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Asascholar of religionin North America (apparently not one of Bonhoeffer’'s
favoritetopics), | come at this paper not with the perspective of atheologian
with intimate knowledge of the work of either Bonhoeffer or Hauerwas, but
from the vantage point of areligious studies scholar who has explored questions
of lifehistory, narrative, gender, and religiousidentity through the methods of
ethnography and history.

My comments come out of four related issues. Thefirstis, What isit to
beapoalitical theologian?If, as Hauerwas suggests, Bonhoeffer wasapolitical
theol ogian because he wanted to “reclaim the visibility of the church asthe
necessary condition for the proclamation of the gospel in a world that no
longer privileged Christianity”? — that is, he wanted Christian theology to
speak out and act in theworld — was he al so atheol ogian who understood the
politics of theologies? According to Hauerwas, Bonhoeffer insisted that to
become the “visible” Church, the Church must renounce its invisible
“Constantinian” privilegesand rely only on Christ and theforgivenessof sins,
thusmakingit, in Hauerwas swords, “azone of truthinaworld of mendacity.”?
This sharp dualism obscures multiplicity on both sides of the equation of
churchvs. world. However, I'mlessconcernedin thisinstance with the plethora
of Chrigtianitiesthan with the other side of the dualism, inwhich avariety of
theol ogies, and especidly Judaismin the case of Bonhoeffer’stime, arerendered
invisible by the Church’s visibility. If part of our exercise is to think about
what Bonhoeffer’ swork offersto the twenty-first century, then it would seem
that if visibility entails forgoing privilege (and | would contend that many,
especially Euro-American, Christians still do enjoy this privilegein aglobal
sense), it must also entail devel oping ways of being able to seeand hear other
theologies, bethey Jewish, Mudlim, or those of another religion.
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My second comment stems from Hauerwas's description of
Bonhoeffer’sambivaencetowardsor revulsion for the*religious.” Ironically,
inhissuspicion of “religion” Bonhoeffer isnot so far away from theAmericans
whosetheology hefound superficid .# That said, if Bonhoeffer’svisible church
or visible community does not take theform of “religion,” what shape doesit
take?In hishighly eschatological essay, “ TheVisible Community,” heargues
that the visible church must include the sacraments, the proclamation of the
Word, and the embodied, daily lives of Christians: “When aman is baptized
into the Body of Christ not only is his personal status as regards salvation
changed, but also the relationships of daily life.”® Despite hisdisdain for an
overly individualized pietism, Bonhoeffer seemsto counter hisrevulsion for
thereligiouswith adirect individua relationship with, in hiswords: “ God and
Christ; authenticity, life, freedom, and compassion mean agreat deal to me. It
isjust their religious manifestationswhich are so unattractive.”¢ If wethink of
religioninan albeit limited sense asrituals, institutions, theol ogies— various
modes of not entirely consensual community consensusthat necessarily stifle
aspectsof individual authenticity — how doesfaith takeformin acommunity
without religion?’

My third concernistherole of family in Bonhoeffer’slife. | wonder if
Hauerwas sdismissal of the Christianity of Bonhoeffer’sfamily as“smply ...
part of the furniture upper-class Germans assumed camewith their privileges’
isnot too quick.® Certainly, that many members of Bonhoeffer’sfamily were
involved in the German resistance together with him and the intensity with
which Bonhoeffer wrote of hislove for hisfamily in hisletters from prison
suggest that his family may have played a large role both in his political
development and asa set of relationshipsthat shaped hisidentity asaChristian.
AsBonhoeffer wrotefrom prisonin May 1943: “ Anyonefor whom the parental
home has become so much a part of himself asit has for me feels specially
grateful for any message from home.”® AsBonhoeffer himself makesclear in
writing about the visible community, daily relationships — and these must
includefamily ones— areanecessary spherein whichthe deedsof aChristian
aredone. Perhaps, then, Bonhoeffer’snotion of theintimately political nature
of Chrigtianity wasnot only the product of agreat mind capabl e of “theological
miracles’® (according to Barth) but also the work of an embodied son and
brother whose experience of family and other human rel ationships informed
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hispolitical theology. Interestingly, and perhapstellingly, hisstrong biblically-
based views on the complementary roles of wivesand husbandsinwhich“the
wife isto be subject to her husband, and the husband is to love his wife’1
were not actually based on his own embodied experiences of daily lifewitha
wife.

So, for my final point: If we can see Bonhoeffer asapolitical theologian
whoselife and theology developed a“theological politicsfrom which we till
have much to learn,”*? how is that learning happening? What kind of
Bonhoeffer is being created today? Hauerwas, in an autobiographical
introduction, discusseshow it took until now for him to write about Bonhoeffer,
because he found the uses to which Bonhoeffer was put so problematic —
especially Harvey Cox's version in The Secular City.** What has changed
since then, both for Hauerwas and for the wider reception of Bonhoeffer?
How havethe"fragments’ 4 of Bonhoeffer’slife (anotion | find very helpful)
been put together in new ways? There are operas, plays, and poetry written
with Bonhoeffer astheir subject. There are attempts to have him honored at
Yad Vashem as a Righteous Gentile, that, asfar as| know, have still not met
with success because he is not thought to have met the criterion of actually
risking hislifeto save the lives of Jews. There are Bonhoeffer societies and
Bonhoeffer statues, and the Bonhoeffer home page quotes Dorothee Soelle as
saying that Bonhoeffer is“ The one German theol ogian who will lead usinto
the third millennium.” > Perhaps the fragments of Bonhoeffer’slife play off
each other in away that helpsto perpetuate his enigmatic appeal : the pacifist
who would have killed Hitler; the Christian who hated religion; the political
animal engaged intheworld and dedicated to an eschatol ogical revelation that
would end the world; the scribe who disdained the foolish for their habit of
talking in (to be anachronistic) soundbites, while being himself eminently
quotable.

The politicsin Bonhoeffer’s theology requiresagreat deal of critique,
especially in terms of gender and relations between religious traditions.
However, | must also say that | found thisopportunity to reread himto provide
some solace in aworld that seems once again to be escalating to a different
kind of apocalypse of itsown making, as evidenced by an American president
on thefront page of the newspaper declaring that the “ nuclear option” is still
“onthetable.” Withthat president in mind, | would draw attention to onelast
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guotation from Bonhoeffer, thisoneonfolly:

The fact that the fool is often stubborn must not mislead us into
thinking that heisindependent. Onefeelsin fact, when talking to
him, that one is dealing, not with the man himself, but with do-
gans, catchwords, and the like, which have taken hold of him. He
isunder aspell, heisblinded, hisvery natureisbeing misused and
exploited. Having thusbecome a passiveinstrument, thefool will
be capable of any evil and at the same time incapable of seeing
thatitisevil. Hereliesthe danger of adiabolical exploitation that
can do irreparable damage to human beings. . . .16

The questionsthat remain are, What sort of liberation do we as human beings
reguire to overcome the folly of today? and What does Bonhoeffer offer to
thisstruggle?
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