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Bonhoeffer'sPassion for Truth

It is not accidental that my account of Dietrich Bonhoeffer as a political
theol ogian makes him an ally of John Howard Yoder. Bonhoeffer, like Yoder,
sought to recover the visibility of the church amid the ruins of Christendom
from the beginning to the end of his life. To so interpret Bonhoeffer risks
making him subject to the same criticism often directed at Yoder — i.e., he
gives an account of the church that makes the church politically irrelevant.
Thosetempted to so criticize Bonhoeffer, of course, haveto give some account
for the political character of hislife. For example, they might suggest that his
lifewasmore political than histheology or (as| suggestedinthefirst lecture)
even that histheology is particularly well suited for totalitarian contexts but
failsto provide an adequate account of how Chrigtiansshould livein democratic
societies.

Inthislecture | hopeto counter these kinds of criticisms by devel oping
Bonhoeffer’'s understanding of the relation between truth and politics. | will
try to show that Bonhoeffer rightly understood that the gift the church givesto
any politics is the truthful proclamation of the Gospel. As far as | know,
Bonhoeffer’sunderstanding of truth and politics has sel dom been commented
on or analyzed. One of the reasons may well be the general assumption that
truth and politics, particularly in democratic regimesin which compromiseis
the primary end of the political process, do not mix.t | hope to show that
Bonhoeffer saw that such a view of politics abandons the political realm to
violence.

| should be candid that (aswe say inthe South) | also haveadog inthis
fight. Because | am so influenced by Yoder | am often accused of abandoning
the politics necessary to achieverelativejustice.? My oft-made claim that the
first task of the church is not to make the world more just but to make the
world the world is interpreted as a call for Christians to withdraw from the
world. By focusing on Bonhoeffer’s understanding of how the church serves
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the world by being God's truthful witness, | hope to direct attention to the
samethemeinmy ownwork. For it hasawaysbeen my conviction, aconviction
| believel learned from Barth, that the character of asociety and stateisto be
judged by thewillingnessto have the Gospel preached truthfully and freely.®
By drawing on Bonhoeffer’sunderstanding of the significance of truthful ness,
I hopeto show the political significance of the Christianrefusal tolie.

Bonhoeffer was a relentless critic of any way of life that substituted
agreeableness for truthfulness. For example, in a speech he gave in 1932 at
theYouth Peace Conferencein Czechoslovakia, he attacked attemptsto secure
unity by focusing on “practical” issues rather than fundamental issues of
theology. For Bonhoeffer, to ignore questions of theol ogy, truth playsinto the
hands of the forces that the ecumenical movement was meant to counter. He
observes that because there is no theology of the ecumenical movement,
“ecumenical thought hasbecome powerlessand meaningless, especially among
German youth, because of the political upsurge of nationalism.” 4 Bonhoeffer
observes:

No good at al can come from acting before the world and one's
sdf asthough we knew the truth, whenin reality we do not. This
truth is too important for that, and it would be a betrayal of this
truthif the church wereto hideitself behind resolutionsand pious
so-called Christian principles, whenitiscalled to ook thetruth in
the face and once and for al confessits guilt and ignorance. In-
deed, such resolutions can have nothing complete, nothing clear
about them unlessthe whol e Christian truth, asthe church knows
it or confessesthat it does not know it, stands behind them. Quali-
fied silence might perhaps be more appropriate for the church
today than talk which is very unqualified. That means protest
against any form of the church which does not honour the ques-
tion of truth aboveall things.®

Bonhoeffer saw little point to theol ogical engagement if truth does not
matter. He was, for example, quite critical of his fellow students at Union
Theological Seminary. In hisreport of hisstudy at Unionin 1930-31, he noted
that the upbringing and education of American studentswas essentidly different
from the education German students receive. According to Bonhoeffer, to
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understand the American student, you need to experiencelifeinahostel which
produces a spirit of comradeship and a readiness to help one another. The
unreservedness of life together, “the thousandfold ‘hullo’,” manifests the
American desire beforeall e seto maintain community. Inthetension between
the attempt to say the truth and the will for the community, the latter always
prevails in America. Fairness, not truth, becomes the primary commitment
necessary to sustain community for Americans. Asaresult “acertainlevelling
in intellectual demands and accomplishments” shapes the life of American
educational ingtitutions. Intellectua competition and ambitionarelacking, making
innocuous thework donein seminar, discussion, and lecture.®

Bonhoeffer’sviews of hisfellow studentsreflected hisgeneral account
of American religiousand political life. His observationthat Americarepresents
aform of “Protestantism without Reformation” is often quoted, but why he
thought such a characterization appropriate is seldom explored. Bonhoeffer
thought the“ Protestant fugitives’ who cameto Americadid not cometo enact
another struggle. Rather Protestants claimed theright “to forgo thefind suffering
in order to be able to serve God in quietness and peace. . . . In the sanctuary
thereisno longer aplace for strife. Confessional stringency and intolerance
must cease for the person who has himself shunned intolerance. With hisright
to fleethe Christian fugitive hasforfeited theright to fight. So, at any rate, the
American Christian understands the matter.””

Because the American student of theology sees the question of truth
primarily in the light of this understanding of community, preaching cannot
aspireto thetruthful proclamation of the Gospel. Rather “ preaching becomes
an edifying narration of examples, a ready recital of [the preacher’s] own
religious experiences, which are not of course assigned any positively binding
character.”® Asaresult, therelation of denominationsto each other in America
isnot onethat representsastrugglefor thetruthin preaching or doctrine. One
might think, Bonhoeffer reflects, that such a situation would befavorablefor
the possibility of the unity of the churches of Jesus Christ. If the struggle for
truth no longer divides the church, then surely the unity of the church must
aready exist. Yet just the opposite is the case. “Precisely here, where the
guestion of truthisnot the criterion of church communion and church division,
disintegrationisgreater than anywhere else. That isto say, precisely wherethe
struggle for the right creed is not the factor which governs everything, the
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unity of the church is more distant than where the creed aone unites and
dividesthe church.”®

Christians cameto Americahaving fought hard to renounce confessional
struggles. Subsequent generations born free of the battles for which their
forebears fought no longer think it necessary to fight about anything. The
struggle over the creed which occasioned theflight of their fathersand mothers
becomes— for their sons and daughters— something that isitself unchristian.
“Thus for American Christianity the concept of tolerance becomesthe basic
principle of everything Christian. Any intolerance is in itself
unchristian.”° Because Christians in America have no place for the conflict
truthfulnessrequires, they contribute to the secul arization of society;* asociety,
moreover, which findsitself unableto subject politicsto truth and the conflict
truthfulness requires.’2 Tolerance becomes indifference and indifference leads
tocynicism.

Bonhoeffer’s criticism of American theology, education, and politics
reflects his lifelong passion to speak the truth. For example, in a letter to
Bishop Ammundsen on August 8, 1934, Bonhoeffer discusses an upcoming
conference at Fano and the address he wasto give. He confesses heis more
worried about thosewhoidentify with oppositionto Hitler than with the German
Christians. Theformer will beworried that they should not appear unpatriotic,
but they must recognize that those that come together at Fano do so not as
Germans, Danes, or Swissbut as Christians. Bonhoeffer continues:

Precisely because of our attitude to the state, the conversation
here must be completely honest, for the sake of Jesus Christ and
the ecumenical cause. We must makeit clear — fearful asitis—
that the time is very near when we shall have to decide between
National Socialism and Christianity. It may befearfully hard and
difficult for usall, but we must get right to theroot of things, with
open Christian speaking and no diplomacy. And in prayer together
wewill find theway. | fedl that aresolution ought to be framed —
al evasionisuseless. And if theWorld Alliancein Germany isthen
dissolved — well and good, at least we will have borne witness
that we were at fault. Better that than to go on vegetating in this
untruthful way. Only complete truth and truthfulnesswill help us
now. | know that many of my German friends think otherwise.
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But | ask you urgently to appreciate my views.*®

“Only complete truth and truthfulnesswill help usnow” wasnot just a
reflection of Bonhoeffer’'s understanding of the challenge presented by the
rise of Hitler. For Bonhoeffer, Hitler or no Hitler, the peace and justice any
social order might try to achieve was impossible without truth. “ There can
only be acommunity of peace when it does not rest on lies and injustice.” 4
The mistake of Anglo-Saxon thought isthe subordination of truth and justice
to theideal of peace. Indeed, such aview assumes that the very existence of
peaceisproof that truth and justice have prevailed. Yet such aview isillusory,
in that the peace that is the reality of the Gospel isidentified with the peace
based on violence. No peace is peace but that which comes through the
forgiveness of sins. Only the peace of God preserves truth and justice. So
“neither a static concept of peace (Anglo-Saxon thought) nor even a static
concept of truth . . . comprehends the Gospel concept of peaceinitstroubled
relationship to the concepts of truth and righteousness.” °

For Bonhoeffer nothing lessthan the truth of the Gospel wasat stakein
the confrontation with Hitler. Bonhoeffer’'s famous radio address of 1933,
which criticized the Flihrer concept, was not based on liberal democratic ideas
but rather reflected Bonhoeffer's concern with authority.'® According to
Bonhoeffer, in the past, leadership was expressed through the office of the
teacher, the statesman, and the father, but now the “Leader” has become an
end in himself. When | eadership was based on office, it required commitment
to standardsthat were public and therefore capable of somerationd justification.
But the new leadership is based on choice, answering to nothing other thanits
own self-justification.t’

Sociologically, Bonhoeffer attributes this change to the breakdown of
German society after the First World War. After the war the German people
felt lost, dominated by techniques intended to dominate nature now turned
against their makers, distrusting all political, philosophical, and religious
ideol ogies, and overwhelmed by theinsignificance of theindividual confronted
by the dull power of the mass. The significance of the individual and the
possihility of real community seemed to beforever destroyed. “ Theindividually
formed, autonomous personality and theideadivorced from reality seemedto
have gone bankrupt. And from this need there now arose the passionate call
for anew authority, for association, for community.” 8 Hitler, the leader who
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exploited this hunger for significance, mocks God and in so doing becomes
himself anidol no longer subject to truthful correction.
Bonhoeffer’scriticism of American religiousand political lifeaswell as
his analysis of the rise of Hitler can make uncomfortable reading for some
who admire his opposition to Hitler but do not consider his understanding of
why Hitler must be opposed. Bonhoeffer’sassumption that truth matters makes
him an unlikely aly of the widespread assumption that — given that no one
knows the truth — the best we can do ecclesially and politically is to be
tolerant. Moreover, somemay object that it isnot clear what Bonhoeffer took
truth to be. | hope to show the best way to respond to those who fear the
“conservative” implications of Bonhoeffer’s passion for truth and his
understanding of truth is to be found in an essay that appearsin his Ethics,
“What Is Meant By ‘Telling the Truth’?’ Not only does this essay indicate
that from the beginning to the end of hislifetruth mattered to Bonhoeffer, but
that, even moreimportant, he understood that far more significant than offering
a“theory of truth” isgiving us an account of what it meansto be truthful.

Bonhoeffer on “ Tellingthe Truth”

Joseph Fletcher claimsthat Bonhoeffer’'s essay “isasradical aversion of the
situational method as any Christian relativist could call for.”*® Fletcher's
description of Bonhoeffer’s position isfar off the mark. He surely must have
known better or at |east must have been abetter reader than his description of
Bonhoeffer’s position seems to suggest. Fletcher may have been misled by
Bonhoeffer’s claim that “‘telling the truth’ may mean something different
according to the particular situation in which one stands. Account must be
taken of one's relationship at each particular time. The question must be
asked whether and in what way aman isentitled to demand truthful speech of
others.”? It is aso true that Bonhoeffer argues that in formal terms the
description of thelie asadiscrepancy between thought and speechisinadequate.
Thereisaway of speaking which can be correct but still isalie, i.e., whena
notoriousliar for oncetells“thetruth” in order to mislead, or when acorrect
statement contai nsadeliberate ambiguity or omits something essential necessary
to know the truth.?

Bonhoeffer’'s account of the lieis determined by his understanding of
reality. We are obligated to speak truthfully about redlity, but we must remember
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that reality namesnot only what is* out there” but our relation to what is* out
there.” According to Bonhoeffer every word we speak should be true. To be
sure, the veracity of what we say matters; but the rel ation between ourselves
and others which is expressed in what we say is aso a matter of truth or
untruth. “The truthful word isnot initself constant; it isasmuch alive aslife
itself. If it is detached from life and from its reference to the concrete other
man, if ‘thetruthistold’ without taking into account to whom it isaddressed,
then this truth has only the appearance of truth, but it lacks its essential
character.”?> Bonhoeffer observes that some may object to this view of
truthfulness on the grounds that truthful speech is not owed to this or that
individual person, but to God. He responds that thisis correct aslong as one
remembersthat God isnot a“genera principle, but theliving God who has set
mein aliving life and who demands service of mewithinthislivinglife.”#

Bonhoeffer acknowledgesthat the concept of theliving truthisdangerous
tothe extent it may givetheimpression that thetruth can betailored tofit this
or that situation, making it difficult to tell the difference between truth and
falsehood. The complexity of his account, however, does not lead him to
eguivocate about lying. For example, he says that one might think that the
man who stands behind his word makes hisword alie or atruth, but that is
not enough because “the lie is something objective and must be defined
accordingly.”#

Bonhoeffer gives the example of a child who is asked in front of the
class by ateacher if hisfather often comes home drunk. In fact, the student’s
father does often come home drunk, but in answer to the teacher the child
denies that the teacher’s description is true. According to Bonhoeffer, the
child rightly liesin answer to aquestion that should have never been askedin
aclassroom. Bonhoeffer explainsthat “the family hasits own secret and must
preserve it,” something which the teacher has failed to respect. Idedlly the
child would havethe ahility to answer theteacher inamanner that would have
protected the family as well as the rule of the school. But that is to expect
more from a child than should be expected. Bonhoeffer does not deny that
“the child’sanswer canindeed be called alie; yet thislie contains moretruth,
that isto say, in ismore in accordance with reality than would have been the
case if the child had betrayed his father’s weakness in front of the class.
According to the measure of his knowledge the child acted correctly. The
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blame for theliefallsback entirely upon the teacher.”?

It isagainst thisbackground that we can appreciate Bonhoeffer’sclaim
that “telling the truth is something which must belearnt.” % He acknowledges
that thiswill sound shocking to anyonewho thinkstelling the truth depends on
moral character and that if we have agood character then not lying ischild’s
play. Butif theethical cannot be divorced from reality, then continual practice
inlearning to discern and appreciatereality isanecessary ingredient in ethical
action. That we must learn to tell the truth, that we must devel op the skills of
description to tell the truth, is the background presumption necessary to
understand Bonhoeffer’s remark that only the cynic claims “to speak the
truth” at all timesand places.

Bonhoeffer’sinsistence that politics can never be divorced from truth
isprismatically illumined by hisunderstanding of cynicism. Inaletter to Bethge
in December 1943, Bonhoeffer reportsheisworking on hisessay on“What is
‘speaking the truth’ 7’ in which heistrying to draw asharp contrast between
trust, loyalty, and secrecy and the*“ cynical” conception of truth. Accordingto
Bonhoeffer “anyone who tells the truth cynically islying.”? Yet cynicismis
the vicethat fuelsthe habitsto sustain a politicsthat disdainsthetruth.

For example, in Lettersand Papers From Prison Bonhoeffer writesto
Bethge (December 1943), describing afellow prisoner who has come undone
in prison. Bonhoeffer relatesthat this man now consultshim about every little
thing aswell asreporting to him every detail of hislife, such aswhen he has
cried. Bonhoeffer’sfellow prisoner smply hasno lifethat he does not expose.
Thisoccasionsin Bonhoeffer aremarkablereflection in which hetellsBethge
he has been thinking again about what he wrote recently about fear:

| think that here, under the guise of honesty, something is being
passed off as ‘natural’ that is at bottom a symptom of sin; it is
really quite anal ogousto talking openly about sexual matters. After
al, “truthfulness’ does not mean uncovering everything that ex-
ists. God himself made clothes for men; and that means that in
statu corruptionis many thingsin human life ought to remain cov-
ered, and that evil, even though it cannot be eradicated, ought at
least to be conceal ed. Exposureiscynical, and although the cynic
prides himself on his exceptional honesty, or claimsto want truth
at all costs, hemissesthecrucial fact that sincethefall there must



48 The Conrad Grebel Review

be reticence and secrecy.?®

Bonhoeffer isquite awarethat secrecy can a so bethe breeding ground
of the lie. The reticence and the secrecy he is intent on protecting is what
sustains relationships such as marriage and the family that should not be
subjected to the gaze sponsored by ideological formations. What concerns
himishow languageitself isdebased, madeincapable of truth, by itsmisusein
theinterest of “community.” Each word, for example the word of command,
which rightly is used in public service, must be rightly used if we are to be
truthful. Commands— if used in the family — can sever the bonds of mutual
confidencethat sustainsthetrust crucial to family life.? But from Bonhoeffer's
perspective modern devel opments have rendered words incapabl e of truthful
expression:

Itisaconsequence of thewide diffusion of the public word through
the newspapers and the wireless that the essential character and
the limits of the various different words are no longer clearly felt
and that, for example, the specia quality of the personal word is
amost entirely destroyed. Genuine words are replaced by idle
chatter. Words no longer possess any weight. There is too much
talk. And when the limits of the various words are obliterated,
when words become rootless and homel ess, then the word loses
truth, and then indeed there must almost inevitably belying. When
the various orders of life no longer respect one another, words
become untrue.®

It is against this background, moreover, we can appreciate how and
what Bonhoeffer thought was at stake for the church in the confrontation with
Hitler. Asearly as Act and Being, Bonhoeffer maintained that humans cannot
place themselves into the truth without the help of revelation because the
untruth of human self-understanding is only made apparent within the truth
that revelation creates. Humans can only “recognize themselves as having
been created anew from untruth for truth. But they recognize themselves as
that only from within truth, within revelation — that is, in Christ, whether
judged or pardoned.”3t Accordingly “thelieis primarily the denial of God as
He hasevidenced Himself to theworld. ‘Whoisaliar but hethat denieth that
Jesusisthe Christ? (1 John 2:22).”3%
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Lies are nothing less than contradictions of the word of God and the
reality which is created by God. The purpose of our words, in unity with the
word of God, is to “express the real, as it exists in God; and the assigned
purpose of our silenceisto signify thelimit which isimposed upon our words
by thereal asit exitsin God.”* For Bonhoeffer, the source of thelieisalways
our penchant for abstraction. Therefore the true meaning of correspondence
with reality isneither civility or oppositionto thefactual, but rather the attempt
to understand reality without the real man. To attempt to live without Jesus
Christ, the One beforewhom all factual reality derivesitsultimate foundation
and itsultimate annulment, isto livein “an abstraction to which theresponsible
man must never fall victim; itistofail to make contact withreality inlife; itis
tovacillate endlessly between the extremes of servility and revoltinrelationto
the factual .” %

I do not think Bonhoeffer believesthat every word we use must gainits
immediateintelligibility from Christ. AsRowan Williams suggests, thetruth to
which Christological dogmas gestureisnot so much aconcernwith rationality
or a comprehensive elucidation of all that is, but more with the “need to
preserve the possibility of the kind of encounter with the truth-telling Christ
that stands at the source of the Church’s identity.”* The threat to truth for
Christians comes not from the difficulty of developing an unproblematic
correspondencetheory of truth, but rather from theliesthat speak us disguised
astruth. Those arethelies Bonhoeffer rightly feared made possible therise of
Hitler and the ongoing lies necessary to sustain him in power. The failure of
the church to oppose Hitler was the outcome of the failure of Christians to
speak the truth to one another and to the world.

LivinginTruth

Some may find troubling the account | have given of Bonhoeffer’s
understanding of truth and politics. Theimplications of his understanding of
truthfulnessfor politics could even suggest he favored atheocracy. Though |
do not share the general presumption that theocracy is a “bad
idea,” ¥ Bonhoeffer remained far too Lutheran to entertain a theocratic
aternative. For example, in his essay “The Church and the New Order in
Europe,” writtenin 1941 in response to William Paton’s The Church and the
New Order, he observesthat thereisanew recognition that the political order



50 The Conrad Grebel Review

aso isunder the Lordship of Christ. The political order, therefore, cannot be
considered a domain which lives on its own terms apart from God'’s plan.
“The commandments of God indicatethelimitswhich dare not betransgressed,
if Christ is Lord. And the Church isto remind the world of these limits.”*"
Accordingly, the Church cannot and should not try to develop adetailed plan
for postwar reconstruction, but it should remind the nations of thereality the
commandments entail if the new order isto bea“true order.”

In particular, Bonhoeffer suggested that the “chaos’ behind the war
could not be overlooked if the new order was to be true and just. National
Socialism was made possible because there wasjust enough justicein some of
Germany'’s claims against the “peace” established in the railway wagon at
Compiégne to make credible Hitler's presentation of himself as a prophet of
justice.®® For Bonhoeffer thereisno way to the future that does not truthfully
acknowledge the sins of the past.

Bonhoeffer grasped the challenge modern politics presents for those
committed to truthfulness. Hisviews on the politics of theliewe confront are
quite similar to Hannah Arendt’s understanding of the lies associated with
modern politics. Arendt observesthat the politics of the lie we experiencein
our day isquitedifferent than thetraditional political lie. Intraditional politics,
by which | assume she meansthekind of politics Machiavelli represented, the
lie was assumed a necessity in diplomacy and statecraft to protect secrets or
intentions that had never been made public or could not be made public.® In
contrast themodern political liedealsnot at al with secretsbut what isgenerally
known. For example, Arendt callsattentionto a:

highly respected statesmen who, like de Gaulle and Adenauer,
have been able to build their basic policies on such evident non-
facts asthat France belongs among the victors of thelast war and
hence is one of the great powers, and “that the barbarism of Na-
tional Socialism had affected only arelative small percentage of
the country.” All these lies, whether their authors know it or not,
harbour an element of violence; organized lying always tends to
destroy whatever it has decided to negate, although only totalitar-
ian governments have consciously adopted lying as afirst step to
murder.*°
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Bonhoeffer’s passion for the truth meant he would have stood against
the lies that speak through us in modernity — lies al the more powerful
because we believe we speak them by our own volition. We are, after all, “a
free people.” Moreover, we livein amanner that seemsto make our liestrue
because we are so determined to make them true.** Wittgenstein remarksthat
“nothing is so difficult as not deceiving oneself” (Culture and Value, 34€).
Theclarity of Bonhoeffer’struthful witnessto the truth was made possible by
the clear evil he opposed. Yet such clarity is apparent only retrospectively.
Most of Bonhoeffer’sfellow Christiansdid not seethetruth with hisunflinching
clarity.

Inhisbook, Livingin Truth, Vaclav Havel callsattention to theinnocent
act of amanager of afruit and vegetable shop who putsin hiswindow, among
the onionsand carrots, the slogan: “Workers of theworld, unite.” Why, Havel
asks, does the shop owner put the sign in his window? Is he genuinely
enthusiastic about the possibility of theworkers of theworld uniting? Doeshe
want to communicate hisenthusiasm for thisideal to hisfellow citizens? Does
he have any ideawhat it might mean for workersto be so united?

Havel suspectsthe mgjority of shopkeeperswho put suchasignintheir
window never think about what they are doing, nor doesthe sign expresstheir
true opinions. The poster was delivered from headquarters along with the
onions. The shop owner put the sign in his window because he had aways
done so and if he did not he could get in trouble. Moreover, the greengrocer
thinks nothing is at stake because he understands that no onereally believes
what the slogan says. What is important is the subliminal message the sign
communicates. Havel suggeststhesign’sreal messageis: “I, the greengrocer
XY, livehereand | know what | must do. | behave in the manner expected of
me. | can be depended upon and am beyond reproach. | am obedient and
therefore | have theright to be left in peace.” 4

To help us understand what is happening with the display of thissign,
Havel suggestsathought experiment. Suppose the greengrocer had been asked
to display the sign, “I am afraid and therefore unquestioningly obedient.”
Even though the new sign expresses the truth, Havel observes that the
greengrocer would be ashamed to display such asign. Heis, after al, ahuman
being with some sense of hisown dignity. The display of thesign “Workers of
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the world, unite” allows the greengrocer “to conceal from himself the low
foundations of hisobedience, at the sametime concealing the low foundations
of power. It hidesthem behind thefacade of something high. And that something
isideology.”*

| suspect most of usthink thereisagreat distance betweenthesignin
the greengrocer’ swindow and the rise of National Socialismin Germany. Yet
| think Bonhoeffer rightly saw that the Christian acceptance that truth does
not count in such small matters prepared the ground for the terrible lie that
was Hitler. In order to expose the small as well asthe big lies, acommunity
must exist that haslearned to speak truthfully to one another. That community,
moreover, must know that to speak truthfully to one another requiresthetime
granted through the work of forgiveness. Such patient timefulness is a gift
from the God the community believes has given us all the time we need to
care for the words we speak to one another.** Any politics absent such a
people is quite literally doomed to live lies that are the breeding ground of
violence.®®

Ananalysis of relationship between the acknowledgment of death, our
ability to live truthful lives, and violence would be extremely informative.
Bonhoeffer observes*the miracle of Christ’sresurrection makes nonsense of
that idolization of death which is prevalent among us today. Where death is
thelast thing, fear of death iscombined with defiance. Wheredeathisthelast
thing, earthly lifeisall or nothing. Boastful reliance on earthly eternities goes
side by side with afrivolous playing with life. . . . The drastic acceptance or
rejection of earthly liferevealsthat only death hasany value here. To clutch at
everything or to cast away everything is the reaction of one who believes
fanatically in death.” 4 Where death is everything, violence cannot be kept at
bay. Bonhoeffer believed that the church is the sign God has placed in the
windows of theworld to make possible atruthful politics.

Thismeans Bonhoeffer’s observationsabout the character of theol ogical
educationin Americaare not what might be considered hispersona prejudices.
Rather they are a challenge to teacher and student alike that few things are
moreimportant than our holding ourselves, aswell asbeing held by the church,
to speak thetruth. Asodd asit may sound, given the accommodated character
of the church in liberal societies, if the church does not itself preach the
Gospel truthfully, then politically we condemn oursel ves, and those to whom
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weare pledged to witness, to what Bonhoeffer called “thevoid.”#’ A sobering
observation, but onethat at |east directs those who count ourselves Christian
to the task God has given us, that is, to be a people capable of speaking
truthfully to ourselves, to our brothersand sistersin Christ, and to theworld.*

Notes

! According to Hannah Arendt, to look on politicsfrom the perspective of truth— and by truth,
shemeant “factual truth” — isto stand outside the political realm. She notes“truthfulness has
never been counted among the palitical virtues, becauseit haslittle to contribute to that change
of theworld and of circumstances which isamong the most legitimate political activities.” The
Portable Hannah Arendt, ed. with an Introduction by Peter Baghr (New York: Penguin Books,
2000), 570. Arendt isnot recommending lying in politicsbut istrying to explain why the political
realm so often seemsimmuneto truthful ness. She notes a palitics that acknowledges the need
for theexistence of impartia institutions, such asuniversities, improvesthe possibility of truthto
prevail in public (571). Yet she observes such institutions remain exposed to all the dangers
arising from social and political power.

2 See, for exampl e, Jeff Stout’s appendix in the new edition of his Ethics After Babel (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2001), 341-58.

3 Barth challenged Hitler’sregime on the grounds that Hitler wastrying to determine what the
church could preach. Hedid so from the conviction “that it isthe preaching of justification of the
Kingdom of God, which founds, here and now, the true system of law, the true State.” Karl
Barth, Community, Sate, and Church, with anintroduction by Will Herberg (Garden City, New
York: Anchor Books, 1960), 126.

4 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, No Rusty Swords, trans. Edwin Robertson and John Bowden (New York:
Harper & Row, 1965), 159.

5 1bid., 160.

& 1bid., 87.

1bid., 102-03. Though thesejudgements about American Christianity comeearly in Bonhoeffer's
career, if thework in the Ethicsis any indication he never changed his mind. For example, he
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Eberhard Bethge, trans. NevilleHorton Smith (New York: TheMacmillan Company, 1962), 40-41.
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draws on Bonhoeffer and John Paul |1 in Who Are We?: Critical Reflections and Hopeful

Possibilities (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000). Elshtain rightly thinks Bonhoeffer and John Paul
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% Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers From Prison, 158.
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male point of view. It would have been interesting to see how Bonhoeffer’s views might have
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night sounded the alarm just to give histownsfolk ascare. Everyone rushed to thewalls. Asa
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Portable Hannah Arendt, 566.
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City of God ina‘Postmodern’ World,” Augustinian Sudies 25 (1994): 77-138. Dodaro argues
that Augustine saw theliesthat shaped Roman politicsand political leadersdrew their intelligibility



Bonhoeffer on Truth and Politics 57

from the attempt to beat death by achieving political glory that would insureimmortality. Dodaro
thinksthe same processisat work in attemptsto justify the Gulf War.

46 Bonhoeffer, Ethics, 16-17.

47 Bonhoeffer saw clearly that “thevoid” becomes possible asthe alternativeto Christianity. In
the section of the Ethics, “Inheritance and Decay,” he suggeststhat “it wasonly from the soil of
the German Reformation that there could spring aNietzsche” (28). In amanner that anticipates
postmodern doubts about reason, Bonhoeffer notesthat “ contempt for the age of rationalismisa
suspicioussign of failureto fedl the need for truthfulness. If intellectual honesty isnot the last
word that isto be said about things, and if intellectual clarity isoften achieved at the expense of
insightintoreality, thiscan still never again exempt usfrom theinner obligation to make clean and
honest use of reason” (34). Finally he notes, “Luther’s great discovery of the freedom of the
Christian man and the Catholic heresy of the essential good in man combined to produce the
deification of man. But, rightly understood, the deification of manisthe proclamation of nihilism”
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