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In a 1976 International Bonhoeffer Society Newsletter, Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
scholar Larry Rasmussen wrote that he would give up his “5 o’clock sherry 
for six months” to hear Bonhoeffer’s friend and biographer Eberhard 
Bethge and Anabaptists John H. Yoder and Dale Brown answer the riddle 
of Bonhoeffer’s pacifism.1 Discipleship in a World Full of Nazis is Mark 
Thiessen Nation’s second full-length book response to that ongoing riddle 
and the continuation of a pacifist challenge to the “Niebuhrian” answer. The 
book argues for continuity in Bonhoeffer’s pacifism by critiquing Bethge’s 
alleged framing of Bonhoeffer as undergoing a “realist” shift from pacifism 
to assenting to violent resistance. Nation maintains that Bonhoeffer’s 
commitment to a pacifism rooted in “the person and work of Jesus Christ” 
remained unchanged until his execution in April 1945. 

Chapter one—which Nation suggests will “illicit the most 
controversy”—outlines and challenges the widely held impression that 
Bonhoeffer was deeply involved in plotting tyrannicide. Chapter two 
provides a contextualized and sympathetic reading of Bonhoeffer’s early 
statements and later actions against National Socialist antisemitism. 
Chapter three argues for a “consistency” in Bonhoeffer’s statements on peace 
throughout the 1930s, which Nation suggests reveal the “pacifist convictions” 
he maintained “for the rest of his life.” Chapter four, “the heart of the book,” 
shows the “theo-political” subversiveness of Bonhoeffer’s books Discipleship 
and Life Together. Nation argues that Bonhoeffer’s emphasis on the “visibility 
of the Christian community” was indirectly challenging the Nazification of 
the German Church.

Chapter five turns to Bonhoeffer’s Ethics and argues that sections often 
read as referring obliquely to—or even justifying—tyrannicide are unclear 
and just as likely refer to war. Nation also provides a Christological reading 
of Ethics which includes “the redefining of key terms” such as responsibility, 
vicarious representation, guilt, freedom, and reality. Chapter six focuses on 
Bonhoeffer’s poetry and creative writings composed while he was in prison. 

1 Larry Rasmussen, “Response (to Dale W. Brown),” ed. Clifford Green, Newsletter: 
International Bonhoeffer Society for Archive and Research, no. 9 (December 1976): 5. 
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Nation describes the relationship of Bonhoeffer’s Christology in these later 
works to his earlier ones and shows the continuity between Bonhoeffer’s 
inner and outer life. The epilogue aims, by way of theologian John Webster, 
at a “conceptual account” of Bonhoeffer’s “reflections on the importance of 
the visibility of the church.”

Two reviewers of Nation’s 2013 book receive extended replies in the 
first two appendices. Responding to “senior Bonhoeffer scholar” Clifford 
Green, the first appendix is autobiographical and outlines the steps by which 
Nation arrived at his interpretation of Bonhoeffer’s pacifism. The second, 
written with Stanley Hauerwas, responds to the criticisms of Michael DeJonge 
that Nation and Hauerwas make Bonhoeffer into an Anabaptist. In the third 
appendix, New Testament scholar Scot McKnight outlines a “Christoformic 
Hermeneutic” through which Bonhoeffer’s pacifism is examined. The book 
ends with a critical review of Terrence Malick’s 2019 film A Hidden Life.

The book presents a strong, although often repetitive, case for 
Bonhoeffer’s commitment to, and advocacy of, pacifism throughout the 1930s 
and shows that Bonhoeffer never explicitly revoked these commitments in 
writing or in deed. The reality that outside of Bonhoeffer scholarship he is 
not widely regarded or presented as a strong advocate for pacifism reveals 
that a corrective de-centering of interpretations rooted in his post-1940 
resistance is necessary, which Nation accomplishes. Another necessary task 
the book manages is its provocative case for a rereading of Bonhoeffer’s Ethics 
which yields fresh insights compatible with certain non-principled forms of 
pacifism. Challenging the consensus surrounding certain “Niebuhrian” or 
“realist” readings of Bonhoeffer is an important task, especially in light of his 
1930s peace commitments.

One area of difficulty with the book is in some of Nation’s generalizing 
statements. For example, Nation states twice that the only historical evidence 
for Bonhoeffer agreeing to the necessity of killing Hitler are “memories 
of informal conversations” by “non-pacifists.” This is only partially true. 
Bonhoeffer’s meeting on behalf of the resistance with Bishop George Bell at 
Sigtuna, May 31, 1942, was planned and thought through by the resistance 
(see Sabine Dramm, Dietrich Bonhoeffer and the Resistance). This more 
formal meeting was intended to explicitly share with peace-advocating Bell 
how high up the German military command the conspiracy against Hitler 
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went. Bell then produced a document from this meeting for the British 
government. At the meeting—as Bell recalled in 1945 from his 1942 meeting 
notes—Bonhoeffer was “distressed in his mind as to the lengths to which he 
had been driven by force of circumstances in the plot for the elimination of 
Hitler.” Before this meeting, another member of the resistance, Hans Bernd 
von Haeften, had briefed Bonhoeffer. Haeften, Nation notes, “could not 
reconcile killing Hitler with his faith,” citing Dramm that Haeften was “a 
convinced supporter of nonviolence.” But Dramm qualifies Haeften’s unease: 
“Almost all his life he was unable to reconcile the assassination of Hitler with 
his personal beliefs.” The “almost” is important, since Haeften’s widow recalls 
in her memoir that “Hans finally agreed to the assassination attempt.” Does 
this prove that Bonhoeffer went the same way as Haeften and finally agreed 
with the necessity of killing Hitler? No. But both the formal nature of the 
meeting and Haeften’s change-of-heart do complicate Nation’s framing.

The book also raises the question of how to define pacifism. Nation 
claims an “ignorance of the varieties of pacifism” among Bonhoeffer 
interpreters and claims Bethge “to be working with a rather common 
stereotype of pacifism.” The “common stereotype” being that a pacifist needs 
to be “principle-focused.” Since Bonhoeffer rejected principle-based ethics, 
it follows that he could not be a “common” pacifist. Nation draws on Yoder 
to note “twenty-nine different logical approaches to pacifism” and identifies 
Bonhoeffer’s approach first as “The Pacifism of Proclamation” and one-
hundred pages later as “The Pacifism of the Messianic Community.” Nation’s 
redefining is not new, as other scholars have also re-labelled Bonhoeffer’s 
pacifism as a “Christian peace ethic” with “conditional pacifism,” or as an 
“ecumenical ethics of peace.” Since Bonhoeffer himself warned against 
“doctrinaire pacifism” (which Nation neglects to mention) while identifying 
as a pacifist, it makes sense that defining just what type of peculiar pacifist 
he was becomes a major task. Nation’s book helps with that task and is an 
important contribution in reclaiming Bonhoeffer’s Christological pacifism 
as central to his life and witness.

Christopher P.W. Sundby, Regent College, Vancouver, British Columbia.


