political and ecclesiastical struggle should read
his correspondence, especially that with G.K.A.Bell, then Bishop

of Chichester in the Gesammelte Schriften.

In the face of this demonic evil that had entrenched

itself in the state and in the Church, Bonhoeffer felt the inadequacy
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of a theory that urged unqualified adherence to moral laws and
failed to grapple with the wider implications of the obligation
to love and was not sensitive to the designs of God in histor=-
ical situations of extreme confusion and wickedness. The con-
sequence was Bonhoeffer's revision of his ethical theory from
absolute law to casuistry or, as he called it, responsible ac-
tion, In this view the immediate claim of God and the neigh-
bour in the concrete situstion determine the right act. There
could not, therefore, be an absolute prohibition of killing., Bon=
hoeffer put his seal of approval on the ethic of responsible
action which is prepared to take life under historical nec~
essity, by his own active participation in the resistance
egainst Hitler that involved killing as one of its pre=supposit=-
ions.7
%e should note one inconsistency here., Bonhoeffer
~seemed unwillling to lift the absolute prohibition of killing
from nascent life, It appears that under no circumstances would
he be prepared to entertain the deliberate killing of an embryo,
In this respect, his course of action was always assured for the
future., 4s such, the decision on abortion remains an exception
to his general theory of responsible action in which openness

to the living command of God is essential.



NOCTES TO CHAPTER II

1 of,, T. W. Menson, Ethics snd the Gospel (London:

SCM, 1960), pp.63-4,

Hatred and lustful desire are not just unhealthy
phychological conditions in the person who has
them: they are wrongs done to the person towards
whom these thoughts are directed., What Jesus 1is
saying is that if you are to love your neighbour
with the kind of love that God rejquires you must
not only treat him rightly and spesk to him
rightly; you must think gbout him rightly. To
love as Christ loves means to put so high a val-
uation on your neighbour that it will be as impos-
sible for you to harbour evil thoughts about him
as to do him a physical injury.

It may be asked what harm hate in the heart or
lust in the eye do to anyone but the person who
harbours them. But it does not reguire much sen-
sitiveness to the nuances of human behaviour to
know that hate can be felt outside the hater with-
out a word spoken or & hand raised; and there can
be a horrible awareness of the predatory eye.

2

SCM, 1956), pp.68-9, by E. H. Robertson.
Pastor Schneider's wife writes:

Then, I could ask him the question I had longed to
ask, ever since the night he made his decision alone.,
'ias 1t necessary for you to forget your love for us
on that night of decision?" His reply lives with me:
'I have never loved you more than on that night of
decision., I wept for you.'...When I spoke to him
about our children, he always said that it was just
because of them that we must be sure to be true to
God,

¢f., Paul Schneider: Pastor of Buchenwald (London:
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3 ¢f., Bonhoeffer, Ethics, p.322
From this there follows the denilal of the idea of a
double church morality, i.e. one morality for the
world end another morality for the congregation, one
for the heathen and another for the Christians, one
for the Christian in the secular sphere and another
for the homo religiosus, The whole law eand the
whole gospel of God belong equally to all men.

This can simply mean the rejection of all dualisms —
spatial, vocational and religious — within the life of the
Christian, The standards of grace, the Kingdom ethic of love,
apply to all activities, towards all persons, in all spheres.
But it is still assumed that only the Christian cen live this

way; the unconverted man cannot, This is the usual point of

view, George Caird in The Truth of the Gospel (London: Oxford,

1950) says, "One point, however, is sufficiently clear, that
the Christian cannot impose his Christian standards on those
who do not share his Christian convictions.™ (p.138). T. W.

Menson in Ethics and the Gospel says, "The Sermon is addressed

to disciples, not to mankind in general.” (p.50).

But Bonhoeffer goes on.to say an astounding thing, "There
are not two scales of values, one for the world and one for the
Christians, but there is the one and only word of God, which de-
mands faith end obedience, and which is addressed to all men-
kind." (p.323).

This amounts to &a rejection of a distinction between the

conduct of the person who lives by faith in the grace of Christ
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and the person who is faith-less. The chapter, composed in
Tegal prison, in which this assertion is found was one of the
last things Bonhoeffer wrote., How unfortunate that he was not

permitted to develop this thought.

4 For a discussion of this see Paul Ramsay, Basic

Christian Ethics (New York: Scribners, 1953), pp.l71-184,

5 cf., Bonhoeffer, Ethics, p.48

It is the entirely personal sin of the individual
which 1s recognized here as a source of pollution
for the community. Even the most secret sin of
the individual is defilement and destruction of
the body of Christ (I Cor. 6:15).
6 The call to absolute obedience to the will of God

understood as absolute laws revealed in the Bible that is

characteristic of The Cost of Discipleship is reflected in

the report "The Church and the World of Wations: The Funda-
mental Principles of the World Allisnce™ which was authored
by Bonhoeffer. Ih one section he writes:

The Christian Church answers: The humen will must be
confronted with the commandment: Thou shalt not kill,
God does not exempt us from obeying His commandments.,
Man by his trensgressions will be guilty before God.

The God of the Sermon on the Mount will judge him. To
the objection: The State must be maintained: the Church
answers: Thou shalt not kill, To the objection: War
creates peace: the Church answers: This is not true,

war creates destruction. To the objection: The nation
(Volk) must defend itself: the Church answers: Have you
dared to entrust God, in full faith, with your protection
in obedience to His commandment? To the objection: Love
for my neighbour compels me: The Church answers: The one



who loves God keeps His commendments. To the question:
What shall I do then? the Church answers: Believe in God
end be obedient. But to the secular pacifism the Church
answers: The motives of our actions are not the welfare
of humanity, but obedience to God!'s commandments. Even
if war meant the good of humanity, God's commendment
would remain steadfast.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Gesammelte Schriften, Band 1,

(Munchen; Kaiser Verlag, 1958), pp.445=6.

7 .
In a letter to Bishop Bell of March 2b, 1939, Bon-
hoeffer writes:

"It seems to me conscientiously impossible to join

in a war under the present circumstances, On the
other hand, the Confessional Church as such has

not taken any definite attitude in this respect

and probably cannot take it as things are., So I
should cause & tremendous damage %o my brethren

if I would make a stand on this point which would

be regarded by the regime as typical of the host-
ility of our Church towards the state....In spite

of mueh reeding and thinking concerning this mat-

ter I have not yet made up my mind what I would do
under different circumstances. But actually as
things are I should have to do violence to my Christ-
ian conviction, if I would teke up arms "here and now".

(Gesammelte Schriften, Band 1, p.279f.)

We see that Bonhoeffer has already here abandoned the

ethical sbsolutism that permeates The Cost of Disecipleship. He

entertains the possibility that under circumstances different
then the prqsent Nazi conscription he might joln an army and
wage war. Nor is this letter a contradiction of the point of
view of the Ethics. Bonhoeffer is not disclaiming here any
prospect of taking life but only the moral impossibility of kill=-
ing as a member of the German army on behalf of the idolatrous

Nezl state,



ITI. ©SEX =~ IS THERE AN ABSOLUTE LAY PROHIBITING ADULTERY?

l, Preliminary: Posing the Question

We address our attention now to sexual experience as a
test case that usually serves to illumine whether or not Christ-
ian ethics is governed by absolute law, or is free from law, or
is the result of a casuistlc treatment of law,

Tthen we speak of an ethic of law we are affirming that
Christ!'s command to love, directed to the realm of the relations
between the sexes, is always specified by the prohibition of ad-
ultery. There is an absolute divine law: "Thou shalt not commit
adultery”. The law is universally binding and is uncompromisable,
No person, under any circumstances, is permitbted by God to commit’
adultery., He may fall into sin, but he is not entitled to choose
sin, He is not permitted to claim that God would in eny circum-
stances command adultery. God's existential command is always
an expression of his absolute law that,in this ease, prohibits
adultery.

Tihen we speak of an ethic of total freedom from law or an
gthic of inspiration, we are affirming that there does not exist
a law prohibiting adultery. Apart from God's concrete command in
an actual situation, we are not able to say whether or not God
wills chastity or adultery. Then we speak of freedom from law

with respect to sexual relastions, we are, in effect, asking: "Does
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God, in any circumstances, command that I commit adultery?”

Lest this seem & scandalous way to pose the question,
we must remember that we frequently ask the same question
sbout killing - "Does God, in any circumstances, will that
I kiil?" — and answer in the affirmative,

The question of monogamy should not be confused with
the question of adultery. It is possible to maintain that
marriage of one men and one woman is a divine ordinance with-
out stipulating that such a permanent commitment always implies
sexual exclusiveness, It is possible to construet hypothetical
cases where precisely love for the marriage partner could serve
as a motive for sexual relations with snother, that is, adultery.

Ylhen we speak of an ethic of casuistry, we are affirming
an ethical position that lies between the ethic of law and the
ethic of inspiration. This view requires the existence of an
ideal law of God for our behaviour, but feels obliged to con=-
clude thet sinful humean nature that has corrupted history mil-
itates against the constant direct implementation of the divine
law, It is not simply that we may be morally unable to fulfill
the law; it is sometimes undesirable that we should., More wrong
end hurt would result from our rigorous implementation of the law,
than from our accomodation of the law to the concrete sinful cir-
cumstances,

With respect to the test case under discussion now, the



casuistic ethic would say that while God's ideal law — his will
intended in creation — is an absolute prohibition of adultery;
nevertheless, the sinful state of soclety may morally require
the act of adultery on occasion.

Against the background of this introduction, let us turn
now to Bonhoeffer's writings and investigating those passages
where he deals with sex, let us see how he answers the question:

"Is there an absolute law prohibiting adultery?"
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2. Sex and adultery in The Cost of Discipleship

In The Cost of Discipleship Bonhoeffer's teaching on sex

is epitomized by his statement "Adherence to Jesus allows no
free rein to desire unless it be accompanied by love." This by
itself, however, does not enable us to answer the question,

"Is there an absolute law against adultery?"

For love is fundamentally a spiritual relationship; ad-
ultery on the other hand is essentially an institutional relation-
ship, or, more accurately, the violation of an institutional re-
lationship., Although genuine love must be externalized in con-
crete acts and institutions, its essence remains an interior
attitude of fellowship, affection and commitment. adultery,
by definition, is the overt act in which sexual fidelity to the
other party in marriage is contravened by sexual intercourse with
another. It does not follow logically that love and adultery are
exclusive,

It is conceivable that & person might subscribe to Bon-
hoeffer's judgment that the expression of desire must be accom~
panied by love, while at the same time engaging in that inter-
course outside of the institution of marriage that is adultery.
On Bonhoeffer's premise, it may be argued that while intercourse
unaccompanied by love is sin, intercourse outside' the institution
of marriage need not necessarily be sin. Operating only with love

as the criterion for permissable sexual relations, we might deduce
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that there is no ebsolute law regarding adultery. The condit-
ion for legitimate, that is, divinely sanctioned, sezual relations
is the existence of the interior attitude of love.

Let us move on to another criterion Bonhoeffer gives for
the legitimacy of the expression of desire, The expression of
desire = in this case, sexual relations - are sinful if they
destroy our relationship with Christ,

No sacrifice is too great if it enables us to conquer
a lust which cuts us off from Jesus. Both eye and
hand are less than Christ, and when they are used as
the instruments of lust and hinder the whole body from
the purity of discipleship, they must be sacrificed for
the sake of him,.

(p.119)

But this norm of fellowship with Jesus is no more specific
than the norm of love examined above, For it can be argued that
in the act of adultery, that is, the violation of the instibtution
of marriage in favour of the expression of physical desire with
someone who is loved, the adulterer may find himself close to the
divine love and compassion of Jesus.

On the basis of these passages we might conclude that
Bonhoeffer does not give us an ethic of law with regard to sexual
behaviour but rather an ethic that is free from law, There is no
general law that says to the disciple, "Thou shalt never commit
adultery,” but only the condition that desire be expressed only

where love and fellowship with Jesus are present,

Although it may be dissented that under no circumstances
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could adultery be compatible with love @nd fellowship with
Jesus, this is by no means self-evident once the general prohib-
ition against adultery has been abandoned in favour of the in-
terior attitudes of love and fellowship with Christ as the crit-

eria for Christian sexual relationships.

The preceeding interpretations of Bonhoeffer's statements
about love and fellowship with Christ suggest to our minds an
ethic of freedom from law or inspiration. But what follows in
the chapter “Women" evinces astrictness about marriage and ad-
ultery that will not tolerate these interpretations.

The following passage gives evidence of being composed
within a frame of mind that will not entertain the possibility
that adultery can ever be legitimate, that is, morally necessary.

Jesus does not enjoin his disciples to marry, but he
does sanctify marriage according to the law by affirm-
ing its indissolubility and by prohibiting the innoc-
ent party from remarrying when the gullty partner has
broken the marriage by adultery. This prohibition lib-
erates marriage from selfish, evil desire, and consec-
rates it to the service of love, which is possible only
in a life of discipleship,

(pe120)

Expression is here given to the principle that marriage
is permanent; it may not be morally terminated by human will,
Then we are told that when marriage is broken by the sinful will

through adultery, the innocent party is still forbidden to re-

marry. This prohibition of remarriage is intended to do two
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things: First, to cleanse marriage from "selfish, evil desire"
and second, “consecrate it for the service of love". The first
of these functions may be tsken as showing that for Bonhoeffer
the expression of sexual desire outside marriage (and for Bon-
hoeffer there can be only one marriage) is not only sin but un-
conditionally condemned. The second suggests further that love
and marriage are congruent. It is not conceived that love of
men end women should exist except in a preparatory way, out-
side of marriage, We have seen previously that sexual inter-
course must always be an expression of love, If these two in-
ferences are correct then it follows that sexual intercourse
outside marriage is wrong in all cases. There is en absolute

divine prohibition of eadultery.

We should examine two other brief passages which

shed light on Bonhoeffer's appraisal of sex and adultery. He
says that, "Christien marriage is marked by discipline and self-
denial,™ (p.120)., Although it is not an incontrovertible deduction,
we may gather from this that the discipline and self-denial referred
to excludes sexual relations beyond marriage.

At the end of this same chapter Bonhoeffer savs, "As they
@hose who belong to Chrisf] contemplate this body which was given
for them and as they share its life, the disciples receive strength

for the chastity which Jesus requires." (p.12l). There is no hint



given that we should re-interpret 'chastity' to signify some=-
thing other than its surface, common sense meaning of purity
from unlawful sexual intercourse. To say without qualification
that Jesus requires chastity of his disciples is to affirm that
Jesus prohibits absolutely the committing of adultery.

Finally there is a passage in the exposition of Latthew
6:16~18 in the chapter "The Hiddenness of the Devout Life", Here
Bonhoeffer says ™ihen all is sald and done, the life of Faith
is nothing if not an unending struggle of the spirit with every
available weapon against the flesh." (p.152). It will certainly
strike most people that the atmosphere generated by these words
is sueh that we are moved to conclude that Bonhoeffer does not
foresee any instance where the divine prohibition of adultery
in the seventh commandment of the Decalogue must be broken by the

necessary, existential command of God.

78



79

3. Sex ad Adultery in the Ethics

In 2 seetion entitled "Inheritance and Decay” in his
Ethics, Bonhoeffer alludes to sex in a way that suggests that
sexual experience ought to be governed by a st;ict law even in
the face of urgent pressures that make the strictures of law
seem difficult and burdensome,

Bonhoeffer had been writing about the decay in Western
culture that has deprived people of a sense of disciplined res-
ponsibility towards their historical inheritance -~ & responsib-
ility to nourish it in the present end transmit it on to the
future, In this vein, he says, "Serious tensions and inwardly
necessary periods of wailting are not sustained., This is appar-
ent in the field of labour and in the erotic field alike,™ (p.43).

Although it is not explicit, we may interpret the "nec-
essary periods of waiting"™ as those imposed when an absolute law
restricting sexual expression to marriage conflicts with cirecum-
stances in which either marriage is impossible or the married
partners separated, This interpretation leads us to conclude that
Bonhoeffer has in mind here en absolute law governing sexual re-
lations, that is, a law prohibiting adultery in all circumstances.

Though this position may very likely have been in Bon-
hoefferts mind it does not appear consistent with what follows
in the same passage, He goes on to speak of the decadence in

which, "There is no longer any understanding for the slow, labor-



ious conflict between knowledge of the right and the necessit-
ies of the hour, the conflict which was the genuine political
life of the west, with all its voluntary concessions and its
suthentically free responsibility.” (p.43).

This general statement attributes virtue to an ethical
realism that recognizes that historical necessity imposes gual=-
ifications on the exercise of moral laws. e have here support
for a casuistic ethic that does not concur with the absolutist
perspective in Bonhoefferts reference to the erotic field.

In the section entitled "Guilt, Justification end Renew-
al™ under the subtitle "The Confession of Guilt", Bonhoeffer
again refers to sex in a way that implies an absolute law govern=-
ing sexual experience, Ie writes:

The Church confesses that she has found no word of
advice and assistance in the face of the dissolution
of all order in the relation between the sexes. She
has found no strong and effective answer to the con-
tempt for chastity and to the proclamation of sexual
libertinism., All she has achieved has been an occas=
ional expression of moral indignation, She has thus
rendered herself guilty of the loss of the purity and
soundness of youth. She has failed to proclaim with
sufficient emphasis that our bodies belong to the
Body of Christ,

(p.50)

There is a brief passage in a section entitled "The
Rizht to Bodily Life™ in the chapter "The lLast Things end
the Things Before the Last" that indicates that Bonhoefferts

thought about sexual expression moves always within the limits
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of marriage. He writes, "Sex is not only the means of reproduct=-
ion, but, independently of this defined purpose, it brings with it
its own joy, in married life, in the love of two human beings for
one mother.™ (p.114).

The fact that Bonhoeifer found it necessary when discussing
the bodily joy of sex to indicate that this joy ought to be attained
only in marriage, points to an underlying allegiance to & divine
law prohibiting adultery. This is evidence for an ethic of law.

Another passage that provides us with evidence for Bon-
hoefferts views on God's will for sexual life is contained in a
section entitled "The Natural™ under the subtitle "Reproduction
end Nascent Life",

This is largely a discussion on the morality of birth-
control, Bonhoeffer recognizes the double purpose of marriage:
the first purpose is the achievement of what he calls !'partnership
of the sexes' which includes bodily union; the second purpose is
procreation. In the discussion, Bonhoeffer comes out for 'the
rizht to full bodily union' independently of the 'rizht of reprod-
uction'. But he makes it clear that this intrinsically valuable
right to bodily union is a right belonging only to the institution
of marrisge., Bonhoeffer writes:

In approaching this question it is indispensable, for
the sake of marriage as a whole, thut one should ack-
nowledge a right fto full bodily union as a right which
is yuite distinet from the right of reproduction, even
though essentially it can never be entirely separated
from it, the two being closely allied; it is a right

that is founded upon the mutual love of the married pair,
(p.134)




The right of sexual expression rests upon mutual love
of persons who are joined in marriage.

This passage suggests that Bonhoeffer acknowledges the
existence of a divine law prohibiting adultery absolutely. Sex-
ual intercourse is restricted not simply to those who stand in
a relationship of love to each other, but to those whose love
has been *fulfilled and perfected' in the institution of mar-
riage,

In another passage, sub-titled "The Fresdom of Bodily
Life", Bonhoeffer raises the question of rape. Repe is character-
ized by exploitation of another's boly for self-gratification
coupled with coercion.

Bonhoeffer defines rape in this way:

Rape is the use of the body of another for one's own
purposes, enforced by the application of & power which
is not rightful. In opposition to it there stands the
right of the human being to give or to refuse his body
in freedom.

(p.137)

He goes on to say:

Any attempt to bring about particular marriages or
other sexual relationships by coercion, whatever the
reasons may be, is quite clearly an infringement of
the bodily liberty of the human being, and it con-
flicts with that underlying fact of sexual life which,
as a natural mode of defence, marks the limit beyond
which no alien interference may pass, namely the sense
of shame. In the natural feeling of shame expression
is given to the essential freedom of the human body in
its sexual aspect.

(p.138)

82




83

It is true there is nothing here that provides positive
ovidence in favour of a law of God forbidding adultery uncondit-
ionally, but it should be conceded that the tone of the passage
suggests this. More startling, however, is Bonhoeffer's placing
of sex in a unique position of inviolability., Whereas the divine
commend respecting coercion is generally compromisable, it be-
comes totally uncompromisable when it is directed towards sexual
Life,

Bonhoeffer writes:

In special circumstances the bodily strength of the
individual may rightfully be set to work for the
sake of the common good even under compulsion, but
human sexuality remains exempt from any such con-
straint,

(p.137-8)

Although this is by no means decisive proof, this ex-
emption of sexual experience again suggests the existence of
& divine law that absolutely restricts sexual intercourse to
marriage.

The last and most interesting passage in the Ethies
dealing with sex occurs in the chapter entitled “The 'Ethical!
and the 'Christian' as a Theme" in the sub-section "The Command-
ment of God™, Bonhoeffer's thesis in this section 1s that the
commandment of God sets us 'free from the anxiety and the uncertain-
ty of decision'. "The Commendment of God is the permission to Live

as man before God". (p.248).
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In this context, Bonhoeffer writes of marriage:
If I love my wife, if I accept marriage as en instit-
ution of God, then there comes an inner freedom and
certainty of life and action in marriage; I no longer
watch with suspicion every step that I take; I no Long-
er call in question every deed that I perform. The
divine prohibition of adultery is then no longer the
centre around which all my thought and action in mar-
riage revolves., (as though the meaning and purpose of
marriage consisted of nothing except the avoidance of
adulteryl) But it is the honouring and the free accept-
eance of marriage, the leaving behind of the prohibition
of adultery, which is now the precondition for the ful-
filment of the divine commission of marriage. The div-
ine commendment has here become the permission to live
in marriage in freedom and certainty.

(p.248)

Yhat sense are we to make of this passge? To begin with,
Bonhoeffer assumes that there is in fact a divine prohibition of
adultery. This assumption rules out an ethic of total freedom
from law in which there exist no general prineciples or rules buib
only the inspiration of God revealing his will for that single
occasion, There 1s a divine law prohibiting adultery. But then
Bonhoeffer goes on to speak of this law as being “no longer the
centre around whnich all my thought and action in marriage re-
voLves"™ and "the Leaving behind of the prohibition of adultery."
The first statement about "the centre” we may understand readily
enough as the futility of grounding marriage in & negative pre-
scription., In a marriage that grows in depth the prohibition
against adultery with its attendant suspicion moves from the
foreground of attention to a remote place in the background,

Love is more than avoidance of adultery. But the second statement —




"the leaving behind of the prohibition of adultery" - is

more perplexing. are we to understend this as a "teleolog-

ical suspension” of the divine prohibition of adultery? This
would leave us with « form of casuilstic ethic lying midway be-
tween absolute law and absolute freedom from Law., There does
exist a divine law — “Thou shalt not commit adultery™ — but
certain conditions may make it more desirable that the law be
abandoned provisionally in favour of a different expression of
the sexual drive, By more desirable, I mean, conformable to the
command of God addressed to thut specifie situation,

This is certainly a possible interpretation of the pas-
sage in question, but seen against the background of Bonhoeffer's
obher declarations on sex, seems highly improbable,

It can scarcely be disputed thsat on the basis of his
actual pronouncement on sexual life Bonhoeffer believes in the
existence of gn absolute law of God prohiﬁiting adultery; that is,
a prohibition that is binding on all men in whatever circumstances

they may find themselves,
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4, Sex and Adultery in the Letters and Papers from rrison

Qur question, let us remember, is: Has God forbidden
us absolutely to commit adultery, that is, to have sexual in-
tercourse with someone who is not our mete in marriage? Is
the commendment in the Decalogue "Thou shalt not commit ad-
ultery" an absolute, uncompromisable lew?

If we were to discover a divine sanction for adultery,
we should presumably set about looking for caszss where sexual
intercourse with the not-mate could be construed as justified
by special circumstences. L

An instence that might present itself.for our consid-
eration would be the enforced, lengthy separation of the two
parties in & marriage, Bonhoeffer sympathetically grasped
the agony of such a situation. He writes, "When a men has
entered upon a supremely happy marriage for which he thanks
God, it is an awful blow to discover that the same God now
demends & period of such great privation. In my experience
nothing tortures us so much as longing." (p.55).

But Bonhoeffer does not entertain the idea that these
unnatural and burdensome circumstances permit a digression from
the pattern of marital fidelity,

Yihen we are forcibly separated from those we Love, we
simply cannot, like so many others, contrive for our-
selves some chesap substitute elsewhere. — I don't
mean because of moral considerations, but because we

are what we are. We find the very idea of substitutes
repulsive. All we can do is to walt patiently; we
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must suffer the unutterable agony of separation, and
feel the longing until it makes us sick. For that is
the only way in which we can preserve our relation-
ship with our loved ones unimpaired,

(p.55)
Evidence of Bonhoeffer's attitude towards the sexual
relationship is found in his commentary on modern novels and
films in connection with his notion of "the revolt of infer-
iority" against the claims end achievements of excellence.
It is the same kind of thing you find in the novels
of the last fifty vears, which think they have only
depicted their characters properly when they have
described them in bed, or in films where it is thought
necessary Lo include undressing scenes. ¥That is
clothed, veiled, pure and chaste 1s considered to be
deceitful, disguised and impure, and in fact only
shows the impurity of the writers themselves. Iiis-

trust and suspicion as the basic attitude of men is
characteristic of the revolt of inferiority.

(pol17)

Another problem is hinted at in a letter written on
May 30, 1944 — What are the alternatives for & person who is
consumed with sexual desire and who is not married? Shall he
feel bound by an absolute law that prohibits intercourse with
one not his in marriage? He may feel so bound ut the price
of an enormous self-preoccupation with an unexpressed desire
that distracts him from the accomplishment of important tasks.

Or shall he decide that there is no such law, that only
the inspired command of God addressed to each unique situation
cen establish right and wrong? If this is his ethical theory,
he may decide that,in the interest of the achievement of val-

uable goals, God wents him delivered from the distractions of



un-relieved sexual desire,

Or shall he decide that the law is the original intent-
ion of God for mankind, but that in his un-ideal situation, the
law cannot be regarded as absolute; that it is compromisable;
and that in his present context, it is preferable to attain ex-
pression rather than sacrifice the serenity and concentration re-
quired for other talkks,

Bonhoeffer gives no clear answer to this dileémma. He
writes:

I expect vou will say it's wrong to suppress one's

desires, and you will be quite right...So I seek

diversion in thinking and writing letters...and

curb my desires as a measure of self-protection.

I know it sounds paradoxiceal, but it would be more

selfless if I had no fear of my desires, but could

give them free rein—but that would be very difficult.
(p.104)

Unfortunately, Bonhoeffer does not consider cases of
adultery undertaken for the sake of love for others, includ~-
ing the person to whom one is married, %What would have been
Bonhoeffer's judgement on adultery committed to rescue a
loved cne from torture and death at the hends of a totalitarian
regime? Basing ourselves on the majority of his statements ab-
out sex we are compelled to conclude that he would condemm such
an act since it would be a violation of the absolute law of
God forbidding adultery, But on the basis of his general con-
cept of 'responsible action' which we shall examine shortly, we

would be justified in concluding that such instances of adultery

would be morally approved,
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5. Conclusion

On the basis of the passages dealing with sex and
adultery are we to conclude that Bonhoeffer embraces an
ethic of law, freedom or casuistry?

/e have noted that this problem may be resolved by
asking the question: Does Bonhoeffer believe that there is
an absolute law prohibiting adultery, that is, sexual inter-
course with someone to whom one is not married?

The evidence adduced points, on the whole, %o an
enswer in the affirmative., There is a law against adultery
and it is absolute, for under no circumstances is a disciple
commanded by God to commit adultery with a view %o securing a
¢reater good or & fuller expression of love than would be
possible by strict adherence to the law, N¥o historical nec-
essity can possibly require the adaptation.or compromise of
the law forbidding adultery. This absolutist position regard-
ing sex has to be viewed as an exception to the general ethical
view of 'responsible action'! which would lead us to believe
that under certain conditions the law against adultery is com-
promisable for the sake of love and in response to the command
of God, We have noted, however, a few passages that can bear a
casuistic interpretation, and the possibility should be left open
that had Bonhoeffer felt compelled to think through the ethies of
sex as thoroughly as the ethics of killing, his pronouncements on
sex and adultery would have been brought more in line with his

theory of responsible action.
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NOTES TO CHAPTER III

1 cf, the following:

The questions present themselves: 'Is it really not
permitted to me, yes — expected of me, now, here,

in my particular situation, to appease desire?! The
tempter puts me in a privileged position as he tried

to put the hungry Son of God in a privileged position,™

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Temptation, p.s53.



Iv. TRUTH — IS THERE AN ABSOLUTE LAW PROHIBITING LYING?

le Preliminary: Posing the Question

Is there an absolute law concerning truth-telling? By
this question I mean: Is the Christian reyuired by God to tell
the truth to all persons in all circumstances?

An answer requlres first of all that we give some pre-

cision to the notion 'telling the truth'., In The Cost of

Discipleship where he dealt with this problem in his exposition

of Matthew 5:53-37 (Jesus' prohibition of oaths) Bonhoeffer did
not find it necessary to define what is meant by telling the
truth., No doubt he felt that there is a common sense definit-
ion that can be assumed to be held by all., In his Ethics and

in the Letters and Papers from Prison, however, after having

wrestled theologically with this problem in the face of his in-
volvement in the resistance against Hitler eand his imprisonment,
he articulated this common sense notion as follows: Truth is
the correspondence between thought and speech. And conversely,
the lie is a conscious diserepancy between thought and speech.
This, I believe, is what people usually mesn when they speak of
telling the truth or lying.

Vie shall have occasion to see in the treatment of this

matter in the Ethies that Bonhoeffer concluded that this common=-
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sense notion does not exhaust the meaning of telling the truth,
nor does it, indeed, even strike at the heart of the matter.
Nevertheless, it is true that in normal usage telling the
truth designates speech that corresponds with the spesker's
thoughts.,

Now our gquestion becomes: Does God require that in all
circumstances our speech should be an accurate reflection of what

we are thinking.



2. Truth and Lying in The Cost of Discipleship

Bonhoeffer understands Christ's prohibition of oaths in
Matthew 5: 33«37 to be determined by his unqualified opposition
to the lie., The oath is rejected because it serves to give a
certain legitimacy to the lie, If we hold that only that speech
which is reinforced by an oath is certain to be true, then we
hold by implication, that speech unaccompanied by an oath has a
right to be dishonest. As Bonhoeffer says, "Where alone the
oath claims final truth, is space in life given to the lie, and
it is granted a certain right of life,"™ (p.l123).

But is it always wrong to give space to a lie? The ans-
wer 1ls seen in the repudiation of the oath., QOaths are to be dis=~
pensed with, "Therefore the oath must go, since it is a protect-
ion for the lie." (p.l23). The oath must go because under no cir-
cumstance is it permissible for the disciple of Christ to dis-
semble; he does not need the oath to establish the veracity of his
speech because he 1s under an absolute law that forbids lying.
Bonhoeffer writes:

Hence they (the disciples) are forbidden to swear at
all, Since they always spe&k the whole truth and noth-
ing but the truth, there is no need for an oath, which
would only throw doubt on the veracity of all their

other statements. That is why the oath is 'of the evil
one'., But a disciple must be a light even in his words,

(p.123)
In summary, the logic is as follows:
1) Oaths distinguish true speech from false,

2) But the disciple is under absolute obligation to always
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tell the truth.
$) Therefore, there wiLl be no distinction in the disciples
speech between true and false utterances.
4) Therefore, oaths are unnecessary and are forbidden by
Jesus,

The important point for our purpose is that the prohib=-
ition of oaths is defensible only on the assumption that there

exists for the disciple an unqualified lew forbidding lying.
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3. Truth and Lying in The Ethics

OQur first piece of evidence is found in the chapter
entitled “The Last Things and the Things Before the Last" in
the section "The Preparing of the Way"., Here Bonhceffer
writes:

'The crooked shall be made straight' (Luke 3:5). The
way of Christ is a straight way. There is a measure
of entanglement in the lie,...which mekes the coming
of grace particularly difficult. That is why the

weay had to be made straight on which Christ is to
come to men,

(p.93)

The lie is treated here as something bad without qual-
ification. 1Its gravity is seen in the fact that the lie is an
obstacle to the coming of Christ with ail his grace. Though
it is not explicitly stated that there is a lew from God for-
bidding lying on &ll occasions, it would be a reasonable sur-
mise that anything th:t impedes the advent of the Saviour is

unconditionally wrong and prohibited.

The next passage that 1s pertinent to our enquiry about
lying 1s found in the section entitled "Shame" in the chapter
"The Love of God and the Decay of the i/orld". Basing himself
on the exposition of the text "They made themselves aprons"
(Genesis 3:7) Bonhoeffer holds that man, who has fallen away
from his godly origin and as a consequence experiences his life

as 'disunited!, feels shamed by his disunited condition. The
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device by means of which disunited and shamed of man seeks to
overcome his condition is concealment. It 1s his shame that
prompts concealment, the hiding of the disunion that results
from his "falling away from the origin®. In his shame man
finds that complete openness with another where nothing is
hidden from the knowledge of the person who stands over
against him is neither possible nor desirable. Now in his
fallen state ™man lives between covering and discovering, be-
tween self-concealment and self-revelation, between solitude
and fellowship®. (p.1486).

On the basis of this passage it seems logical to
suppose that there is not, in man's failen state, an absolute
law of God forbidding him to lie in all circumstances, Conceal~
ment is on occasion a necessity imposed by the realities of sin-
ful existence. This notion of concealment had been anticipated

in Life Together where Bonhoeffer wrote, "It must be a decisive rule

of every Christian fellowship that each individual 1s prohibited

from saying much that occurs to him." (p.82).

In an illuminating section caliled "Conscilence” in the
chepter "History and Good" Bonhoeffer distinguishes !'responsible
action' from !self-righteously high-principled action'. The con-
science that has been set free "for the service of God and of our

neighbour" is prepared to "enter into the feirlowship of human



guilt™, It recognizes that there is @n obedience to God that

paradoxically breaks God's moral law for the sake of God and

the neighbour. This 'responsible action' involves us in only

a 'relative freedom from sin' as opposed to the 'thigh principled

actions' which seeks total freedom from sin but falLls into self

righteousness and denles the concrete claim of the neighbour.
Bonhoeffer accuses Kent of maintaining an ethic of self=-

righteous high-principle, He says:

From the principle of truthfulness Kent draws the
crotesque conclusion that I must even return an
honest 'yes' to the enquiry of the murderer who
breaks into my house and asks whether my friend
whom he 1s pursuing has teken refuge there; 1In
such & case self-righteousness of comsclence has
become outrageous presumption and blocks the path
of responsible action.

@ 213-4)

In distinction to this the Christian's action is directed
not simply by & formal principle but responsibly by the concrete
claim of God and the neighbour. And because of sin, individual
and corporate, responsible action in a specific circumstance may
be =n assumption of guilt in the teilling of a lie, Bonhoeffer
is quite explicit here:

If I refuse to incur guilt against the principle of
truthfulness for the sake of my friend, if I refuse

to tell a robust lie for the sake of my friend (for

it is only the self=-righteously law abiding conscience
which will pretend that, in fact, no li¢ is involved),
if in other words, I refuse to bear guilt for charity's
sake, then my action is in contradiction to my respon-
sibility which has its foundation in reality.

(p.214)
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That conclusions should we draw from this particular passage?

It seems unavoidable to conclude that we are moving here in

the realm of casuistry, There does exist an ideal law of God
command ing truthfulness and orbidding the lie — Bonhoeffer's
repeated emphasis on the 'responsible accepfanoe of guilt! in=-
dicates this, There would be no guilt if a divine law were

not being transgressed, But our involvement in & social struc-
ture corrupted by sin, our being 'in Adam!, makes an unyualified
application of the law ilmpossible, morally speaking. It 1s nec-
essary to let the law cast its Light on séecific events to re-
veal God's holy wili, but it is also necessary that the reality
of events be permitted to take a hand in shaping the actual dec-

ision and deed,

In an incompleted article written in Tegel Prison called
"ihat is leant by *Telling the Truth'?" Bonhoeffer devoted him-
self to a svstematic treatment of the guestion of truth and lying.
Between the composition of the passagesin the Ethices cited above
and the composition of this article, a significant cheange took
place in Boﬁhoeffer's thought — a change which makes it diffie-
ult for us to give a precise reply to thekquestion, “Is there an
absolute divine prohibition of lying."

Basing ourselves on the earlier passages of the Ethics we

would have to conclude that Bonhoeffer answered the question neg-



atively, His convietion that historical necessity requires

that we accept guilt by transgressing ideal moral principles

in fevour of the concrete claim of God and the neighbour, should
lead us to believe that he felt that on occasion God actually
comnands lying. By lying, it should be remembered, I mean the
failure to express one's thoughts in corresponiing speech., Al=-
though it may be necessary in a certain context to lie, the nec-
essity does not deprive the law of its status as a lie. A nec-
essary lie is still a lie, That is why Bonhoeffer speaks of
accepting guilt,

But in the later article written in Tegel Prison Bon=-
hoeffer shifts his ground. He no longer wishes to dignify the
lie with the dress of historical and moral necessity. He
writes, "Since the term lie 1s quite properly understood as
meaning something which is quite simply and utterly wrong, it
is perhaps unwise to generalize and extend the use of this term
so that it can be applied to every statement which is formally
untrue.” (p.33l). On this basis, that speech which is morally
required by God in a concrete situation could not properly be
called a lie even if it did not correspond with the thoughts
of the speaker., If it is commended by God, it must be telling
the truth. "“Every word I utter is mubject to the requirement
that it shall be true." (p.328).

It becomes clear that truth telling and lying are now

re~defined. Truth telling is not simply a correspondence between
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speech and thought; it is a correspondence between speech and
reality., "The real 1s to be expressed in words., That is what
constitutes truthful speech.” (p.327). Correspondence with real~
ity is a far more complex affair than simple correspondence with
thought. For speech to correspond with reality it is necessary
to take into account the entire context in which speech is uttered,
This includes the person who prompts the speaking and the status
of the speaker, his office in life and his responsibilities. Ais
Bonhoeffer says:

acecount must be taiken of one's relationships at each

particular time. The question must be asked whether

and in what way a man is entitled to demand truthful

speech of others., Speech between parents and child-

ren 1is, in the nature of the case, different from

speech between man and wife, between friends, between

teacher and pupill, government and subject, friend and

foe, and in each case the truth which this speech con-

veys is also different.

(p.3286)
loreover, regard must be given to "the place at which
I stand" (p.333), that is, the concrete historical situation
in which one is immersed, And “7inally, telling the truth re-
quires @ careful and reflective relating to this whole per=-
sonal snd historical context of the object about which an
assertion is made,
Bonhoeffer's meaning would be fairly easy to grasp if

we take him to be sayiny that while truth telling must hawe as

its precondition veracious contents, that is, correspondence
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between thought and speech, it is not exhausted by this formal
truth, but requires the contextual evaluation described above
to be wholly true., As Bonhoeffer writes in a letter of Decem=
ber 15, 1943, "The man who tells the truth out of cynicism is
a liar," (p.54).

But I want to press the question and ask if an assert-
ion that is technically or formally false can claim to be tell-
ing the truth. Can telling the truth in the living sense par-
adoxically mean that we must tell a lie in the formal sense?

Bonhoeffer illustrates this discussion by the story of
the school master who asks a child in front of the class whether
it is true that his father often comes home drunk. This is a fact,
but the chili denies it., Now in the formal sense the qhild may
be said to have lied, but on a deeper level he has given express=-
ion to the reality of the family; the family is an institution
with which the teacher ought not to interfere.

Now, are we to call the child's assertion a lie or not?
At one point Bonhoeffer suggests that we should regard it as a
lie or formal untruth, all the while recognizing that it contains
'living truth' about the reality of the family. loreover, Bon-
hoeffer tells us that the experienced person learns to tell the
truth in a comprehensive way that avoids the formal lie and at
the same time expresses the reality of concrete situc.tions and

personal relations. Ideally, an assertion will be true on both
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levels: On the level of formal correspondence with the
speaker's thoughts, and more importantly, on the level
of correspondence with reality.

In appraising an ambigious assertion that combines
both elements in a contradictory wey — a statement that is
formally false but existentially true — we should give greater
weight to the element of correspondence. with reality, and pro-
bably deseribe it as telling the truth., But this kind of
judgement 'on the balance' does not confuse the fact that the
misrepresentation in speech of our thoughts is lying - even
if justified on occasion, This conclusion is supported by
Bonhoeffer's approval in the Ethies of the robust lie, the
deliberate participation in guilt through uttering a lie
on behalf of the neighbour.

We should probably insist that Bonhoeffer's reluctance
noted above to designate all formally false speech as a lie
serves only to confuse language. The fact that he puts for-
ward this re-definition of moral concepts in only a tentative
way, suggests that he himself is unwilling to confuse moral
categories, It is important thut he extended the notion of
telling the truth far beyond the accepted norm of formal cor=
respondence between thought and speech, to include the exist-
ential context in which speech is expected., A synoptic view

of Bonhoeffer's writings encourages me to believe that Bon-
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hoeffer would agree that it is more precise to retain the
term 'lie' for its common sense use of hiding thouzhts,
while recognizing the formal truth 1s only & part of what
is involved in telling the truth in & comprehensive and
realistic way, This construction accords well with his
stress on our involvement in guilt for the sake of others,
This way, formal moral principles retain their clarity but

they are not seen as simply epplicable to life, but rather

historically adaptable,
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4, Truth in the Letters and Papers from Prison

In a poignant passage in a paper called "after Ten
Years" Bonhoeffer confesses = even in these few lines the
heavy sense of regret comes through — that he and his col~-
leagues have been guilty of failure in telling the truth,

"e have learned the art of deception and of equivocal
speech. Experience has made us suspicilous of others, and
prevented us from being open and frank." (p.148).

But we are assured that this lying is not to be re-
garded as the pure @md original intention of God, First, it
is implied that the lying has been necessitated by the evil
character of their concrete circumstances. "We have been
the silent witnesses of evil deeds., any storms have gone
over our heads...Bitter conflicts have made us weary and-even
cynical," (p.148). Only the demonic quality of the Nazi reg-
ime against which the Church had to struggle for its place can
justify the deviation from God's law to tell the truth. But
there is no doubt that there does exist a divine law regarding
truth telling,

Bonhoeffer longs for that future state of affairs when
the demonic powers and institutions shall have been put down and
he and his friends can return to God's original requirement that
his people tell the truth. He writes:

Are we still serviceable? It is not the genius that
we shall need, not the cyniec, not the misanthropist,



not the adroit tactician, but honest straight forward
men, Will our spiritual reserves prove adequate and
our candor with ourselves remorseless enough to enable
us to find our way back to simplicity and straight-
forwardness?

(p.148)

This passege points us in the direction of en ethic of
casuistry. It is acknowledged that there does exist an object-
ive decree of God concerning our speech to one encther. God
did intend that his creature made in his image should tell the
truth, But this acknowledgement of the divine lew is coupled
with the sad recognition that we have so polluted our relations
with our brothers that unqualified truth telling, where our
words and thoughts are at one, is not always morally possible,
There are times when to say exactly what we think will be to
viclate God's commend for that occasion and cause more hurt and

evil than would be caused by our acceptance of guilt in lying.

There are a few other passages in the Letters and Papers

from Prison that while they do not add appreciably to the art-
icle on truth-telling in the Ethics, do serve to reinforce its
point of view.
The first is in a letter dated November 27, 1943, follow=-

ing an air raid, in which Bonhoeffer writes to his friend:

People are talking guite openly about how terrified they

were. 1 don't quite know what to make of it. Surely

terror is something we ought to be ashamed of, something

we ought not to talk about except in confession, other-

wise it is bound to involve a certain amount of exhibit-
ionism. On the other hand neive frankness can be utter-
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ly disarming., Yet there is also a cynical, I might al-
most say ungodly, kind of frankness, the kind generally
assoclated with drunkenness and whoredom, which is &
sign of chaos., I am inclined to think that terror is
one of the pudenda, one of the things that ought to be
concealed,

(pp.46-7)

In a letter written on advent II, 1943, Bonhoeffer says,
"thy is it that in the 0ld Testament men lie so frequently and
on such a grand scale to the glory of God (I have coliected to=-
gether all the instences)..." (p.50).

In the same letter Bonhoeffer writes most trenchantly:

I have been thinking over what I said in a recent letter
about our own fear., I am inclined to think that in this
matter we are all too prone to pretend to be honest and
"natural"” over something which is really a sympton of
sin, In fact, it is just like talking openly about sex.
It is not always "honest" to reveal secrets. It was God
who made clothes for men, which means that in statu cor-
ruptionis there are many things in humen life which ought
to be kept covered over, and evil at any rate ought to be
left concealed if it is too early to eradicate it. To uneov-
er is the mark of cynicism, and when the cynic prides him-
self on his honesty and pretends to be an enthusiast for
truth, he overlooks the really important point that since
the fall reticence and secrecy are essential,

(p.51)

All of these passages support the contention that in
man's sinful state it may happen that God will command that a
Christian lie in order to do good in the given circumstances,
There is not an unconditional prohibition on lying. Sometimes,
to lie is to do God's work of love for the neighbour. We have

underlying Bonhoeffer's assertions here, an ethic of casuistry,



5. Conclusions on Truth and Lying

The passages from The Cost of Discipleship support the

contention that there is an absolute prohibition of lying and
that under no conditions will God commend a lie, This implies
an ethic of law in which what God wills is known in advance of
any acbual situation requiring decision and action by referring
to the explicit imperatives of the Scriptures. The conclusions

drawn from The Cost of Discipleship on the gquestion of truth

are much the same as those drawn with respect to the test-cases
of life and sex.

e see, though, that just as in the other test-cases of
life and sex there was a change from an absolutist ethic of law

in The Cost of Discipleship to a casuistic ethic relatively free

from law in the Ethics and Letters emd Papers from Prison, so

here in regard to truth. With the exception of a single suggest-
ive passage in the Ethics all the evidence serves to establish

an ethic of casulstry or responsible action. The revealed lLaw
forbidding falsehood remains as the norm for Christian conduct,
but it is not an absolﬁte commend to be realized willy-nilly,

In certain situations our obedience to the living commend of

God who desires that we shall work for the well-being of our
neighbour, may compel us to tell a lie, The lie remains a lie —

a violation of God's original intention in creation — but its
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guilt is willingly assumed in order to do the work of love,

in obedience to God, in the fallen world in which we live.



IV, RESPONSIBLE ACTIQN --— BONHOEFFER'S GENERAL
THEORY OF CHRISTIAN CONDUCT

My approach thus far has been to examine the three
areas of life, sex, and truth, and to discover Bonhoeffier's
position on the test cases of killing, committing adultery
end lying., It is my opinion that the possibilities that a
man will entertain with respect to these deeds frequently
reveals the real presuppositions of his ethical thought more
then any investigation of his explicit moral theories. I do
not think it is unfair to say that we have found some incon-
sistency in Bonhoeffer's position, I am quite certain, never-
theless, that what has emerged from this investigation is the
fact that normelly underlying his mature ethical judgements is
a casuistic ethic, Bonhoeffer acknowledges the existence of
an objective divine will articulated in formal laws, but at
the same time he recognizes th.t historical reality, vitiated
by sin, creates the paradox thit sometimes to obey God's com=
mand of love requires thut we assume gullt and transgress the
moral law,

In this chapter I intend to examine some of the theo-
rétical passages chiefly in the BEthics (as distinguished from the
practical issues discussed above) with a view to determining
whether his speculative statements substantiate the conclusions

drawn above,
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l. The Law 1s Inadequate: Freedom is lecessary

I want to set out some passages from Bonhoefferts Ethies
that indicate his convietion that a rational, formal set of
principles or laws cennot serve as a sufficient guide for con-
duet which 1s an authentic response to the command of the Liv-
ing God. The law is inadequate for the reasons that folLlow,.

a, The law 1s rational and the rational cannot express
the wholeness and subtlety of the Living God's real commends.

It has become almost a metaphysical truism that rational
formulations abstract universal feabures from reality end ceannot
therefore be sald to convey the concrete individuality of the ob-
jeet described., This is true of all levels of existence but es-
pecilally of God who is unique. If God's reality escapes precise
conceptualization and verbalization, we have little logical
ground for supposing that his living and specific plans for us can
be readily framed in formal propositions., In this regard Bon-
hoeffer writes, "The wise man is aware of the limited receptive-
ness of reality for principles; for he knows that realiﬁy is not
built upon principles but that it rests upon the living and
creating God." (p.7). In another place he writes, "Christ is not
the proclaimer of a system of what would be good to-day here and
at all times, Christ teaches no abstract ethies such as must at

all costs be put into practice.” (p.22).
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b. Universally valid laws cannot take into account the
idiosyncrasies of concrete situations where action is deman-
ded.

In the foregoing proposition (a) we examined the the=-
sis that the abstract, rational, principle or law cennot en-
compass the actual will of the living God. Here we take note
of the fact that the same principle or law cannot deal specif-
ically and concretely with the individuel ethical circumstances,
Bonhoeffer makes this point many times throughout his Ethiecs.

Christ was not, like a philosopher, interssted in the

"universally valid*, but rather in that which is of

help to the real and the concrete human being. That

worried Him was not like Kant, whether 'the maxim of

an action can become a principle of general legislation',

but whether my action is at this moment helping my neigh-

bour to become a men before God,
(p.22)

And again he tells us that, "Timeless and placeless
ethical discourse lacks the concrete warrant which all authentic
ethical discourse requires." (p.237). Because the will of God
is addressed to a concrete place Christian action cannot norm-
ally be anticipated; the nature of the appropriate deed must
await the critical even in which the decision is required., As
Bonhoeffer savs, "The will of God is not a system of rules which
is established from the outset; it is something new and different

in each different situation in life, and for this reason a man

must ever anew exemine what the will of God may be." (p.16l).



¢. The ethic of law does not foresee the ends or con-
sequences of acts but is concerned only that the way prescribed
in the law be followed,
The result i1s moral fanaticism with its attendant futil-

ity. Of this Bonhoeffer writes in the Letters and Papers from

Prison:
Torse still is the total collapse of moral fanaticism.
The fenatic imagines that his moral purity will prove
a match for the power of evil, but like a bull he goes
for the red rag instead of the man who carries it,
grows weary and succumbs., He becomes entangled with

non-essentials and falls into the trap set by the sup-
erior ingenuity of his adversary.

(p.135)

d. As a result, the radical performance of the law may some=-
times lead to a greater evil than would result from adaptation of
the law to reality.

Bonhoeffer asserts that "4 fgood attitude' may often be
the source of the worst of actions." (p.59). In the section
"Correspondence ¥With Reality™ he writes, "It is not an 'absolute
good' that is to be realized; but on the contrary it is part of
the self-direction of the responsible agent that he prefers what
is relatively better to what is relatively worse and that he per-

ceives that the 'absolute good' may sometimes be the very worst,"

(p.197).
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e. The law may not be relevant to historical necessity,

The pursuit of the imperatives of the law only, may close
the agent's eves to the necessity for courses of action elicited
by historical forces. Bonhoeffer makes the point as follows:

In the course of historical life there comes a point
where the exact observance of the formal lew of a

state, of a commercial undertaking, of a family, or

for that matter of a scientific discovery, suddenly finds
itself in violent conflict with the ineluctable necessit-
ies of the lives of men; at this point responsible and
pertinent action leaves behind it the domain of principle
and convention, the domain of the normal and regular, and
is confronted by the extraordinary situation of ultimate
necessities, a situation which no law can control. It
was for this situation that Machiavelli in his political
theory coinedthe term necessita,

(p.207)

f. The law may become an idol worshipped in place of the living

Loxrd who gives the law,

The ultimate goal of all conduct is not the performance of
& law but "the realization among God's creatures of the revelation-
al reality of God in Christ...” (p.57). In the section "Conscience"
Bonhoeffer writes, "The origin and the goal of my conscience is not
a law but it is the living God and the living man as he confronts
me in Jesus Christ., For the sake of God and of men Jesus became
a breaker of the law." (p.213).

Responsible action recognizes that Christ himself contin-
ues to exercise his guiding role in every moral situation., Christ

is not made unnecessary, ethically,speaking, by the existence of a



general lew for conduct, Bonhoeffer says in Life Together:

Jesus Christ stands between the lover and the

others he loves. I do not know in advance what

love of others means on the basis of the general

idea of love that grows out of my human desires.
(p.25)

g. The law may be hard-hearted, In exploring the meaning
of the "Penultimate" Bonhoeffer points critically at those who
ettempt a 'radical' solution to the problem of the relution of
the ultimate (“justification by grace through faith") to the
penultimate (human existence before the consumation). In the
radical solution there is no sense of "correspondence with
reality"; accommodation of the lew to concrete events is repud-
iated., Of this solution Bonhoeffer says, "The last word of
God, which is a word of mercy, here becomes the icy hardness

of the law which despises and breaks down all resistance.”

(p.86).

h, Action which is motivated by something more than undev-
iating allegiance to the moral law will be more receptive to the
needs of the neighbour,

About this Bonhoeffer says:

Thus it 1s Jesus Christ who sets conscience free for

the service of God and of our neighbour; He sets con-

science free even and especially when men enters into

the fellowship of human guilt. The conscience which
has been set free from the law will not be afraid +o
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enter into the guilt of another man for the other
man's sake.,..The conscience which has been set free is
not timid like the conscience which is bound by the
law, but it stands wide open for our neighbour and
for his concrete distress.

(p.213)

And the relief of the neighbourt's need is the meaning
of Christian love which we saw is the starting point of Christ-

ian ethics and, now we may add, its ending point.
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2. Yet the Moral Law Does Exist

Though reliance on the moral lew alone is inadequate
for framing responsible decisions, we must recognize that there
is a divinely ordained moral law, The moral law is necessary
for the reasons that follow,

a, The law provides a framework within which concrete ethic-
al decisions should be made,

To use another metaphor, the law is a guiding beacon in
moral perplexity. iFithout en objective and constant law artic-
ulating what God's ideal intentions are, there would be no anchor
for our moral decisions. Though historical necessity may dictate
en adaptation or compromise of the law, the law still provides the
direction towards which our conduct should tend, There are a
number of passages in the Ethies that show that though the law
is inadequate and must be supplemented with freedom, the law
still must be taken into account:

Even when it is set free in Jesus Christ conscience

still confronts responsible action with the law,

through obedience to which man is preserved in that

unity with himself which has its foundation in Jesus
Christ., Disregard for this lew can give rise only

to irresponsibility. This is the law of love for God

and for our neighbour as it is explained in the decalogue,
in the sermon on the mount and in the apostolic parenesis.
+.+But the law is no longer the last thing; there is still
Jesus Christ; for that reason, in the contest between con-

science and concrete responsibility, the free decision
must be given for Christ,

(pp.215-6)



In a moral decision the law must be reckoned with as
one of the factors contributing to & right decision. Bon-
hoeffer says:

The responsible man acts in the freedom of his own
self, without the support of men, circumstances or
principles, but with a due consideration for the
given human and general conditions and for the rel-
evant questions of principle.

(p.217)

And again in the section "Vocation" Bonhoeffer writes:

But is not all responsible action in one's calling
confined within inviolable limits by the Law of
God as it is revealed in the ten commendments as
well as by the divine mandates of marriage, labour
and government? TFWould not any overstepping of
these limits constitute en infringement of the man-
ifest will of God?...Certainly there can be no res-
ponsible action which does not devote extremely ser-
ious consideration to the limit which is given
through God's law, ani yet it is precisely respon-
sible action which will not separate this law from
its Giver. It is only as the Redeemer in Jesus
Christ that responsible action will be able to rec-
ognize the God who holds the world in order by His
law; it will recognize Jesus Christ as the ultimate
reality towards which it is responsible, and it is
precisely by Him that it will be set free from the
law for the responsible deed,

(P. 228"'9)

A high place is given in Bonhoeffer's thought to the
permanent value of the Decalogue for Christian conduct:

The decalogue is the law of living, revealed by God,

for all life which is subject to the dominion of

Christ. It signifies liberation from alien rule

and from arbitrary autonomy., It discloses itself

to believers as the law of the Creator and the Recon=-

cilers The decalogue is the framework within which a

free obedience becomes possible in worldly life,
(pe293)
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This permepent relevance of the Decalogue 1s seen also

in the earlier Life Together in the treatment of confession and

communion. Bonhoeffer writes, "Self-examination on the basis
of all Ten Commandments will therefore be the right preparation
for confession." (p.107).

The law provides the norm or criterion for conduct,
though not an absolute and inflexible precept. In writing
about the “"State and Church", Bonhoeffer says, "Government
achieves such an action if it takes the contents of the second
table as its criterion in its various particular historical

situations and decisions." (p.s05).

b. Violation of the law even when necessary, is acknowledged
as guilts

The extraordinary necessity appeals Lo the freedom of
-the men who are responsible. There is now no law
behind which the responsible man can seek cover, and
there is, therefore, also no law which can compel the
responsible man to take any particular decision in the
face of such necessities, In this situation there can
only be a complete renunclation of every Law, together
with the knowledge that here one must make one!s decis-
ion as a free venture, together also with the open ad-
mission that here the law is being infringed and vio-
lated and that necessity obeys no commandment., Precisely
in this breaking of the law the validity of the law is
acknowledged, and in this renunciation of all law, and
in this alone, one's own decision and deed are entrusted
unreservedly to the divine governance of history,

(pp. 208=9)



To confess guilt for the transgression of the law even
when one is acting necessarily out of free responsibility is
to acknowledge the existence of a law that remains always rel-
event though not absolutely binding.

The enduring role of.the Law as judge of our conduct
remains even when transgression of the Law is dictated by his-

torical necessity. In the Letters and Papers from Prison, Bon-

hoeffer writes:

It is true that all great historical action is con-
stantly disregarding these Laws., But it makes all
the difference in the world whether it does so on
principle, as though 1t contained a justification
of its own, or whether it is still realized that to
break these laws is sin, even if 1t be unavoidable,
and that it can only be justified if the law is at
once re~-instated and respected,

(p.l142)

c. Lawiessness evokes nemesis within history.

In the Letters and Papers from Prison Bonhoeffer af-

firms the existence of "Immenent Righteousness"™, The struc-
ture of creation is such that the pursuit of the law's pre-
cepts ordinarily results in happiness, Conversely, the vio-
lation of the Law 1s followed normally by disastrous repercus-
sions even within the historical process.

The world is simply ordered in such a way that a

profound respect for the absolute laws and human

rights is also the best means of self-preservat-
ion, While these Laws may on occasion be broken
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in case of necessity, to proclaim that necessity
as a principle and to take the law into our own
hands 1s bound to bring retribution sooner or later.
(p.142)
The consequences of lawlessness suggest the wrath of
God that inescapably follows upon the failure to honour God.
(Romans 1:18 and 21),
This normal pattern of cause and effect - lawlessness
and retribution — gives evidence of the existence of an object~-

ive order of Life and the world that is reflected in the precepts

of the | aw,

d. Lawlessness 1is personal lostness
Bonhoeffer writes, "With the destruction of the biblical
faith in God and of all divine commands and ordinances, man
destroys himself.™ (p.39). TWithout any divine law men is be-
wildered and finds himself without a concrete place in which

God may confront him,



121

3. Responsible Action

a, Responsible action lies between law and freedom.
Responsible action is governed by the revealed divine law,
but not absolutely; it retains the right to assume guilt by trans-
gressing the law in the interest of a concrete cormmand of the Liv-
ing Lord designed to achieve the work of love in a particular cir-
cumstance. Responsible action is shaped by the needs of the situa-
tion but not completely, Zor then action would be mere opportunism
or expediency. Responsible action is open to the judging and
transforming word of God addressed to the situation., Responsible
action is that response to the commend of the Living Lord that rep-
udiates "the partial responses which might arise, for example, from
a consideration of utility or from particular principles". (pp.l92-3).
This dialectical position of responsible action between the

demands of the leaw and the free command of God for the particular
situation is Jescribed at some length in the section "Freedom". In
this context, obedience must be understood as obedience to the law,

Obedience without freedom is slavery; freedom without

obedience is arbitrary self-will. Obedience restrains

freedom; and freedom ennobles obedience. Obedience

binds the creature to the Creator, and freedom enables

the creature to stand before the Creator as one who is

mede in His image., Obedience shows man that he must

allow himself to be told what is good and what God re=-

quires of him (Micah 6:8); and liberty enables him to

do ;ood himself, Obedience knows what is good and does

it, and freedom dares to act, and abandons to God the

Judgement of good end evil., Obedience follows blindly

and freedom has open eyes. Ohedience acts without

questioning and freedom asks what is the purpose.
Cbedience has its hands tied and freedom is creative,
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In obedience man adheres to the decalogue and in
freedom man creates new decalogues (Luther),
In responsibility both obedience end freedom are real-
ized, Responsibility implies tension between obedience
and freedom. There would be no more responsibility if
gither were made independent of the other. Responsible
action is subject to obligation, and yet 1t is creative.,
(pp. 220-1)

b. Responsible action is aware of the social matrix.

Under the concept “Deputyship", Bonhoeffer develops the
idea that humen inter~relatedness forbids ethical decisions
that are made only in terms of individual responsibiliity to a
moral standard and without regard for our responsibility to
those who will feel the repercussions of our choices and acts,
Teking the role of a fabther as illustrative of deputyship, Bon=-
hoeffer writes:

He is not an isolated individueal, but he combines in
himself the selves of & number of human beings, Any
attempt to live as though he were alone is a denial
of the actual fact of his responsibility. He cannot
evade the responsibility which is laid on him with
his paternity. This reality shatters the fiction
that the subject, the performer, of all ethical con-
duct 1is the isolated individual. HNot the individual
in isolation but the responsible man is the subject,
the agent, with whom ethical reflexion must concern
itself.

(ppe194-5)

This position represents a departure from the thought of

The Cost of Discipleship, There, as we have seen, Bonhoeffer

excluded social obligations as a factor to be considered in reach-
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ing a decision as to what God wills. Only obedience to the
revealed will is entertained; there can be no compromise nec=-
essitated by responsibility for others. Not that Bonhoeffer
ever endorsed a hard-hearted disdain for the needs of others
in the face of the law's obligations; rather, he maintained
that to perform the law without qualification is in the long
run the best thing for those for whom we are responsible.

In The Cost of Discipleship, he writes, "Don't we act most

responsibly on behalf of those entrusted to our care if we
act in this aloneness?" (p.l29).
In the Ethics, by contrast, the discernment of the

conerete command of God requires that we take into account
the social ramifications of our deeds. To act responsibly is
now seen not as a solitary act but as an act that is socially
aware. This participation in society for the sake of love
and in obedience to the living command of God is even prepared
to take upon itself the evil and guilt that permeates the soc-
lal body,

It is responsible action, if it is action which is

concerned solely and entirely with the other man,

if it arises from selfless love for the real man

who is our brother, then, precisely because this is

s0, it cannot wish to shun the fellowship of humen

guilt,
(p.210)



c. Responsible action allows the claims of the real sit-
uation to exert their proper influence in coming to a right dec-
ision. Therefore the right decision requires careful reflection
on the situation,

In an ethic of pure law all that 1s required to discern
God's will is knowledge of the revealed law, Ethical action is
the following of a way described and enjoined by the moral code.
One need fix one's gaze only on the revealed law that is to be
put into effect; the unique quality of the occasion is a matter
of relative indifference. This contrasts markedly with Bon=-
hoeffer's view of responsible Christian action. He writes:

The will of God is not a system of rules which is

established from the outset; it is something new

and different in each different situation in life,

and for this reason a man must ever anew examine

what the will of God may be. The heart, the under-

standing, observation and experience must all col~-
laborate in this task.

(p.161)

In responsible action it is necessary to understand the
real nature of the context in which decision and action are to
be made, and for this understanding a diligent study and apprais-
al is required. This conviction is set out in numerous places in
the Ethics:

But when all this has been said it is still necessary
really to examine what is the will of God, what is
rightful in a given situation, what course is truly
pleasing to God; for, after all, there have to be con-
crete life and action., Intelligence, discernment,
attentive observation of the given facts, all these
now come into lively operation, all will be embraced
and pervaded by prayer, Particular experiences will
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afford correction and warning,
(p.163)

Since we are not concerned with the realization of an
unrestricted principle, it is necessary in the given
situation to observe, to weigh up, to assess and to
decide, always within the limitations of human know-
ledge in general,

(p. 203)

In distinction to the ethic of law where the purpose is
to pursue the fulfillment of the laws demands regardless of con-
sequences, the ethic of responsible action tries to anticipate
the probable outcome of one's course of action,

The ends towards which our actions are directed and the
probable consequences of our deeds become important data in ar-
riving at a knowledge of God's will. As Bonhoeffer saws, "It is
he himself, who must cbserve, judge, weigh up, Jdecide and act.
It is man himself who must examine the motives, the prospects,
the value and the purpose of his action. (p.217).

The responsible act is one that seeks to understand its

environment and its remifications in that environment.

d. Responsible action cannot be entiecipated.
Yhen one acts responsibly one cannot know in advance of
the situation that calls forth the decision what one's course
of action will be., This derives from the fact that responsible

action is concrete — directed to a particular situation — eand,
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therefore, apart from that situation there can be no respons-
ible action and, accordingly, no knowledge of it.
In meking this point Bonhoeffer writes:

The responsible man is dependent on the man who is
concretely his neighbour in his concrete possibil-
ity. His conduet 1s not established in advance,
once and for all, that is to say, as & matter of
principle, but it arises with the given situation,
He has no principle at his disposal which possesses
absolute validity and which he has to put into ef-
fect fanatically, overcoming all the resistance
which is offered to it by reality, but he sees in
the given situation what i1s necessary and what is
tright' for him to grasp and to do., TFor the res-
ponsible man the given situation 1s not simply the
material on which he is to impress his idea or his
programme by force, but this situation is itself
drawn in into the action and shares in giving form
to the deed,
(p.197) %

e« Responsible action permits the choice of the lesser
of two evils,

One of the surest testimonies to the fact that sin has
corrupted human history and institutions is the way in which
high-principled choices sometimes result in more destruction
and hurt than do compromises with principles. Responsible
action that is freed from total obedience to the law is able on
occasion to seek the achievement of results which, while ad-
mittedly evil, are less so than those that would be produced by

an un-compromising adherence to the precepts of the law. As Bon~
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hoeffer says, "A 'good attitude! may often be the source

of the worst of actions." (p.59). Responsible action "has
not to decide simply between right and wrong and between
good and evil, but between right and right and between wrong
and wrong. As Aeschylus said, "rizht strives with right".
(p.217).

In the section "Reproduction and Nascent Life" Bon-
hoeffer gives a concrete example of a crisis involving the
need to choose the lesser of two evils, He is discussing
the benefits of sterilization as opposed to the prineiple of
the inviolability of the body. In this connection, he writes:

So the question now arises whether the inviolability

of his body is to be forfeited in order to render pos=-
sible certain bodily functions which are subject to a
powerful physical urge. No unequivocal snswer can be
given to this question. It may be that the physical
impulse is so intense that, according to the conscient~
ious self-judgement of the individual concerned, it
would constitute a danger to his own life and to the
lives of others, and in such cases, for the sake of

pPreserving the patient's life as a whole, sterilizat-
ion will be the lesser evil,

(pe136)

f+ Responsible action is a matter of assessing limits,
Once the literal demands of the law have been abandoned
as the absolute limits on human conduct, the question for ethics
becomes: ‘That are the limits on what is possible, morally speak=-

ing, for the disciple? For there is no question in Bonhoeffer's



thought, as we have seen, of espousing em ethic of total free-
dom from law,

Responsible action is the ethical act that has sought
to ascertain truly what are the limits beyond which it cannot
pass and still remain faithful to the Lord.

With respect to sexual life, the sense of shame "marks
the limit" beyond which no interference may pass. (p.1l38). It
is wrong to use the bodily forces of the workman "without res-
triction." (p.139). On thissubject of limits Bonhoeffer says
further:

The limit of responsible action lies in the fact that
the deed ends in the grace and judgement of God and
is bounded by the responsibility of our neighbours,
and at the same time it becomes evident that it is

precisely this limit which makes the action a respon-
sible one.

(p. 204)

ge Responsible action is justified by grace.

Vhen the disciple feels that the divine will is expressed
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entirely in the law, he can feel certain about the rightness of his

acts assuming he is able to perform the law's precepts. But once
it 1s conceded that the law does not exhaust the requirements of

& responsible Christian deed, then certainty disappears, (There

is, of course, the possibility of a sense of certainty through

private inspirations, but such psychological certitude lacks the
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persuasiveness that results from following objective and pub-
lic regulations.)

Te may hope that we have properly assessed the ethical
environment and have rightly detected the Limits on compromise
of the law permissible within it, but we cannot be sure. e
must aect on faith, and trust God to acquit us of our sin by his
grace and not through the validity of our deeds,

This convietion is reiterated throughout the Ethics:

All ideological action carries its own justification
within itself from the outset in its guiding princip-
le, but responsible action does not lay claim to know-
ledge of its own ultimate righteousness, TWhen the
deed is performed with a responsible weighing up of
all the personal and objective circumstences and in
the awareness that God has become man and that it is
God who has become man, then this deed is delivered
up solely to God at the moment of its performance.
Ultimate ignorance of one's own good and evil, and
with it a complete reliance upon grace, is an essen-~
tial property of responsible historical action. The
man who acts ideologically sees himself justified in
his idea; the responsible men commits his action into
the hands of God and lives by God's grace and favour.

(pp.203-4)

It should be noted that in the quotation above, to act
ideologically means to act strictly in accordance with formal
principles. The justification of responsible action by grace
is elaborated in another passage from the section "Freedom":

Precisely in this respect responsible action is a free

venture; it is not justified by any law; it is perform-
ed without any claim to a valid self-justification, and



therefore also without any claim to an ultimate wvalid
knowledge of good and evil. Good, as what is respon-
sible, 1is performed in ignorance of good and in the
surrender to God of the deed which has become neces=-
sary and which is nevertheless, or for that very rea-
son, free; for 1t is God who sees the heart, who
welghs up the deed, and who directs the course of
history.

(pp.217-8)
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4, Responsible Action and Obedience

In some ways The Cost of Discipleship and the Ethics

and the Letters and Papers from Prison seem worlds apart in

their ethical perspectives. The Cost of Discipleship is a

ringing invitation to all disciples to fulfill their calling
by undeviating obedlence tc the Master., The explication of
what this obedience means -- especially in the commentary on
the Sermon on the Mount — points to a radicel adherence to
the commands of Jesus expressed as universal principles of
conduct.

The Ethies, in contrast with The Cost of Discipleship,

seems to reflect the difference in attitude between a young
iconoclastic revolutionary and a mature statesman who has de-
tected the illusions of slogans., The Ethies speaks of histor-
ical necessity as well as the command of Christ; it refers to
inescapable involvement in guilt as well as the unflinching
following of Jesus,

One is tempted to conclude that Bonhoeffer had learned,
through the German church struggle and his part in the resist-
ance against Hitler, the necessity of compromise, & necessity

not yet learned or not acknowledged in The Cost of Discipleship.

But we must beware too facile a judgement here.

First, let us note that the idea of compromise, under-




stood as a deliberate human decision to contravene God's .commend

is foreign to the Ethics, no less than to The Cost of Disciple-

ship. Ve have seen, of course, that the moral necessity to
compromise or adjust the law in certain cases is implicit in
the concept of responsible action, but we must understand that
this adjuétment of the law to circumstances is made by God and
not by man, It is not a case of the disciple knowing God's
comuand for a situation and then deciding that its implementat-
ion is not advisable, Rather, it is a matter of the living
Lord of the law himself deciding in a given situation that for
the sake of love the law is not directly applicable and then
conveying his concrete will to the disciple, This does, not,
as we have seen, excuse the disciple from the necessity of ex-
ercising his critical and rational abilities in grasping the
real nature of his situation and the relation of the eternal
moral law to it. We must distinguish the evasions and con-
cessions of men from the compromise with the law made by God
and then uttered as a command to the disciple., The concrete
command of the living God is not compromisable,

In The Cost of Discipleship this commend was, generally

speaking, seen as the implementation of the law, especially the
precepts of the Sermon on the Mount. In the Ethies God's com=~
mand is viewed as the actual purpose that God wants achieved in

a certain situation, a purpose that takes its point of departure
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from the specific ordinances of the revealed law but is made
relevant to the sinful historical context by the wisdom and
power of God., But in neither case is there the possibility of
compromise for the faithful disciple; the command must in both
cases be obeyed. In both books there is the same call to obed-
ience; only the specific content of the divine will that is to
be obeyed is dilfferently conceived.

That responsible action is obedient response to the con=-
crete command of God and not an affair of human evasion of the
hard will of God is amply uemonstrated in the Ethics. Bon-
hoeffer feels that "it is evident that the only appropriate
conduct of men before God is the doing of His will", (p.1l66).

God's command does not brook any concessions., I should
emphasize here that throughout this thesis I use 'commend! in a
somewhat technical sense, The term 'command' designates the
concrete or existential requirement that God intends we should
fulfill in a particular situation, The command may itself be
a compromise of the ideal divine law contained in the Decalogue
and in the New Law of the Sermon on the Mount, but the point is
that it is an accomodation of the law that God himself has seen
fit to meke for his own purposes, ¥Then the living God's will is
conveyed as a call to action it is in the form of a command that
must be obeyed, The command, accordingly, is distinguished from

the law which contains God's will for his human creatures in a
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general way, It"is what I have called God's ideal will, or
antecedent will, It follows that the expression 'will of God!
is used generically: it stands both for the antecedent, ideal
purpose that God originally intended men to achleve, and the
consequent or concrete purpose that is attainable in actual
sinful circumstances,

A divergence from the revealed law on the part of a
Christian is only possible, morally speaking, when Goi himself
compromises this law end addresses this compromise made in
heaven to the disciple as his conecrete commsnd to be done in
the particular situation.

Bonhoeffer tells us in this respect, "The call of
Christ alone, when it is responsibly obeyed in the calling,
prevails over the compromise and over the consclence which this
compromise has rendered insecure.” (p.225).

So we see that even responsible actioﬁ.with its dimension
of freedom from law is still a deed of complete obedience to God,
Bonhoeffer says:

Permission and liberty do not mean that God now after
all allows man a domain in which he can aet according
to his own choice, free from the commendment of God,
but this permission and this liberty arise solely from
the commandment of God itself.

(p.248)

That Bonhoeffer's stress on obedience to the commends of

God, so challengingly evident in The Cost of Discipleship, con=-

¥ i,e, the revealed law
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tinued to the end is seen in & stirring passage from the

Letters and Papers from Prison:

7o stands his ground? Only the man whose ultimate
criterion is not in his reason, his principles, his
conscience, his freedom or his virtue, but who is
ready to sacrifice all these things when he is called
to obedient and responsible action in faith and ex-
clusive allegiance to God, The responsible man seeks
to make his whole life a response to the question
and call of God.

(pp.136-7)

I have tried to establish the claim that both The Cost

of Discipleship and Ethics, though superficially at variance,

are joined by the common bond of obedience. I have stated that,
generally spesking, the content of this obedience is viewed var=-

iously. In The Cost of Discipleship it is obedience to the re-

vealed law, in the Ethies it is obedience to the responsible act
commended by God., But accuracy demands that we indicate that
this is an over-simplification of the evidence. For even in

The Cost of Diseipleship there are passages which suggest that

Bonhoeffer has already at that stage (1937) eschewed a strict
ethic of law in favour of an ethic that makes room for free res-
ponsibility.

In his exegesis of llark 2:14 in the chapter "The Call
to Diseipleship", Bonhoeffer asks:

And what does the text inform us about the content of
discipleship? Follow me, run along behind me! That
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is all, To follow in hils steps is something which
is void of all content. It gives us no intelligib-
le programme for a way of life, no goal or ideal to
strive after,

(p.49)

Also this:

At this critical moment nothing on earth, however
sacred, must be allowed to come between Jesus and
the man he has called — not even the law itself,
Now, 1if never before, the law must be broken for
the sake of Jesus; it forfeits all its rights if
it acts as a barrier %o discipleship. Therefore
Jesus emerges at this point as the opponent of the
law, and commands a man to follow him,
(p.51)

I am compelled to conclude that within The Cost of

Discipleship there is a latent conflict between an ethic of

absolute law and an ethic of inspiration or freedom from

law, though the burden of the exposition is in the direction
of obedience to the law revealed in the Bible. In the Ethics
this clash of moral theories 1s resolved in the concept of

responsible action. 2
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NOTES TO CHAPTER V

L of. the following from a sermon preached by
Bonhoeffer at the age of twenty-eight:

"4 man's heart deviseth his way — but the Lord
directeth his steps."e..Men wents to look over

his life from the beginning to the end. But God
does not allow it., He wants man to go step by
step, guided not by his own ideas of life but by
God's word which comes to him at every step, when-
ever man asks for it. There is no word of God for
the whole of our life, God's word is new and free
to-day and tomorrow, it is only applicable to the
very moment in which we hear it., God wants us %o
go step by step in order to drive us to Him for
help again end again,

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Gesammelte Schriften, Band IV

(unchen: Chr.Kaiser Verlag, 1961). p.l77.

2 On this question of the development between

The Cost of Discipleship and the Ethics and Letters and

Papers from Prison we should note Bonhoefferts reference

to The Cost of Disclpleship in a letter written July <1, 1944,

He seavs:

I thought I could acquire faith by trying to live

a holy life, or something like it. It was in this
phase that I wrote Tthe Cost of Discipleship. To-day

I can see the dangers of this book, though I am pre-
pared to stend by what I wrote.

Later I discovered and am still discovering up to
this very moment that it is only by living completely
in this world that one learns to believe.

(p.125)

Vie see here that Bonhoeffer acknowledges a development
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in his thought, yet he stands by what he wrote in The Cost

of Discipleship. I suggest that though the understanding

of the form that the command tskes has developed between
the two periods, the unifying link is the concept of obed-

ience,



VI. SULMARY AND APFRAISAL

l. Summary

In this research I have attempted to establish
whether Bonhoeffer believes Christian moral decisions ought
to be maae by referring to law -~ the prescriptions and prohib-
itions revealed in the Bible; or by attention to the command
with which God inspires the believer in each individual sit-
uation; or by a relational process between law and freedom
in which the law is an ultimate norm for behaviour but its
specific relevance and application in concrete circumstances
is decided by the living God who seeks love for the neigh-
bour, though human reasoning is not excluded,

My approach has been to ascertain Bonhoeffer's position
on the three test cases of life, sex, and truth., I have exan-
ined Bonhoeffer's writings to see whether he maintains that
there is an absolute divine prohibition of killing, adultery
and lying. I have uncovered some inconsistency. Bonhoeffer's
statements on sex point, on the whole, to an absolute law for-
bidding adultery, but even here there are claims made for
'fellowship with Christ' and 'love!' as the criteria for valid
sexual intercourse which may be interpreted in terms of an
ethic that is free from law either completely as in the ethic

of inspiration, or partially as in the ethic of casuistry.
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With respect to killing and lying, Bonhoeffer is unambiguous.
Though there 1s an ultimate law prohibiting killing, obedient
response to God's commend may dictate its qualification in the
interests of our responsibility to love the neighbour, Because
humen history has been corrupted by sin, there are times when
fod may commend us to kill an evil doer in the course of our
exerclising responsible love for others., But this obedience

to the living, existential command of God is coupled with the
recognition that it is a transgression of God's ultimate will.
Even a&s we obey the command we accept penitently the guilt in
which the necessary act involves us.,

In my investigation of the more theoretical passages I
have observed that in some places Bonhoeffer expresses himself
in a manner that conveys the impression that his thought is
most compatible with that school of ethies that goes by the
neame of 'contexualist' or *personalist' and disclaims reliance
on principles or legal codes as the basis of ethical decisions
end deeds. In other places Bonhoeffer displays a reverence for
the law recorded in the Bible that suggests a legalist ethic.
I have shown that he attempts to synthesize this regard for
both freedom and the law in the concept of responsible action
where law retains the force of a norm and the circumstances
exert the power, under the guldance of God, to Limit the ap-

plication of the law,
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In summary: The thesis that 1s established as a result
of my research, and that is supported by the evidence adduced,
is that Bonhoeffer holds that Christian ethical decisions should
be made casuistically, though, as I have indicated before, he
prefers the term 'responsible action' to designate conduct that

is obedient to Christ.
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2, Appraisal
a, Presuppositions Determine Evaluation.

In appraising this concept of responsible action, or
as I have designated it, 'casuistry', the first question thet
should be asked 1s whether this view does accurately describe
the way Christians do make their ethical decisions or the way
they feel they ought to make them,

An assessment of Bonhoeffer's conciusions will depend,
however, on the presuppositions with which we approach his
work, For Christians these presuppositions will depend largely,
in turn, on a theological interpretation of the Bible. Those
Christians who hear God's voice concerning conduct most clearly
in the legal codes of the Old Testament and in the New Law
promulgated by Jesus in the New Testament, will tend to feel
that an ethic of law most adequately represents the true
pattern of Christian behaviour towards others, They will
conclude that Bonhoeffer has undervalued (at Least in his
later works) the divine law by not insisting on the imperative
to try to fulfill its literal demands in every situation. They
will feel that his stress on freedom and historical necessity
has weakened the proper obedience of the disciple to God's will
articulated in the biblical law,

Those, on the other hand, who hear God's voice concerning

moral conduct most clearly in the biblical assurances of freedom



from law and in the testimonies to the work of the Spirit

that blows where it wills, will tend to feel that an ethic of
inspiretion is a more accurate description of the working of
Christian love towards others. They will feel that Bonhoeffer
has overstated the role of legalism in the redeemed person's
life and would prefer an unspecified formula like Augustine's
"Love God and do what yvou like",

It is clear, then, that any evaluation of Bonhoeffer's
theory of conduct will be determined by the prior weight at-
tributed to the scriptural passages that sound like absolute,
unjualified laws. How should we, for example, understand
passages like: "Every one then who hears these words of mine
and does them will be like a wise map who built his house
upon the rock.," (liatthew 7:24).

The problem is evidenced by the fact, adumbrated in

my introduction, that meny Christian scholars seem unable to

decide conclusively as to the relative merits of Llaw and freedom

both of which are capable of biblical support.

To the guestion: Do I personally believe that Bon-
hoeffer has accurately described the way Christian moral dec=-
isions ought to be made?, I would eanswer a provisional 'yes?,
The way of respopsible saction with its dialectic between law

and freedom does seem the way Christiens usually proceed when

143



144

confronted by a crisis that demands response and decision
although I should imagine that the term most frequently

used to designate this approach is 'compromise', *!Compromise!',
I have had occasion to note, is not a term that Bonhoeffer
finds congenial because of its overtones of deliberate denial
of the command of God, & possibility that the true disciple

cannot entertain.

be Is the Law Eternally Normative?

Vhere I find myself somewhat uneasy, however, is in
the presence of Bonhoeffer's high rersard for the continuing
validity of the revealed law, There are two objections that
I feel constrained to raise: the first, a hermeneutical one;
the second, a philosophical one.

With regard to the problem of seriptural interpretat-
ion, I should Like to ask whether we are entitled to ascribe
to the Legal codes of the covenant community the same high
status as we accord to the narrative of God's gracious and re-
demptive acts among his people., There is considerable force
in the argument thut the legal codes are the empirical dis-
coveries of the community as to what makes for its social
and physical well~being, discoveries which are subsequently
accorded divine sanction by being regarded as direct deliver=-

ances from God,
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If this sociological rather than revelational view of
biblical lew be accepted, then the casuistic ethic that relies
on the anchor of reveaied law suffers & further loss of cert-
itude., Por if the law is sociologically conditioned then its
relevence will be mitigated as society alters its form. It is
not necessary to draw the conclusion that the law i1s then of
no value whatsoever., It witl have to be viewed, however, not
as the ultimate, ideal intention of God for his humen cresation,
but as the accumulated wisdom of the ages as to what courses
of action in the past have made for the most favourable con-
ditions in the comnunity. A casuistic process would still be
necessary, but now it would not comprise & relation between ideal,
divine law and circumsteances, but between relative, sociologic~
ally conditioned mores and concrete situations.

In this case the role exercised by law in the dialect-
ical process of law and freedom would be considerably less than
where the principles and legal codes are regarded as divine
deliverances.

On the subject of biblical interpretation, another
point should be raised. When the attempt is made to find object-
ive, scriptural guidance for the Christian way of life (in dis-
tinction from the subjective, direct leading of the risen Christ),
the stress usually falls on the teaching of Jesus =znd especially
those sayings which appear to be ethical imperatives for the

diseiple,



Now, is it not possible that this emphasis on the
ethical teaching of Jesus is misplaced? At this point, I want
to put forward tentatively the notion that the way of life
for the disciple 1s not given chiefly in the ethical sayings,
but is acted out in the life of Jesus as a kind of historical
parable, It is the stories of the activity of Jesus in his min-
istry and passion and crucifixion that implant in us a sense
of his way of life that is to be formed in us,

The ethical sayings should not be discounted; they are
an attempt to say in a formal and universal way what is given
realistically end concretely in the actions of Jesus., But they
are secondary to the narrative of the deeds of the Incarnate
Lord, I am proposing an !Incarnational ethic! in contrast
with a legal or formal ethic,

MacIntyre had something like this in mind when he wrote,
"Myths are in fact directive of the moral life just at those

wl

points where rules become no longer relevant, But where

KacIntyre says *myths' I would substitute ‘historical narrative!.

The second qualification with respect to Bonhoeffer's
view of law 1s a philosophical one. I have pointed out how
Bonhoeffer himself recognizes the Limitations of the rational

to grasp reality. Rational language abstracts from reality; it
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isolates generalities which must not be confused with the
concrete particularity of reality., Now, law is a rational form-
muletion: and therefore suffers from this inadequacy. The
law attempts to isolate certain universal qualities of con-
duct, but in so doing it fails to convey the fullness -— the
style — of concrete ethical action, If the law is inherent=-
ly, by its very nature as rational formulation, unable %o
convey fully the wholeness of the command of the Living and
loving God directed to a personal situation, then its claim
to serve as ideal norm is called into question, For the
real commend of God is always something more than the direct-
ive enjoined in the law, Perhaps, only an allegisnce ‘o the
written word in the Bible akin to Bonhoeffer's can maintain
the law's character as eternal criterion of what God wills,
Otherwise, the altern«tive seems to be a situational ethic
where law serves only as an abstract generclization of past
ethical experience and is in no theological way authoritative
for future decision. Granted this assessment of rational form-
ulations, then the law, being an abstraction from a series of
ethical events, can never be & substitute for the concrete com-
mand of the living God,

I am not yet able to decide conciusively as a matter of
personal conviction how much weight should be piven to this

hermeneutical and philosophical doubt about the Llaw!s nature
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and consequent authority. I am, however, disposed to accord con-
siderable strength to these objections and this leads to placing
more emphasis on freedom rather then law in the lew-freedom dia-
lectic. 4Any thorough and systematic treatment of the place of
law snd freedom in Christian ethics must atbtempt to clarify the
character and status of law., I suspect, however, thst when all
the exegetical and linguistic labours have been done, the sig-
nificance given to law will depend on a decision of faith —

a decision corroborated in the personal experience of the agent.

c. How Are Law and Personal Situation Related?

Another question that I find insufficiently answered
in Bonhoeffer's ethics is how the casuistic solution is arrived
at, How do we know when the revealed law is to be strictly im-
plemented and when it 1s to be adapted to circumstances? And
when some responsible compromise or adaptation of the ideal will
of God is seen to be necessary, how do we discover where the
moral line ought to be drawn; how do we ascgrtain what are the
limits permissible in compromising the ultimate law? At times
Bonhoeffer stresses the activity of the living God who himself
determines the extent to whiech his law is applicable in a sit-
uation and who communicates this knowledge to the attentive be-
liever by inspiration. against this, or at least in addition to
this work of God, there is the obligation laid on the believer

to employ his reason to accurately diagnose the situation in
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which he finds himself, and the probable conseyuences of var-
ious courses of aetion. The ethical decision in this case
seems to depend on the agent's discernment in applying the
general laws to his parfticular situation.

I have been able to discover no comprehensive and co-
herent answer to this question of the relstive roles of inspir~
ation and czleulation in moral decislons. Undoubtedly both
enter into the piecture wnd there need exist no contradiction
between them. It is possible to resolve the apparent conflict
between humen and divine initiatives by contending that God
menifests his will not only by direct inspiration but through
man's honest and diligent exercise of his faculties.

I believe it is accurate to say that in Bonhoeffer the
emphasis does fall on waiting attentively for God to make known
his command through the risen Lori, rather than on rational cal-
culation, But even here humen responsibility and co-operation
are indispensable, For only the person who has steeped himself
in the private and corporate worship so beautifully described

in Life Together is in a position to hear God's commands., Only

the person who searches the scriptures that record the Incarnate
Lord's deeds end opens his spirit to God in prayer will be sens~
itive to Christ's promptincs as he comes to lead the believer
into an understanding of what love for fhe neighbour requires

in every new situation.



¥herever the apostolic testimony to his earthly
deeds is faithfully expounded, the risen Christ comes and
gathers up this narrative and uses it to create in the hear-
¢r the true sense of the Christian way of life., The living
Christ imparts his own life to the believer ani the bellever
begins to conform to the deeds of the Incarnate, Crucified,
and Risen One, "It is Christ who shapes men in conformity
with Himself". 2 To be in conformity with Christ is to live
by that love with which he has loved us.

But though we are conformed to Christ and his love, we
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do not yet live the perfect life of heaven: our loving care for the

nelghbour exists in tension between the ideal of God and the poss-

ibilities inherent in sinful history:

Christian life is the Jawning of the ultimate in
me; it is the life of Jesus Christ in me. But
it is always also life in the penultimate which
wailts for the ultimeate, 3
(p.99)

#nd so we seek to live as responsibly and lovingly as

light and grace enable us, in the end trusting God for our just-

ification.

Action

Do and dare what is right, not swaved by the whim of the moment.

Bravely take hold of the real, not dallying now with what might be.

Not in the fli;ht of ideas but only in action is freedom.
iiake up your mind and come out into the tempest of living.
God's command 1s enough &nd your faith in Him to sustain you.

Then &t last freedom will welcome your spirit amid great rejoicing.
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1 ilasdair MacIntyre, Metaphysical Beliefs (London:
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