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“Bonhoeffer would be a good Anabaptist”:
Harold S. Bender and the Early Reception of Dietrich 
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Abstract
The author argues that the historical-geographical distance between 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Harold S. Bender is perhaps shorter than 
currently realized. On this basis, the author goes on to suggest, 
via a survey of Bonhoeffer’s reception among North American 
Mennonites, that the relative prominence of Bonhoeffer’s The Cost 
of Discipleship in Mennonite circles in the 1950’s is important for 
contextualizing contemporary debates about Anabaptist readings of 
Bonhoeffer and his pacifism.

 
Introduction
In October 1923, a young Dietrich Bonhoeffer enrolled in a dogmatics 
course taught by Karl Heim, Professor of Dogmatics at the University of 
Tübingen. Also in the class of six hundred students was a twenty-six-year-
old Mennonite from Indiana, Harold S. Bender.1 Heim’s course was Bender’s 
favorite: “More than any other teacher at Tübingen, he affected Harold’s 
theological frame of reference.”2 Bonhoeffer, on the other hand, was “not 
drawn in [Heim’s] direction and kept a critical distance.”3 Bender was also self-
consciously aware of the fact that he “was hearing a Lutheran interpretation, 
[…] but he clearly agreed.”4 Bender took two other courses with Heim while 
at Tübingen. Although it is unlikely that Bender and Bonhoeffer met in 1923, 
this anecdote shows their diverging theological interests and also Bender’s 
willingness to learn from those outside his Mennonite tradition. Twenty 

1 Albert N. Keim, Harold S. Bender, 1897-1962 (Scottdale: Herald Press, 1998), 154.
2 Ibid., 155. See pages 154-157.
3 Eberhard Bethge, Dietrich Bonhoeffer: Theologian, Christian, Man for His Times, ed. Victoria 
Barnett, trans. Eric Mosbacher et al., Rev. ed (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000), 55.
4 Keim, Harold S. Bender, 1897-1962, 155.
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years later, Bender would again learn substantially from another Lutheran, 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, largely through his book The Cost of Discipleship.5

This essay begins with speculation on whether Bender read 
Bonhoeffer’s book Nachfolge (Discipleship), published in German in 1937, 
prior to Bender’s influential presentation of The Anabaptist Vision at the end 
of 1943.6 In the first half of this paper, through several vignettes, I shorten the 
historical-geographical distance between Bender and Bonhoeffer and show 
that Bender likely knew who Bonhoeffer was in the 1930s even while there 
remains no direct evidence that Bender was influenced by Bonhoeffer prior 
to 1943. The essay then shifts to surveying Bonhoeffer’s reception by North 
American Mennonites in the 1950s, through Bender, the Concern Group, 
the Puidoux Conferences, J.L. Burkholder, and Guy F. Hershberger. I argue 
that Bonhoeffer’s The Cost of Discipleship rose to prominence and textbook 
status in some Mennonite circles in spite of knowledge of his role in the 
resistance and his complicated other writings. This background is important 
for contextualizing contemporary debates about Anabaptist readings of 
Bonhoeffer and his pacifism.7

Bender & Cornelius Krahn
This first vignette, in the mid-1930s, brings together a Mennonite student 
of Bonhoeffer’s—Cornelius Krahn—and Bender. I argue that it is likely that 
Bender heard of Bonhoeffer through Krahn in 1935.

Nine years after Bender and Bonhoeffer were classmates in Tübingen, 
the soon-to-be historian Cornelius Krahn—a Chortitza Colony Mennonite 
who left Russia in 1926—was a student of Bonhoeffer’s at the University of 
Berlin where he was lecturing in theology during the winter semester of 

5 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship, trans. R.H. Fuller (New York: The Macmillan 
Company, 1948).
6 Harold S. Bender, “The Anabaptist Vision,” Church History 13, no. 1 (March 1944): 3–24, 
https://doi.org/10.2307/3161001.
7 The debate began largely with the publication of Mark Thiessen Nation, Anthony G. Siegrist, 
and Daniel P. Umbel, Bonhoeffer the Assassin? Challenging the Myth, Recovering His Call to 
Peacemaking (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013); For a response to many of the criticisms 
over the following decade by Bonhoeffer scholars Clifford Green, Victoria Barnett, and 
Michael DeJonge, see Mark Thiessen Nation, Discipleship in a World Full of Nazis: Recovering 
the True Legacy of Dietrich Bonhoeffer (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2022).
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1932-33.8 During the semester, Krahn enrolled in twenty hours of courses 
with eleven professors, including Dietrich Bonhoeffer.9 Krahn recalls that 
Bonhoeffer’s “lectures on the ‘Nature of the Church’ […] were very inspiring 
and had some influence on my choosing to write my dissertation on ‘Menno 
Simons’ View of the Church.’”10 For Krahn, this time in Germany was a time 
of “a country in despair and in search of identity on many fronts,” and he was 
“witness to the burning of synagogues and the beating up of Jews.” 11 As Robert 
Kreider describes it, “In that fateful year of 1932-3, [Krahn] attended the 
lectures of Dietrich Bonhoeffer […], heard the sermons of Martin Niemöller 
in Dahlem, saw the burning of the Reichstag and the first systematic Nazi 
persecution of the Jews and Adolf Hitler’s bold seizure of power.”12 Krahn 
was also in Barth’s class in 1934 in Bonn, when Barth refused the Heil Hitler 
greeting.13 Then in 1935, Krahn bicycled to Heidelberg to study with Walther 
Köhler, an historian focusing on Luther, Zwingli, and Anabaptism.14 In 
Heidelberg Krahn met Bender who was also studying under Köhler.15 Bender 
had arrived in Heidelberg in April 1935 with the hope of finishing his courses 
and thesis on Conrad Grebel quickly, and by the deadline of August “with 
some elation, he delivered the nearly five-hundred-page tome to the office 
of the dean of the theological faculty.”16 Krahn, inspired by Bonhoeffer’s 
teaching, wrote on Menno Simons and the Church.17 According to Albert 
N. Keim—Bender’s biographer—Bender was initially “surprised to find 
that a young Russian Mennonite was also completing work in Anabaptist 
history under Professor Köhler.”18 Bender and Krahn “struck up a warm 

8 Cornelius Krahn, “Between the Volga and the Rhine 1902-1936,” Mennonite Life 32, no. 3 
(September 1977): 8.
9 Ibid., 8.
10 Cornelius Krahn, review of I Knew Dietrich Bonhoeffer, by Wolf-Dieter Zimmerman and 
Ronald Gregor Smith, Mennonite Life 23, no. 1 (January 1968): 44.
11 Krahn, “Between the Volga and the Rhine 1902-1936,” 8.
12 Robert Kreider, “In Remembrance of Cornelius Krahn,” in Cornelius Krahn, August 3, 
1902-August 3, 1990, ed. Hilda Krahn (North Newton, 1991), 21.
13 Krahn, “Between the Volga and the Rhine 1902-1936,” 9.
14 Ibid., 8.
15 Keim, Harold S. Bender, 1897-1962, 247.
16 Ibid., 245.
17 Ibid.
18 Ibid., 247.
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friendship”19 which lasted after Bender returned to Goshen College in 1936 
and Krahn moved to Kansas where he became the director of the Mennonite 
Library and Archives at Bethel College. In an issue of Mennonite Life in 1977 
dedicated to his life, Krahn ended a short memoir with a story related to 
Bonhoeffer’s differing receptions in the years after the war:

During a visit among the Mennonites of West Prussian 
background in Uruguay […] the electricity went off and I 
shifted in total darkness to my experience in Berlin in the days of 
Niemöller and Bonhoeffer, whose faith and courage had helped 
me in the days of great changes. At the moment when these 
names were mentioned, a voice in the audience shouted in no 
uncertain terms Landesverräter (traitors)! A few weeks later we 
were in Espelkamp, Germany, in a large tent meeting. Among 
the several thousand people were a large number of Mennonites 
from West Prussia and Russia. How surprised I was when the 
songleader announced that we would all sing the hymn that 
Bonhoeffer had composed on the day before he was executed.20

As a student in Germany in 1932-33, Krahn was deeply impacted by 
all that he saw and learned and noted that Bonhoeffer had an impact on his 
choice of doctoral study. Considering the closeness of Krahn and Bender 
during these studies, it is highly likely that Krahn mentioned Bonhoeffer 
to Bender during their many hours of shared study and travel. Bender may 
have also heard about Bonhoeffer during this time through another avenue, 
the Rhön Bruderhof.

The Rhön Bruderhof & Bonhoeffer
This second vignette also indirectly connects Bender with Bonhoeffer 

19 Ibid.
20 Krahn, “Between the Volga and the Rhine 1902-1936,” 10; This brief memoir was noted in 
the 1988 IBS newsletter, Cornelius Krahn, “Bonhoeffer Memories of Cornelius Krahn,” ed. 
James P. Kelley, Geffrey Kelly, and Clifford Green, Newsletter: International Bonhoeffer Society, 
no. 39 (October 1988): 6–7; Based on another telling of these events by Krahn, they can be 
dated to June/July 1975. See Cornelius Krahn, “Anabaptist Anniversary Is Focus Of European 
Conf. at Bienenberg,” Mennonite Weekly Review, August 7, 1975, 2. In these reflections, Krahn 
labels the reaction by the Mennonites in Uruguay as “survivals of the old spirit of ‘Hitler,’” and 
notes that this spirit “is probably more pronounced in an ‘exiled isolation’ in South America,” 2.
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through the Rhön Bruderhof, a German Anabaptist community founded in 
1920 by Eberhard and Emmy Arnold.21 I first show that the Bruderhof and 
Bonhoeffer were well known to each other, and then argue that Bonhoeffer’s 
explicit peace witness in the 1930s may have been known to Bender 
through the Bruderhof at the 1936 Mennonite World Conference (MWC) 
in Amsterdam.

In late 1933, after the Gestapo raided their community for protesting a 
plebiscite, the Bruderhof were seeking aid and allies.22 In December 1933—a 
month after the raid—two Bruderhof members, Hannes Boller and Hans 
Meier, travelled to the Gestapo offices to state their nonviolent position. 
After receiving little information from the Gestapo, they visited with 
Benjamin H. Unruh—a prominent German Mennonite—to “see if there 
was any possibility of our standing with the Mennonites in a joint witness” 
against National Socialism.23 Unruh and Dr. Ernst Crous met with the two 
Bruderhof members, and according to Meier, they “understood our concern 
immediately, but declared that the present-day German Mennonites had a 
different attitude to the state and government: now they were willing to obey 
the state, including performing military service.”24 Unruh did, however, offer 
to assist the Bruderhof in emigrating to Canada. After this disappointing 
meeting, Boller and Meier visited with Martin Niemöller, with whom the 
Bruderhof had been seeking to meet since the founding of the Pastors’ 
Emergency League in September 1933.25 Niemöller was a conservative 
pastor who had been a supporter of the National Socialist rise to power, 
greeting “Hitler’s appointment with euphoria.”26 But the Aryan paragraph 
caused Niemöller to become critical of the State, accusing it of overstepping 
its boundaries into church affairs. They met with Niemöller in Berlin, and 
Meier recalled suggesting they should all “stand together in the escalating 

21 Emmy Barth, An Embassy Besieged: The Story of a Christian Community in Nazi Germany 
(Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2010), 20.
22 Ibid., 95–107.
23 Hans Meier, unpublished memoirs. Cited in Barth, An Embassy Besieged, 124.
24 Ibid., 124.
25 Thomas Nauerth, Zeugnis, Liebe Und Widerstand: Der Rhönbruderhof 1933-1937 
(Paderborn, Germany: Ferdinand Schöningh, 2018), 278.
26 Matthew D. Hockenos, Then They Came for Me: Martin Niemöller, the Pastor Who Defied 
the Nazis (New York: Basic Books, 2018), 74.
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spiritual fight and make a united Christian witness against the dark powers 
of National Socialism. But [Niemöller] refused to have anything to do with 
us because we were not obedient to the government’s order to do military 
service.”27 A short discussion followed about enemy love and what obedience 
entails, but Niemöller, who was not a pacifist, remained unconvinced by the 
two Bruderhof members. Six months later, in June of 1934, Hans Meier also 
met with Karl Barth in Bonn to discuss the Christian response to National 
Socialism, but due to time restraints was only able to pass along a couple of 
Eberhard Arnold’s books.28 

These encounters connect German Mennonites with the Bruderhof, 
both of whom Bender was acquainted with, and both of whom were 
acquainted with Bonhoeffer. Bender himself had visited the Bruderhof 
earlier in May 1930 and was impressed.29 Hannes Boller must also have met 
or wrote to Bonhoeffer in late 1933 or early 1934. On March 6, 1934, Boller 
wrote from the Bruderhof in Germany to Hardy Arnold in London, “I told 
a Pastor Bonhoeffer …about you. One of his colleagues in Berlin told me 
last wee [sic] that he would probably be very much interested in a life based 
on the Sermon on the Mount.”30 Although Boller and Meier’s meeting with 
Niemöller was unsuccessful in taking a nonviolent stand against National 
Socialism, it led to both Boller and Niemöller mentioning the Bruderhof 
community to Bonhoeffer in 1934. 

On April 7, 1934, in a missing letter, Bonhoeffer wrote from London to 
Hardy Arnold, the son of the founder of the Bruderhof. Hardy responded that 
he “too had heard about you [Bonhoeffer] on various occasions, in London 
as well through Henry Ecroyd and his wife.”31 Hardy had recently returned to 

27 Hans Meier, unpublished memoirs. Cited in Emmy Barth, An Embassy Besieged: The Story 
of a Christian Community in Nazi Germany (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2010), 124.
28 Nauerth, Zeugnis, Liebe Und Widerstand, 278.
29 Eberhard Arnold, Brothers Unite: An Account of the Uniting of Eberhard Arnold and the 
Rhön Bruderhof with the Hutterian Church (Plough Publishing House, Hutterian Brethren, 
1988), 227–34; See also Barth, An Embassy Besieged, 265–66.
30 “Bruderhof Correspondence with Bonhoeffer” (The Bruderhof, 2019), https://www.
bruderhof.com/-/media/files/bruderhof/new-resources-2019/bruderhof-history/
bonhoeffer_d_letters.pdf?la=en.
31 Henry Ecroyd is unknown, but as shown, one of the known occasions where Arnold heard 
of Bonhoeffer was through the letter from Boller which mentioned “Pastor Bonhoeffer.” 
Letter 1/92a in Dietrich Bonhoeffer, London: 1933-1935, ed. Keith Clements, trans. Isabel 
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Birmingham—where he received Bonhoeffer’s letter—after helping set up a 
new Bruderhof children’s school in Liechtenstein in response to the Gestapo 
raid which closed their school at the Rhön Bruderhof. Hardy wrote, “I would 
like to come to see you  in London, either with one of those cheap trains, or 
maybe not until June when I [shall be leaving] England.”32

In a June 14, 1934 letter from Hardy Arnold to his father Eberhard 
Arnold, Hardy recalled that Bonhoeffer “some time ago … wrote me asking 
if he might visit me here, or I him there, because he is interested in founding 
a community of brothers with some of his students, based entirely on the 
Sermon on the Mount.”33 When Hardy met with Bonhoeffer, “That first talk 
of ours lasted several hours. At its close, he stressed again his first priority, the 
nonviolent overthrow of Hitler and his National Socialist government. This 
meant a trip to see Gandhi was first on his agenda. Second, though almost 
equally important, was the establishment of community life with a group 
of students.”34 It was at the end of this first talk as well that Hardy recalled 
that “Bonhoeffer purchased the whole set of our series called Source Books 
of Christian Witnesses Throughout the Centuries, fifteen volumes in all!”35 
Hardy also recalled a second meeting: “A few days after this conversation 
Bonhoeffer phoned me, and we arranged another meeting in a London 
teashop with some of his student friends.36 There we again had a deep and 
lively exchange on basically the same subjects.”37

After the second visit, Hardy wrote to his father that Bonhoeffer 
hoped to visit the Bruderhof community:

They are very much looking to us in the Bruderhof . . . On the 
essentials we are in agreement with B: (1) no private property, 
putting all goods under the administration of the community; 
(2) nonviolence. The only thing is that he does not seem to have 

Best, Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works English 13 (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2007), 133.
32 Letter 1/92a in Bonhoeffer, 134.
33 Letter 1/114a in Bonhoeffer, DBWE 13, 158.
34 Hardy Arnold, “Conversations With Dietrich Bonhoeffer,” The Plough 6 (September 1984): 
6.
35 Ibid., 5. The Bruderhof sold books to raise funds.
36 His student friends were Herbert Jehle and Vicar Weckerling, both of whom visited the 
Bruderhof in the summer of 1934.
37 Arnold, “Conversations With Dietrich Bonhoeffer,” 6.
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grasped the issue of the church-community as being led by the 
Spirit of God. Perhaps you can help him. I gave him the chapter 
on the Holy Spirit from the Innenland.38

Hardy wrote to his fiancé, Edith Böker, that Bonhoeffer planned 
to visit the Bruderhof the next week and Gandhi in September 1934, “to 
spend half a year in his order.” 39 Bonhoeffer and his students wanted to learn 
from “Gandhi and the Hutterite movement.”40 Hardy wrote his father that 
Bonhoeffer “is going to telephone on Wednesday [June 20, 1934], probably 
from Berlin to discuss everything with you briefly and what is the best way 
for him to get there.”41 Bonhoeffer apparently never phoned from Berlin, as 
he was too busy meeting with Martin Niemöller and directing “a training 
course for pastors, vicars, and students” for the Pastors’ Emergency League.42 
When Bonhoeffer did not show up, Eberhard Arnold phoned Bonhoeffer’s 
mother in Berlin, “but perhaps she has not been able to deliver our message 
to him.”43 In a June 26, 1934, letter to Hardy, Eberhard wrote, 

in the case of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who has not yet come to 
see us here although we telephoned him, the foundation of 
the renunciation of private property and holding of goods in 
common, as well as nonviolence, still seems to me, like many 
another such undertakings, to be quite far from the calling of 
the community by the Spirit of Jesus Christ. This even though 
his declaration of intent to carry out the Sermon on the Mount, 
to live according to the words of Jesus, is very significant.44 

Although Bonhoeffer never visited, he “was not unimpressed by 
his encounter with the Bruderhof movement. In Finkenwalde he adopted 
Eberhard Arnold’s rule for the Bruderhof in Sannerz, that no member of 
the community might ever speak in a negative way about another who was 

38 Letter 1/114a in Bonhoeffer, DBWE 13, 160; See also Barth, An Embassy Besieged, 168.
39 Letter 1/114b, Bonhoeffer, DBWE 13, 162.
40 Emphasis original. Letter 1/114b, Bonhoeffer, 162.
41 Letter 1/114a Bonhoeffer, 160.
42 Letter 1/113, Bonhoeffer, 156.
43 1/115a, Bonhoeffer, 165.
44 1/115b, Bonhoeffer, 165.
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absent.”45 
These encounters regarding Bonhoeffer and the Bruderhof reveal 

their shared pacifistic vision based on the Sermon on the Mount. This vision 
was brought by two other Bruderhof members to the Mennonite World 
Conference (MWC) in 1936. Along with his visit to the Bruderhof in 1930, 
Bender and his father-in-law, John Horsch, were important in organizing 
Eberhard Arnold’s trip to North American Hutterite colonies in 1930, with 
Horsch meeting Arnold when he landed in 1930.46 The close connections 
between the Mennonites and the Bruderhof led to two Bruderhof members—
Emmy Arnold and Hans Zumpe—being present at the conference two years 
after their dialogue with Bonhoeffer.47 At the end of the conference, a small 
group of twenty-five attendees released a peace manifesto responding to 
growing European tensions. Also, from this peace group—which Bender 
chaired—began the International Mennonite Peace Committee. In his book 
on the Bruderhof between 1933-37, Thomas Nauerth argues that this peace 
manifesto was possibly responding to Bonhoeffer’s famous peace address 
at an ecumenical conference in August 1934 in Fanø, Denmark where 
Bonhoeffer asked, “Who will call us to peace so that the world will hear, will 
have to hear? So that all peoples may rejoice?”48 According to Jean Lasserre 
who was at Fanø with Bonhoeffer, the address “dropped like a bomb.”49 
Although there is no direct reference to Bonhoeffer in the peace manifesto, 
the Bruderhof members knew of Bonhoeffer as his friends had visited them 

45 Fn. 5 to letter 1/115b Bonhoeffer, 166.
46 See Arnold, Brothers Unite.
47 Orie O. Miller and Harold S. Bender, “An Account of the Third Mennonite World 
Conference Held at Amsterdam, Elspeet and Witmarsum, Holland, June 29 to July 3, 1936,” 
Gospel Herald, September 24, 1936; Orie O. Miller and Harold S. Bender, “A Brief Account 
of the Third Mennonite World Conference Held at Amsterdam, Elspeet and Witmarsum, 
Netherlands, June 29 to July 3, 1936,” The Mennonite Quarterly Review 11, no. 1 (January 
1937): 3–13.
48 Nauerth, Zeugnis, Liebe Und Widerstand, 311; Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “Fanø Theses Paper and 
Address: The Church and the Peoples of the World,” in The Bonhoeffer Reader, ed. Clifford J. 
Green and Michael P. DeJonge (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress, 2013), 397, https://doi.
org/10.2307/j.ctt22nm627.
49 Emphasis original. F. Burton Nelson, “Response (to Dale W. Brown and Larry Rasmussen),” 
ed. Clifford Green, Newsletter: International Bonhoeffer Society for Archive and Research, no. 
9 (December 1976): 6.
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in the summer of 1934 during the same time Bonhoeffer gave his address. 
These historical vignettes close the relational distance between Bender 

and Bonhoeffer in the 1930s and show a high likelihood that Bender knew 
of Bonhoeffer in the 1930s, and thus possibly knew of Bonhoeffer’s 1937 
book Nachfolge prior to his Vision address in 1943. William Klassen—who 
from 1949-54 “took every course Bender taught”50—claimed in 1971 that for 
Bender’s Vision the “decisive impetus came from Bonhoeffer’s “Nachfolge,” 
a book that was published towards the end of the 1930s and that Bender 
used with the greatest appreciation in his teaching for years.”51 John H. Yoder 
also speculated in the 1970s that Bender was influenced by Bonhoeffer 
before 1943: “Might Bender have been moved toward this analysis [of 
discipleship] by reading Bonhoeffer? If so, he may have been one of the very 
first North Americans to appreciate it years before its first appearance in 
partial translation.”52 My research shows that there is currently no evidence 
that Bender read Bonhoeffer before 1949. The language of discipleship 
(Nachfolge) is largely the influence of Robert Friedmann, who published 
several essays in 1940 that used Nachfolge as a distinctive characteristic of 
the early Anabaptists.53 As Keim notes, “in 1942 ‘discipleship’ was not yet a 
Mennonite word,” but became so after Friedmann’s taking up of Nachfolge 
Christi from Johannes Kühn’s Toleranz und Offenbarung (1923).54 Bender 
then used ‘discipleship’ in his Anabaptist Vision and set the stage for an easy 
appropriation of Bonhoeffer’s The Cost Discipleship among Mennonites in 

50 Bill Klassen, review of Harold S. Bender, 1897-1962, by Albert N. Keim, The Mennonite 
Quarterly Review 73, no. 2 (April 1999): 405.
51 William Klassen, “Die Gestalt Des Glaubens in Der Nachfolge,” in Die Mennoniten, ed. 
Hans-Jürgen Goertz (Stuttgart: Evangelisches Verlagswerk, 1971), 42.
52 John H. Yoder, “The Christological Presuppositions of Discipleship,” in Being Human, 
Becoming Human, ed. Jens Zimmermann and Brian Gregor, 1st ed., Dietrich Bonhoeffer and 
Social Thought (The Lutterworth Press, 2012), 133, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt1cgfb5g.12.
53 Robert Friedmann, “Anabaptism and Pietism, II,” The Mennonite Quarterly Review 14, no. 
3 (July 1940): 149–69; Robert Friedmann, “Conception of the Anabaptists,” Church History 9, 
no. 4 (December 1940): 341–65, https://doi.org/10.2307/3160913.
54 Keim, Harold S. Bender, 1897-1962, 324; Johannes Kühn, Toleranz Und Offenbarung: 
Eine Untersuchung Der Motive Und Motivformen Der Toleranz Im Offenbarungsgläubigen 
Protestantismus Zugleich Ein Versuch Zur Neueren Religion Und Geistesgeschichte (Leipzig: 
Felix Meiner Verlag, 1923).



The Conrad Grebel Review46

the 1950s.55

Early North American Mennonite Receptions of Bonhoeffer
Although Bonhoeffer and some Anabaptists had direct encounters in the 
1930s, there was no engagement with his works in North America until the 
1950s. The second half of this essay lists the first references to Bonhoeffer 
that I could find in Mennonite writing, followed by further examples of early 
North American Mennonite engagements with Bonhoeffer, including those 
of Bender, the Concern Group, the Puidoux Conferences, J.L. Burkholder, 
and Guy F. Hershberger.

On December 22, 1949, Melvin Gingerich penned the first 
North American Mennonite review of Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s The Cost 
of Discipleship.56 Bonhoeffer’s book, first published in German in 1937 as 
Nachfolge, was translated into English in 1948 and the first U.S. abridged 
edition appeared in 1949. Gingerich notes that “although Bonhoeffer did 
not accept the pacifist approach to the evils of the Hitler regime, he was, 
according to Leibholz [who wrote the preface], at the bottom of his heart, 
a pacifist.”57 Gingerich concludes by asserting that the book’s “message is so 
identical to that of our Anabaptist forefathers that one marvels, and rejoices, 
that here is a deep and convincing testimony which we believe reaches into 
the very heart of the New Testament.”58 Notably, from the first published 
North American Mennonite writing on Bonhoeffer, there is already a clear 
comparison between his Discipleship and Anabaptist thinking. 

A month later on January 20, 1950, Friedmann sent a letter to Bender 
mentioning that he had Bender’s copy of Bonhoeffer’s Ethik in German.59 

55 Friedmann notes, “It was not until 20 years later that H. S. Bender introduced the idea of 
discipleship into the discussion of the essence of Anabaptism again; since that time it has 
become more and more evident that this is perhaps the most adequate interpretation of the 
spirit of Anabaptism which can be formulated.” Robert Friedmann, “Kühn, Johannes (b. 
1887),” in Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online, 1958, https://gameo.org/index.
56 Melvin Gingerich, “On My Desk,” Mennonite Weekly Review, December 22, 1949.
57 Ibid., 3. The full Leibholz sentence is, “This explains why Bonhoeffer did not take the pacifist 
line, although his aristocratic noble-mindedness and charming gentleness made him, at the 
bottom of his heart, a pacifist.”
58 Ibid.
59 Robert Friedmann to Harold S. Bender, January 20, 1950, Harold Stauffer Bender Papers 1919-
1962, General Correspondence, Box 21, Folder 9, Robert Friedman, Goshen College Archives.
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Bender had just finished revising his book on Conrad Grebel, based on 
his doctoral work, and in August, 1950, the Mennonite Publishing House 
announced the addition of both The Cost of Discipleship and Bender’s Conrad 
Grebel to their library.60 It was also that same year, in May at a Conference 
on ‘The Church and War’ in Chicago, that Donovan E. Smucker referenced 
Bonhoeffer’s “protests against what he calls ‘cheap grace.’ That is, a grace 
which abandons moral earnestness, losing that courageous witness against 
evil without which grace becomes antinomian and lawless.”61 References to 
cheap and costly grace became a popular line from Bonhoeffer’s Discipleship 
in Anabaptist works.

In an October 6, 1950 address at the Goshen College chapel, Atlee 
Beechy mentioned Bonhoeffer as “a German spiritual leader, killed by Hitler 
because of his beliefs” and quoted from Discipleship that Jesus’s “disciples 
keep the peace by choosing to endure suffering themselves rather than 
inflict it on others.”62 Beechy also reviewed The Cost of Discipleship for the 
October 1951 Mennonite Quarterly Review, stating that “The book presents 
in modern setting much of the early Anabaptist concept of discipleship,” 
but also noting that “Some will question his position on infant baptism, his 
discussion on the nature of the church, or his position on nonresistance even 
though much of his writings indicate a deep and sympathetic understanding 
of this position.”63 

From these earliest sources, it is clear that Bonhoeffer was largely 
uncritically received in Mennonite thinking and was viewed and used as a 
source for validating Anabaptist convictions regarding discipleship. This is 
in spite of the fact that in July 1945—only a few months after Bonhoeffer’s 
execution—the Bishop of Chichester, George Bell, described Bonhoeffer’s 
intimate knowledge of the plot against Hitler, even while Bonhoeffer “was 
full of sorrow that things had come to such a pass in Germany, and that 
action like this was necessary” and “was obviously distressed in his mind 

60 “Your Publishing House: Editors Are Pleased,” Gospel Herald, August 8, 1950, 800.
61 Donovan E. Smucker, “The Theological Basis for Christian Pacifism,” The Mennonite 
Quarterly Review 27, no. 3 (July 1953): 184.
62 Atlee Beechy, “Implications of the Draft for Our Young People,” Gospel Herald, November 
21, 1950, 1141.
63 Atlee Beechy, review of The Cost of Discipleship, by Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Mennonite 
Quarterly Review 25, no. 4 (October 1951): 322, 323.
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as to the lengths to which he had been driven by force of circumstances 
in the plot for the elimination of Hitler.”64 These recollections are from 
Bell’s meeting with Bonhoeffer in Sigtuna, Sweden in May 1942.65 It was 
also Reinhold Niebuhr—against whom much Anabaptist polemical ink 
has been spilled—who wrote a eulogy for Bonhoeffer in Union Seminary 
Quarterly Review in March 1946. Niebuhr described Bonhoeffer as “a very 
astute political analyst” who thought it was his “duty to participate in the 
plot on Hitler’s life.”66 These comments by Bell and Niebuhr show the early 
awareness of Bonhoeffer’s role in the resistance and a tendency to read 
him, as Leibholz put it, as “a great realist.”67 Bonhoeffer’s perceived role in 
the anti-Hitler plot was acknowledged early and helped make him and his 
works better known and was not initially viewed as a decisive hindrance to 
the adoption of themes—like cheap/costly grace, obedience, and suffering 
discipleship—from Bonhoeffer into Anabaptist thinking. 

Bender, Concern Group, Puidoux Conferences & Bonhoeffer 
By 1950, North American Anabaptists were beginning to reference 
Bonhoeffer’s Discipleship favorably, even though knowledge of his role in 
the resistance was widespread. Bender at Goshen College was teaching 
from Discipleship and had outlined the book with three pages of detailed 
notes.68 As A.J. Klassen writes in his 1970 doctoral dissertation, “Bender’s 
enthusiasm for Bonhoeffer’s Nachfolge is not surprising. He was impressed 
by the fact that it appeared to be more biblical than traditional, and more 
Anabaptist than Lutheran. He at once recognized it as a contemporary 
expression of the original Anabaptist vision.”69 In 1950, Bender suggested in 

64 George Bell, “The Background of the Hitler Plot,” The Contemporary Review (London, 
United Kingdom: A. Strahan, July 1, 1945), 206; Bell knew this from meeting with Bonhoeffer 
in 1942, see Sabine Dramm, Dietrich Bonhoeffer and the Resistance (Minneapolis, MN: 
Fortress Press, 2009), 165–91.
65 On this meeting, see Dramm, Dietrich Bonhoeffer and the Resistance, 165–91.
66 Reinhold Niebuhr, “Dietrich Bonhoeffer,” Union Seminary Quarterly Review 1, no. 3 (March 
1946): 3.
67 Gerhard Leibholz in Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship, trans. R.H. Fuller, Third 
Printing (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1953), 11.
68 Nation, Discipleship in a World Full of Nazis, 169.; See also Abram John Klassen, “Discipleship 
in Anabaptism and Bonhoeffer” (Ph.D., Claremont, Claremont Graduate School, 1970), 130.
69 Klassen, “Discipleship in Anabaptism and Bonhoeffer,” 5.
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a footnote that “in some respects, though not in all, Bonhoeffer would be a 
good Anabaptist.”70 Through the 1950s, to supplement or describe Bender’s 
Vision, Bonhoeffer’s Discipleship became a primary text. William Klassen 
adds that Bender “virtually canonized Bonhoeffer’s Nachfolge. We read 
Bonhoeffer in Bender’s class—not Menno or Grebel.”71 For Bender however, 
the Bonhoeffer of Discipleship was in tension with the Bonhoeffer of Ethics. 
As A.J. Klassen notes,

The post-war discovery of Bonhoeffer’s concept of Grenzfall 
[the borderline situation]72 and the publication of Widerstand 
und Ergebung [Letters and Papers from Prison] in 1951 posed 
a serious problem for the recovery of the Anabaptist vision. 
Bender became alarmed at the apparent discontinuity between 
the “early” Bonhoeffer of Nachfolge and the “late” Bonhoeffer of 
the Ethik. His growing disenchantment with Bonhoeffer is not 
difficult to understand in the light of Anabaptist commitment to 
suffering-love and peace.73

This disenchantment that Bender felt about the discontinuity between 
Discipleship and Bonhoeffer’s later works are problems that Anabaptist and 
other interpreters have tried to navigate since.74 One view is to partially 
understand Bonhoeffer’s reception in support of Bender’s Vision through 
ethical content. Paul Martens argues that Bender and Yoder describe 

70 Harold S. Bender, Conrad Grebel c. 1498–1526: The Founder of the Swiss Brethren Sometimes 
Called Anabaptists (1950; repr., Goshen: Mennonite Historical Society, 1971), 280 n. 6.
71 William Klassen, “History and Theology: Some Reflections on the Present Status of 
Anabaptist Studies,” The Mennonite Quarterly Review 53, no. 3 (July 1979): 198.
72 “There are occasions when, in the course of historical life, the strict observance of the 
explicit law of a state, a corporation, a family, but also of a scientific discovery, entails a clash 
with the basic necessities of human life. In such cases, appropriate responsible action departs 
from the domain governed by laws and principles, from the normal and regular, and instead 
is confronted with the extraordinary situation of ultimate necessities that are beyond any 
possible regulation by law.” Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Ethics, ed. Clifford J. Green, vol. 6, Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer Works (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2005), 272–73.
73 Klassen, “Discipleship in Anabaptism and Bonhoeffer,” 78.
74 This is a puzzle for many interpreters, not just Anabaptists. Bonhoeffer’s French pacifist 
friend from America, Jean Lasserre, when interviewed, stated, “Now for me an assassination 
simply can’t flow from the cross and resurrection.” Geffrey B. Kelley, “Interview with Jean 
Lasserre,” Union Seminary Quarterly Review 27, no. 3 (1972): 154.
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Anabaptism in “anthropocentric” terms “defined by what humans do and 
not what God does.”75 In the Mennonite reception of Bonhoeffer, this 
anthropocentric-ethical understanding fills the content of Bonhoeffer’s lines 
on cheap/costly grace and sentences such as “only the believers obey, and 
only the obedient believe.”76 Costly grace requires ethical obedience which 
Bonhoeffer maintains through an exegesis of New Testament texts focused 
on the Sermon on the Mount, which compliments Bender’s distillation 
of Anabaptism to discipleship, nonviolence, and the voluntary church 
community.77 Even as Bonhoeffer’s direct writings on ethics in Ethics were 
viewed as problematic defenses of his role in the conspiracy, the call to direct 
obedience in discipleship was suitable to the Vision’s understanding of the 
Anabaptist life. 

In the 1950s as Bender’s Vision was taught and accepted alongside 
Bonhoeffer’s Discipleship, Anabaptist horizons were broadening due to two 
world wars and their impact in North America and Europe. The Concern 
Group were a group of younger North American Mennonites in Europe 
meant to attempt to convince other Christians in Europe of nonresistance. 
Mostly graduate students in European institutions who were impacted by 
Bender and others in Goshen, their mission, according to J.L. Burkholder, 
“was to develop a consistent sectarian theology and a practical polity based 
upon Anabaptist sectarian principles.”78 They did this by criticizing—in 
the name of discipleship—the Mennonite institutional structures in North 
America that they saw as compromising with the world. They first gathered 
in Amsterdam in 1952—anti-Constantinian, pro-sectarian, and concerned 
about acculturation of the Mennonite Church—they took up Bender’s call of 
discipleship and referenced Bonhoeffer for this task. Opposing ‘responsibility’ 
as a Biblical theme, John Howard Yoder in his inaugural essay, ‘The Anabaptist 

75 Paul Martens, “How Mennonite Theology Became Superfluous in Three Easy Steps: Bender, 
Yoder, Weaver,” Journal of Mennonite Studies 33 (January 2015): 163 n. 9.
76 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Discipleship, ed. Geffrey B. Kelly and John D. Godsey, trans. Barbara 
Green and Reinhard Krauss, Paperback Edition, Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works English 4 
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2003), 63.
77 Yoder also followed this distillation, see especially Paul Martens, The Heterodox Yoder: 
(Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2012), 3, 25–38.
78 J. Lawrence Burkholder, “Concern Pamphlets Movement,” in Global Anabaptist Mennonite 
Encyclopedia Online, 1989.
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Dissent’ described discipleship as “obedience in ethics […] of primary 
rank” and equated “responsibility” with the Constantinian “social-ethical 
position,”79 referencing “cheap grace” twice for this argument.80 Bonhoeffer is 
also mentioned several other times throughout Concern publications.81 For 
both Bender and the Concern Group, Bonhoeffer’s framing of discipleship 
was useful for their sectarian projects.

Parallel with the Concern publications, and with some overlap, were 
the ecumenical Puidoux conferences of the later 1950s where Bonhoeffer 
was explicitly discussed. These conferences, according to Donald F. 
Durnbaugh, were the “first substantial theological dialogues between 
members of Anabaptist-related churches and mainline Protestants since the 
sixteenth century.”82 Mennonite historian and sociologist Beulah Stauffer 
Hostetler writes, “following on the heels of the Nazi holocaust, and the 
silence of the German state churches, the discussions had a major impact 
on conference participants. It was the first time in centuries that the sects 
and the established churches were holding face-to-face dialogue on the 
issues that concerned them.”83 The first gathering, on August 15-19, 1955 
in Puidoux, Switzerland, was intended as a conversation between Peace 
Church representatives, and mainline protestants were invited as “resource 
persons and advisors” who eventually “moved directly into substantial and 
foundational interchange.” 84 Durnbaugh even notes that some German 
“veterans of the Confessing Church, reported that the seriousness and 
intensity of dialogue there reminded them of the days in 1933-34 when the 
Barmen Confession was hammered out.”85 At the meeting a discussion on 
the second day of Oscar Cullmann’s “The Kingship of Christ and the Church 

79 John Howard Yoder, The Anabaptist Dissent, Virgil Vogt, ed., The Roots of Concern: Writings 
on Anabaptist Renewal 1952-1957 (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2009), 29, 32.
80 John Howard Yoder, The Anabaptist Dissent, Vogt, 34, 39.
81 In Concern 1957 No. 4 by Hebert Klassen, in 1959 No. 7 by Lewis Benson, and in 1961 No. 
9 by William Klassen.
82 Donald F. Durnbaugh, “John Howard Yoder’s Role in ‘The Lordship of Christ Over Church 
and State’ Conferences,” Mennonite Quarterly Review 77, no. 3 (October 2003): 371.
83 Beulah Stauffer Hostetler, “Nonresistance and Social Responsibility: Mennonites and 
Mainline Peace Emphasis, Ca. 1950 to 1985,” The Mennonite Quarterly Review 64, no. 1 
(January 1990): 54.
84 Durnbaugh, “John Howard Yoder’s Role,” 372.
85 Ibid.
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in the N.T.” invited a spirited discussion about Bonhoeffer. In response to 
a reference of Bonhoeffer’s distinction in Ethics between the ‘ultimate’ and 
the ‘penultimate,’ Mennonite Albert Meyer responded that he “feels that the 
‘penultimate-ultimate’ discussion does not clarify the distinction between 
the Church and the World, since apparently the Church is supposed to 
maintain the relation between both the penultimate and the ultimate; he feels 
that Bonhöffer is not treating Cullman’s problem. Yoder objects to saying the 
Church and the World are ‘unmixed and undivided’!”86 Also in Ernst Wolf ’s 
presentation, “Introduction to a Discussion on ‘Church and World’ with 
Reference to Luther,” Bonhoeffer’s The Cost of Discipleship is quoted twice.87 
Notable Bonhoeffer colleagues were at the conference, including Friedrich 
Siegmund-Schultze, a German pacifist and mentor to Bonhoeffer in the 
1930s ecumenical peace movement, and Jean Lasserre, a French reformed 
pastor often credited with convincing Bonhoeffer of the applicability of the 
Sermon on the Mount and therefore of pacifism in 1930-31. 

At the July 28-August 1, 1957 meeting in Iserlohn, Germany, Bender 
and Yoder were there, along with notables Guy F. Hershberger, Clarence 
Bauman, Peachy, Lasserre, Siegmund-Schultze, and Albrecht Schönherr; the 
latter was a student of Bonhoeffer’s Confessing Church seminary in the mid-
1930s. They were among “nearly seventy representatives . . . from Germany, 
France, the Netherlands, Italy, Japan, the United States and England.”88 At this 
conference, discipleship was a main theme, and Schönherr’s presentation, 
“Leib Christi und Nachfolge bei Dietrich Bonhoeffer,” set off a lively debate.89 
Schönherr argued that “the body of Christ” and “discipleship” are central 
themes in Bonhoeffer’s thought but also noted a tension: 

86 Albert J. Meyer, “Puidoux Theological Conference 15-19 August 1955: Report of the 
Conference,” The Puidoux Series of Theological Conferences on the Lordship of Christ Over 
Church and State (Puidoux, September 1955), II/17., Mennonite Central Committee 1920-, 
Europe and North Africa 1940-1970, Peace Section, Puidoux 1955 Reports, IX-19-10 Box 
1 Folder 38, Mennonite Church USA Archives, https://palni.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/
collection/gopplow/id/4247.
87 Meyer, III/2.
88 Hostetler, “Nonresistance and Social Responsibility,” 533.
89 The title translates to “The Body of Christ and Discipleship with Dietrich Bonhoeffer.” Later 
published in Albrecht Schönherr, “Leib Christi und Nachfolge bei Dietrich Bonhoeffer,” in 
Horizont und Mitte: Aufsätze, Vorträge, Reden, 1953-1977 (München: C. Kaiser, 1979), 149–63.
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We will ask ourselves why Bonhoeffer was then able to affirm 
and help prepare the assassination attempt of July 20, 1944. 
Bonhoeffer could only see sheer madness at work in the mass 
murders of Jews, the mentally ill, political prisoners, and 
opponents of the war, and that was the madness of a single 
person who tyrannized the others. Bonhoeffer believed that the 
death of this one would put an end to the madness.90

Schönherr agreed with Bonhoeffer’s move but was beginning to see 
that any violence sets off a spark with “unforeseeable consequences.”91 The 
long discussion centered on Bonhoeffer’s thought also raised concerns about 
the will and command of God and how subjective these are; revelation; 
concrete action; and Bonhoeffer and Yoder’s conceptions of the State, among 
other things.92 Yoder’s second presentation at the meeting, “Karl Barth and 
Christian Pacifism” presented a strong criticism of Barth’s concept of the 
Grenzfall (borderline situation).93 In the presentation—which later became 
his 1970 book Karl Barth and the Problem of War94—Yoder distinguishes 
Barth’s concept of the borderline situation from Bonhoeffer’s. Yoder writes 
that according to Bonhoeffer and the July 20 plot, you “break the law once in 
order to straighten it out”95 but for Barth, “the Grenzfall is rather a place where 
the commandment requires something that seems to us like a contradiction 
with the baseline of the commandment, but is not a contradiction.”96 Barth 
himself in 1951 distinguished his own view from Bonhoeffer’s. Bonhoeffer 
“was really a pacifist on the basis of his understanding of the gospel. But 
the fact remains that he did not give a negative answer to this [tyrannicide] 

90 Albrecht Schönherr, “Leib Christi Und Nachfolge Bei Dietrich Bonhoeffer” (Bericht der 
zweiten Konferenz, Iserlohn, 1957), 46.
91 Ibid., 47.
92 Albert J. Meyer, “Bericht Der Zweiten Konferenz: Iserlohn 28. Juli - 1. August 1957,” The 
Puidoux Series of Theological Conferences on the Lordship of Christ Over Church and State 
(Puidoux, July 1960), 40–55.
93 John H. Yoder, “Karl Barth Und Christlicher Pazifismus” (Bericht der zweiten Konferenz, 
Iserlohn, 1957), https://cdm15705.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p15705coll18/
id/2837/rec/32.
94 John H. Yoder, Karl Barth and the Problem of War, Studies in Christian Ethics (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1970).
95 See Bonhoeffer, DBWE 6, 6:272–75.
96 Yoder, “Karl Barth Und Christlicher Pazifismus,” 67.
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question.”97 According to Barth the failure of the July 20 plot against Hitler 
was because “no one was prepared to go through with it in absolute disregard 
for his own life,” and thus “they had no clear and categorical command from 
God to do it,” but also, “it might well have been the command of God. [...] 
perhaps it was and they failed to hear it.”98 In Barth’s seemingly contradictory 
description, it was difficult to find areas to criticize. These discussions in 1957 
between Anabaptists and mainline Christians in Europe show the growing 
importance and influence of Bonhoeffer in both circles and especially his 
growing influence on theological ethics. For many, including the Anabaptists, 
Bonhoeffer’s role in the plot against Hitler was a mistake, but it was a mistake 
that did not diminish what he wrote in Discipleship. 

Burkholder, Hershberger & Bonhoeffer
For another Mennonite, J.L. Burkholder, Bonhoeffer’s ethical reasoning 
and his role in the resistance was a release. As noted regarding the Concern 
Group, throughout the 1950s, “social responsibility” was at the forefront of 
theological-ethical debates, with Reinhold Niebuhr the leading proponent of 
the view in North America. Burkholder, a “sectarian realist” took Niebuhr’s 
criticisms seriously and found the Goshen school’s sectarian and nonresistant 
position no longer  tenable.99 Burkholder, like others, was deeply influenced 
by Bonhoeffer’s writings and recalled that in the 1950s “it was Bonhoeffer’s 
Cost of Discipleship that kept me from being turned off by sectarian pride 
and triumphalism. To me, Bonhoeffer’s theology of discipleship was terribly 
attractive, … I nearly memorized the Cost of Discipleship, and when I was 
asked to teach at Goshen College [beginning in 1949], I taught a course 
on discipleship.”100 In this sense, Burkholder was similar to Bender, but 
for Burkholder, Bonhoeffer drew him into the world of “responsibility” 
and put him at odds with the more sectarian views of the Concern Group 

97 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics: The Doctrine of Creation, ed. G. W. Bromiley and T. F. 
Torrance, trans. A. T. Mackay et al., vol. 4, III (Peabody: Hendrickson, 2010), 449.
98 Barth, 4:449.
99 This label stems from Burkholder’s self-identification in the title of his memoirs, J. Lawrence 
Burkholder, Recollections of a Sectarian Realist: A Mennonite Life in the Twentieth Century, ed. 
Myrna Burkholder (Elkhart: Institute of Mennonite Studies, 2016).
100 Rodney J. Sawatsky and Scott Holland, eds., The Limits of Perfection: A Conversation with J. 
Lawrence Burkholder (Pandora Press, 1996), 22.



Bender and the Early Reception of Bonhoeffer 55

and the Vision. Burkholder was influenced by his Princeton teacher Paul 
Lehmann, another former friend of Bonhoeffer’s in the United States. 
Theron F. Schlabach describes Lehmann as Burkholder’s “major professor 
[...who was] a former student of Niebuhr and member of the Niebuhrian 
Frontier Fellowship.”101 It is no wonder that Burkholder’s thesis, “The 
Problem of Social Responsibility from the Perspective of the Mennonite 
Church” would have a strong Niebuhrian character even while Burkholder 
maintained his pacifism. In the thesis Burkholder also draws favorably from 
both Bonhoeffer’s Ethics and Discipleship.102 According to Burkholder, those 
teaching at Goshen College (including Bender and Hershberger) refused to 
publish his 1958 doctoral dissertation.103 After Burkholder left Goshen for 
Harvard in 1961, he continued to teach a course on discipleship which, he 
writes, “was probably the best course I taught at Harvard Divinity School. It 
dealt in part with a dialectic between the sectarian theology in Bonhoeffer’s 
The Cost of Discipleship, as we read it, and his Ethics, [...] which presupposed 
a political situation and background of responsibility. His whole position 
was given a new dimension when he entered into the conspiracy to murder 
Adolf Hitler.”104 Whereas Bender found Bonhoeffer’s theology of discipleship 
attractive for formulating a sectarian Anabaptist Vision in the 1950s, 
Burkholder found Bonhoeffer’s writings on ‘responsibility’ in Ethics useful 
for a critique of the former position.

In 1958—the same year that Burkholder finished his thesis—
Hershberger, who shared Bender’s view of Bonhoeffer and discipleship, 
published The Way of the Cross in Human Relations.105 In one section titled 

101 Theron F. Schlabach, War, Peace, and Social Conscience: Guy F. Hershberger and Mennonite 
Ethics (Scottdale: Herald Press, 2009), 367.
102 J. Lawrence Burkholder, “The Problem of Social Responsibility from the Perspective of the 
Mennonite Church” (Th.D., Princeton, Princeton Theological Seminary, 1958), 71, 127, 329, 
http://search.proquest.com/docview/301886584/citation/525A849A513E4557PQ/1.
103 J. Lawrence Burkholder, “The Problem of Social Responsibility from the Perspective of the 
Mennonite Church” (Elkhart, Ind., Institute of Mennonite Studies, 1989), iv; See a criticism 
of this version of events in Theron F. Schlabach, “Guy F. Hershberger Vis-à-Vis J. Lawrence 
Burkholder: Irreconcilable Approaches to Christian Ethics?” The Mennonite Quarterly Review 
73, no. 1 (January 1999): 9–34.
104 Burkholder, Recollections of a Sectarian Realist, 126. Maria von Wedemeyer, Bonhoeffer’s 
former fiancé, visited this course.
105 See Schlabach, War, Peace, and Social Conscience, 416–34.
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“The Cross Life of the Disciple,” Hershberger quotes extensively from across 
Bonhoeffer’s The Cost of Discipleship—including one full-page quote—while 
also editing out Bonhoeffer’s negative comments against “enthusiasm” or 
“fanaticism.”106 These words were common Lutheran pejoratives referring to 
Anabaptism/Anabaptists of the sixteenth century. Bonhoeffer, referring to 
what cheap grace means, writes, “Well, then, let the Christian live like the 
rest of the world, let him model himself on the world’s standards in every 
sphere of life, and not presumptuously aspire to live a different life under 
grace from his old life under sin. That was the heresy of the enthusiasts, the 
Anabaptists and their kind.”107 This quote is favorable towards Anabaptism, 
but Bonhoeffer also warns against disciples that “might adopt an attitude 
of indifference to this present age, like the fanatics […] Their ideal would 
then be to withdraw radically and uncompromisingly from the world and 
by means of force to set up a Christian order.”108 “By force” hints that it is 
“fanatics” like Thomas Müntzer that Bonhoeffer had in mind, but nonetheless 
the two quotes point to two ways of viewing Bonhoeffer’s text. The latter 
quote is presumably what helped Burkholder not be “turned off by sectarian 
pride and triumphalism” in his reading of Bonhoeffer, while Bender and 
Hershberger focused on the former.

In another section of the text, Hershberger criticizes Niebuhr and 
notes that Bonhoeffer is used as an example of “limit-cases” in realist 
ethics.109 Hershberger again quotes liberally from Bonhoeffer, and again 
leaves out Bonhoeffer’s disparaging remarks about “fanaticism” in that 
section.110 Hershberger also provides an overview of the common—
including Mennonite—understanding of Bonhoeffer’s ethical shift: “No 
stronger statement than this of the case for nonresistance can be found 
anywhere; […but] it must be admitted what when the bitter trial came he 
changed his position. […] During his imprisonment he wrote his Ethics111 

106 Guy F. Hershberger, The Way of the Cross in Human Relations (Herald Press, 1958), 32–36.
107 Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship, 1953, 37–38.
108 Bonhoeffer, 134; Both quotes have been retranslated in the newest edition, see Bonhoeffer, 
DBWE 4, 44, 146.
109 Hershberger, The Way of the Cross, 106.
110 Ibid., 124–25.
111 Ethics was actually written before prison.
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which represents a different view from that of The Cost of Discipleship.”112 For 
Hershberger, Bonhoeffer was not a case to be emulated, but shows the failure 
of one to live up to the hard demands of suffering discipleship. In a telling 
footnote regarding diverging Mennonite views of Bonhoeffer at the time, 
Hershberger cites a 1953 letter from Burkholder proposing a revisionist 
reading that “The Cost of Discipleship, instead of being accepted at face 
value, might possibly be interpreted as a wistful retreat into a certain side of 
Lutheranism which borders on the romantic in which case there would be 
no basic change in Bonhoeffer’s real practical point of view.”113 Here, clearly, 
are two differing views by Mennonites of Bonhoeffer’s life and work. For 
Burkholder, Bonhoeffer drew him into the world and put him at odds with 
the Goshen Vision and its sectarian impulse, whereas Hershberger viewed 
Bonhoeffer as ultimately failing in obedience to the call of discipleship.

Conclusion
The impact of Bonhoeffer’s Discipleship on Bender and other Anabaptists 
has led Mark Thiessen Nation to write that Bonhoeffer “in a manner of 
speaking, helped twentieth-century Mennonites become ‘Anabaptists.’”114 
Once Discipleship was translated into English in 1949, Mennonites were 
immediately reading and teaching from it, while recognizing the complexities 
of Bonhoeffer’s role in the resistance and his Ethics. Through the 1950s and 
1960s Bender, Burkholder, and Mennonite Brethren Frank C. Peters were all 
teaching courses on discipleship and ethics to many young students using 
Bonhoeffer’s The Cost of Discipleship.115 Since the 1950s and 1960s, there have 
also been many more Anabaptist engagements with Bonhoeffer, much of it 
stirred by A.J. Klassen’s efforts in the 1970s.116 Klassen was the first North 
American Anabaptist to write a dissertation on Bonhoeffer and maintains 
that Bonhoeffer came close to an Anabaptist understanding of church during 
the Finkenwalde time—directly after his interactions with the Bruderhof—
and in Discipleship, but ultimately remained strongly within the Lutheran 

112 Hershberger, The Way of the Cross, 107.
113 Hershberger, fn. 10, 108.
114 Nation, Discipleship in a World Full of Nazis, 169.
115 Abe Dueck, “Canadian Mennonites and the Anabaptist Vision,” Journal of Mennonite 
Studies 13 (1995): 78.
116 I plan to explore these further receptions in other publications.
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tradition. The relatedness of Anabaptism and Bonhoeffer were picked up 
by Stanley Hauerwas in the early 2000s, and it is with these works where 
criticisms of “Anabaptist readings” of Bonhoeffer often begin.117 This essay 
shows that Anabaptist engagements with Bonhoeffer have a long history, 
beginning at least in 1949 through various Mennonite writers, thinkers, 
groups, and conferences. This history helps to make sense of Anabaptist 
engagements with Bonhoeffer today. 
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