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1. 

THE RAISING OF THE QUESTION OF THE 
NON-RELIGIOUS INTERPRE.rATION OF BIBLICAL 
CONCEPrS BY DIE.rRICH BONHOEFFER AND THE 
ATTEMPrS OF PAUL VAN BUREN AND HARVEY COX 

TO ANSWER THE QUESTION 

INTRODUCTION 

A. The Subject 

The Subject Stated and Explained 

This thesis is an attempt to understand Dietrich Bonhoeffer's 

raising of the question of the non-religious interpretation of Biblical 

concepts. The study analyzes Bonhoeffer's life in this light and the 

logic of his theological development which led to his conclusions. His 

fragmentary answers are also analyzed. 

Several men have made attempts to answer Bonhoeffer's question. 

Two of them are Paul Van Buren and Harvey Cox. Although they are not 

theologians of Bonhoeffer's stature, a comparison will be attempted to 

see if they have adequately answered the question. 

2. The Subject Justified 

John Godsey writes, 

••• we are faced with the fact that the witness 
of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, his life and his writings, 
is exerting an extraordinary influence on con
temporary Christians, not to speak of many people 
who never darken the door of the church. Moreover, 
his influence cuts across our customary theological, 
denominational, national, and age-group divisions. 
Bonhoeffer has long been avidly read by seminary 
and college students, but now it is not at all 
surprising to find one of his books being used fs 
a text for study groups in local congregations. 

• • • • • • 

1. John Godsey, Preface to Bonhoeffer (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1965), P• 7 • 
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Godsey gives four reasons for his significance: 

1. Bonhoeffer understands our world. 
2. Bonhoeffer discerns the universal meaning 

of Jesus Christ. 
3· Bonhoeffer recalls the church to disciplesh~P· 
4. Bonhoeffer's life gives power to his words. 

An understanding of Bonhoeffer is therefore essential 

for every minister of the gospel today. Andosince a great deal 

of attention is focused upon Bonhoeffer's non-religious emphasis 

a thorough grasp of his fragmentary ideas seen in the context 

of his whole life is fundamental. 

Two books have recently been published, The Secular 

Meaning of the Gospel by Paul van Buren and The Secular City 

by Harvey Cox. Both are attempts to answer Bonhoeffer's 

question. Both have influenced the thought of a considerable 

number of people, particularly the latter. Therefore a comparison 

between these two men and Bonhoeffer would seem reasonable. It 

is the writer's contention that not a few people have misinter-

preted Bonhoeffer. 

B. The Sources for the Study 

The main sources for this study are the writings of 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Secular Meaning of the Gospel by Paul 

van Buren, and The Secular City by Harvey Cox. Also significant 

is The Theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer by John D. Godsey and 

The Place of Bonhoeffer, edited by Martin E. Marty. In addition 

several articles and periodicals are noteworthy. The biblio-

graphy is fairly comprehensive and provides a beginning 

• • • • • • 

2. Ibid., PP• 7,11,15,20. 
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for further study. Much more is presently being written on the 

subject so that it is possible that a number of pertinent books 

and articles have been omitted. It is almost impossible to 

include all of them for this brief thesis. 

C. The Method of Procedure 

The thesis is divided into two parts. Part I 

analyzes Dietrich Bonhoeffer and his raising of the question 

of the non-religious interpretation of Biblical concepts. 

Part II analyzes two attempts at answering Bonhoeffer's question. 

The first attempt is by Paul van Buren and the second is by 

Harvey Cox. The chapters will be as follows: 

Chapter one is a brief portrayal of the life of 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer. Particular emphasis is placed upon those 

factors which led to his non-religious question. Bonhoeffer's 

life is an expression of his ideas. Therefore an understanding 

of his life is essential to a full understanding of his raising 

of the question. 

Chapter two examines the theological background out of 

which Bonhoeffer's question arose. It includes those factors 

that had the greatest influence upon his mind. It is also an 

attempt to understand the basic theme, which began early in his 

thinking, and the development of that theme. 

Chapter three analyzes Bonhoeffer's question and the 

fragmentary answers he provided which have so powerfully influenced 

theological thought today. It includes his interpretation of 
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the term "religion, 11 his ideas of 11 a world coma of age, 11 

and other factors related to his non-religious viewpoint. 

Chapter four begins Part II. It is an attempt to 

analyze Paul Van Buren's answer to Bonhoaffer 1s question. 

Attention will be centered upon his book, The Secular Meaning 

.Qf the GOSJ2al. 

Chapter five is similar to chapter four in approach. 

It is an analysis of Harvey Cox's attempt to answer Bonhoeffer's 

question. The Secular City will provide the basis for Cox's 

thought. 

Each of these chapters begins with a brief introduction 

and ends with a summary. .At the end of the entire study, an 

overall summary is gi van followed by a brief conclusion. A 

bibliography is also included. 
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CHAPTER I 

Tf{E; LIFE BEHIND Tf{E; QUESTION 

A. Introduction 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer was born in Breslau on February 4th, 

1906. He died on April 9th, 1945 in a Nazi concentration camp at the 

age of 39. As a relatively young man his life literally fulfilled 

his now famous words, 11When Christ calls a man, he bids him come 

and die. 11 1 For Bonhoeffer, however, death was simply life's final 

station on the way to freedom. On the very day before his expected 

execution he drew a fellow-prisoner aside and said, 11 This is the end; 

for me the beginning of life. 11 2 Little did he know how true this 

statement would be. For he is very much alive and in our midst 

today. Martin Marty says that Bonhoeffer could well be nominated 
/ 

11 the theologian of the age of displacement. 11 3 v Scores of men are 

seeking today to grasp the significance of Bonhoeffer's thought 

for they see in it a message for modern secular men. 

What led him to raise the question of the non~religious 

interpretation of Biblical concepts? Let us look at the man 

himself to find an answer. Then we will study his thought to see 

the logic behind his question. 

• • • • • • 

1. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship, translated by 
R. H. Fuller, (New York:Macmil1an, 1959), P• 73. 

2. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Prisoner for God, edited by Eberhard Bethge, 
translated by Reginald H. Fuller, (New York:Macmillan, 1959), P• 12. 

3. Martin E. Marty, The Place of Bonhoeffer, edited and introduced 
by Martin E. Marty, with Peter Berger and others, (New York: 
Association Press), p. 12. 

-3-
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Bonhoeff'er•s lif'e can be looked at in four stages. They 

follow very much the pattern of' his now falii.OU8 •stations on the Way 

to Freedom." The f'our stations are as follows: 

B. SELF DISCIPLINE 

If' you set out to seek freedom; you must learn before all things 
Mastery over sense and soul, lest; your wayward desirings, 
Lest your undisciplined members lead you now this way, now that way. 
Chaste be 7our mind and 70ur bod7, and subject to you and obedient, 
Serving solely to seek their appointed goal and objective. 

1 
None learns the secret to freedom save onl7 b7 wa7 of' control.-.. 

Self' -discipline was a part of' Bonhoef'f'er ts life from its 

early beginnings. UndoubtedlY' this vas instilled into him by his 

parents. He had a goodl7 heritage. 

Dietrich Bonhoef'f'er was ••• the son of' a university 
professor and leading authority on ps70hiatry and 
neurology. His more remote ancestors were theologians, 
professors, lawyers, artists. From his motherts side 
there was also same aristocratic blood in his veins. 
His parents, who are still living, are quite outstand-
ing in character and general outlook. They are very 
clear-sighted, cultured people and uncompromising in 
all things which matter in life. From his rather, 
Dietrich Bonhoef'f'er inherited goodness 1 fairness, 
self'-eontrol, and ability; from his mother, his great 
human understanding and sympathy, his devotion to the 
cause of' the oppressed, and his unshakable steadf'astness.5 

Academic discipline began early for Bonboef'fer. At the 

age of twenty-one he received his doctorate in theology from the 

University of' Berlin. Karl Barth called his dootoral dissertation 

Sanctorum Cunmmnio "a theological miracle."6 Shortly thereafter 

Bonhoeff'er studied for one year at Union Seminary in New York. 

Reinhold Niebuhr wrote: 

• • • • • • 
4. Dietrich Bonhoef'f'er~ Ethics, edited by Eberhard Bethge, 

(New York:MaemillanJ ,p.xii. 
5. Bonhoef'f'er, !he Cost of' Discipleship,p.9. 
6. John D. Godsey, The Theolog;c of' Dietrich Bonhoef'f'er, 

(Pbiladelphis:Westminister Press),P.21• 
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Dietrich Bonhoef.fer came to Union Seminary as an 
exchange student in the academic year of 1929-30. 
He was at that time a bri~ant and theologically 
sophisticated young man •••• 

But Bonhoeffer was not interested in theology as a purely 

academic discipline. He was interested in concrete life. A l•tter 

from Spain dated August 7, 1928 hints at his trend of thought. 

(Bonhoe.ffer was appointed as an assistant minister to the German-

speaking church in Spain during the period 1928-9). 

I'm getting to know new people every day; here one 
meets people as they are, away from the masquerade 
of the 'Christian world', people with passions, 
criminal types, little people with little ambitions, 
little desires and little sins, all in all people 
who feel homeless in both senses of the word, who 
loosen up if one talks to them in a friendly way, 
real people; I can say that I have gained the impression 
that it is just these people who are much more under 
grace than under wrath, and that it is the Christian 
world which is more under wrath than under grace. 
'I was ready to be sought by those who did not ask for 
me ••• and to a nation that did not call~ name I said, 
"Here am I. 111 S 

Theology must be concrete. If it is not, then it is 

totally irrelevant and must be discarded. His concern for con-

creteness was greatly enhanced by the real struggle his church 

was involved in against the ri8ing tide of National Socialism. 

On January 14, 1945 he wrote the following to his older brother, 

a professor of physics: 

7. 

s. 

• • • • • • 
Reinhold Niebuhr, "Dietrich Bonhoeffer," Union Seminary 
Quarterly Review, 1, No.3 (March 1946),p.3. 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, No Rustx Swords, Volume 1 edited and 
introduced by Edwin H. Robertson, translated by Edwin H. 
Robertson and John Bowden, (London:Collinshp.37. 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

-6-

It may be that I appear to you somewhat fanatical and 
crazy. Sometimes I am afraid of it myself. But I know, 
if I were more sensible, I would have to throw in my 
whole theology the next day, if I were honest, that is. 
As I began to study theology I had quite a different idea 
about it. It was then somewhat of an academic affair. 
And now it became something quite different. But I believe 
I know finally that at last this one time I found the right 
track for the first time in my life. And this many times 
makes me very happy. Only I am always afraid, that out of 
being scared or what other people think, I will fail to go 
ahead and get stuck. I believe I know that I would find 
genuine clarity within myself and would be really sincere, 
if I began to take the Sermon on the Mount seriously. Here 
is the only source of power that one day will blow up this 
ghastliness (meaning the confusion in the church that was 
created by the insecurity and diversity of opinion about 
National Socialism). The Sermon on the Mount will blow it 
up till from all this firework we will have only a few 
burnt out remainders. The reestablishment of the church 
will certainly come out of a new form of monastic life that 
will have only one thing in common with the old one, namely 
the uncompromising way of life in the discipleship ~f Christ 
that is in accordance with the Sermon on the Mount. 

The discipline of study and the discipleship of obedience were 

central in Bonhoeffer's life. It might be said that his life was " ••• an 

attempt to understand the revelancy of the Sermon on the Mount for our 

day and to obey it.•lO This eventually forced him to face the non-

religious question. 

c. ACTION 

Do and dare what is right, not swayed by the whim of the moment. 
Bravely take hold or the real, not dallying now with what might be. 
Not in the flight of ideas but only in action is freedom. 
Make up your mind and come out into the tempest of living. 
God 1 s command is enough and your faith in Him to sustain you. 
Then at last freedom will welcome your spirit amid great rejoicing.ll 

• • • • • • 

9. Walter Hartmann, Dietrich Bonboeffer - The Man, A Lecture to the 
Student Body of Biblical Seminary during the 1964-65 Academic 
Year, p. 2. (Mimeographed). 

10. Ibid. 
11. Bonhoeffer, Ethics,p.xii. 
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On July 18, 1944, Bonhoeffer wrote, 

••• faith is al~2s something whole, an act involving 
the whole life. 

Be lived what he wrote. For his was a life of action in 

response to the call of God. 

Who stands his ground? Only the 1B8D. whose ultiDI8te 
criterion is not his reason, his principles, his 
conscience, his freedom or his virtue, but who is 
ready to sacrifice all these things when he is called 
to obedient and responsible action in faith and 
exclusive obedience to God. The responsible Dl8n seeks 
to Dl8ke his whole life a response to the question and 
call of God.l.3 

Two concrete acts of obedience stand out. One might say 

that they served as concrete steps leading him to his non-religious 

question. The first step led him back to Germany to become the head 

of an underground seminary. The second led him to become a political 

conspirator. 

In October of 19.3.3 Bonhoeffer left Ge~ to become the 

pastor of two German-speaking congregations in London. This he di.d 

for several reasons, hot the least of which was the fact that 

••• Bonhoeffer 1s ••• theological thinking was in a state 
of flux. His emphasis was shifting from dogmatics to 
simple Bible exegesis, and he was becoming more and 
more concerned with the ethical deDI8nds of the SermOD 
en the Mount and what it means to be a disciple of 
Chirst.l4 

While in England Bonhoeffer became very mnch interested in 

Giamdi and his nonviolence method of pacifism. His interest reached 

the point where preparations were in the D18king for a visit to India 

in early 1935. A letter to his grandmother indicated his intentions. 

• • • • • • 

12. Bonhoeffer, Prisoner for God, p.l67. 
1.3. Ibid., p.l5. 
14. Godsey, op.cit., p.86. 
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Before I tie myself down somewhere in a final vay 
I would like to go to India. I have studied the 
problems there thoroughly and I think that one can 
leam things there that are very importemt. Anyway, 
it sometimes looks as if there might be more 
Christian! ty among those so-called 'pagans' as til 
our whole 1Reichs' church. Actually Cbristiaai ty 
comes from the Orient aad we have so westel'Dized it 
aad have so adapted it to our civilization that we 
have lost of it as Jmch as is now obvious.l5 

Before he could make the journey however, he received a call 

from the Confessing Church in GermaUT to take over the leadership of 

an "illegal" uaderground seminary for training pastors. His decision 

was not taken lightly. An acquaintance of his said of his decision: 

I shall always remember him pacing up and down our 
lounge trying to decide whether to remain here or 
to give up his church here and return to the 
persecuted church in Germany; looging to visit 
Ghandi and India and feeling a premOD.i tion that 
unless he seized that moment he would never go. 
~ knew, being himself, how he 1mst eventually 
decide.l6 

BOD.hoeffer left Londoo, dropped his Indian plans and returned 

to a difficult and dangerous situation in Germany. On April 26, 1935 

he met vi th twenty-five students to begin this new phase of his life. 

The seminary later became established at Finkenwalde. Out of this 

experience came tvo of his best known books, The Cost of Discipleship, 

(1937),and ~fe Together, (1939). Here a communal life vas established 

that took seriously Christ's call to discipleship. Inner renewal and 

concrete commitment to respoosibili ty were central. But sfter two and 

ooe half years, Heinrich Rimmler, Hitler's Chief of the Secret Police 

ordered the Finkenwalde seminary to be disbanded. 

• • • • • • 

15. Hartmann, op.cit.,p.4. 
16. Godsey, op.cit.,p.S7. 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

-9-

The first step had been taken. Bonhoeffer responded in active 

obedience to the call of the Confessing Church which he interpreted as 

being the call of Christ. He sought to .tulf'ill Christ 1 s commands within 

the church. 

Then in July of 1939 Bonhoeffer was due for military service. 

His conscience however forbad him from taking part in the war as a 

soldier. Therefore arrangements were made for him to leave Germany. 

Reinhold Niebuhr was instrumental in his receiving an invitation to 

lecture and teach in the United States. After four weeks in the 

United States he knew he had made a mistake. In a letter to Niebuhr 

he said: 

Sitting here in Dr. Coffin's (then president of Union 
Seminary) garden I have had the time to think and to 
pray about my situation and that of my nation and to 
have God's will for me clarified. I have come to the 
conclusion that I have made a mistake in coming to 
America. I must live through this difficult period 
of our national history with the Christian people of 
Germany. I will have no right to participate in the 
reconstruction of Christian life in Germany after the 
war if I do not share the trials of this time with my 
people. My brothers in the Confessi anal Synod wan ted 
me to go. They may have been right in urging me to do 
so; but I was wrong in going. Such a decision each 
man must make for himself. Christians in Garmany will 
face the terrible alternative of either willing the 
defeat of their nation in order that Christian 
civilization may survive, or willing that victory of their 
nation and thereby destroying our civilization. I know 
which of these alternatives I must choose; but I cannot 
make that choice in security.l7 

We know the choice he made. He returned to Garmany and became party 

to a conspiracy to kill Hitler. Hare he came into "contact with 

completely 'secular' men who ware willing to suffer and even to die 

for their fellow men.ul8 Earlier he was as Niebuhr wrote: 

• • • • • • 

17. Reinhold Niebuhr, 11 The Death of a Martyrn, Christianity and 
Crisis,5,No.ll (June 25,1945),p.6. 

18. Godsey, op.cit.,p.263. 
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"inclined to regard political questions as completely irrelevant to 

the life of faith. But as the Nazi evil rose he became more and more 

its uncompromising foe.nl9 Betbge wrote, 

Through his brother-in-law Hans von Dobnanyi he was 
able to have a glimpse behind the scenes of the crisis 
which centered on General von Fritsch, and of the plans 
for overthrowing the Nazi government which were 
associated with General Beck. Hitherto Bonhoeffer, 
under the influence of his American and English 
experiences, had been very near to absolute pacifism
an unheard-of position in the Germany of that time. 
Now he began to see pacifism as an illegitimate escape, 
especially if he was tempted to withdraw from his 
increasing contacts with the responsible political and 
mill tary leaders of the resistance. He no longer saw 
any escape into some region of piety.20 

He therefore cut himself off from the Confessing Church since he felt 

that it was concerned too much wi tb its own existence and therefore 

failing to accept its responsibilities in and for the world. The 

second step bad been taken. Banboeffer followed Christ 11 outside the 

camp" and into the non-religious world. He acted responsibly for 

the sake of Christ and for the sake of all mankind. This led him to 

the station of suffering. 

D. SUFFERING 

See what a transformation! These bands so active and power.t\11 
Now are tied, and alon~ dtl.i"ainting, you see where your work ends. 
Yet yoo.. are confident still, and gladly commit what is rightful 
Into a stronger hand, and say that you are contented. 
You were free for a moment of bliss, then you yielded your freedom 
Into the hand of God, that He might perfect it ill glory.21 

• • • • • • 

19. Niebuhr,op.cit., 11 The Death of a Martyr~,p.6. 
20. Bonhoeffer, Prisoner for God,p.S. 
21. Bonhoeffer, Ethics, p.xii. 
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While in prison Bonhoeffer's non-religious question began 

taking its final and fragmentary form. The station of suffering gave 

him time to think. He never regretted his past action. 

Nor have I ever regretted my decision in the summer of 1939, 
and strange as it may seem, I am convinced that my life has 
followed a straight and even course ••• 22 

In prison he found himself drawn more and more to the 

religionless man. 

I often ask ~self whf a Christian instinc~. frequently 
draws me more to the religionless than to the religious, 
by which I mean not with any intention of evangelizing 
them, but rather, I might almost say, in "brotherhood." 
While I often shrink with religious people from speaking 
of God by name - because that Name somehow seems to me 
here not to ring true, and I strike ~self as rather 
dishonest (it is especially bad when others start talking 
in religious jargon; then I dry up completely and feel 
somehow oppressed and ill at ease) -with people who have 
no religion I am able on occasion to speak of God quite 
openly and as it were naturally.23 

Upon hearing of the failure of the attempt to assassinate Hitler 

on the previous day, Bonhoeffer wrote on July 21, 1944: 

During the last year or so I have come to appreciate 
the 'worldliness' of Christianity as never before. The 
Christian is not a 'homo religiosus, 1 but a man pure 
and simple, just as Jesus was man, compared with John 
the Baptist anyhow. I don't mean the shallow this
worldliness of the enlightened, of the busy, the 
comfortable or the lascivious. It is something much 
more profound than that, something in which the knowledge 
of death and resurrection is ever present. I believe 
Luther lived a this-worldly life in this sense. I remember 
talking to a young French pastor at A. thirteen years ago. 
We were discussing what our real purpose was in life. 
He said he would like to become a saint. I think it is 
quite likely he did become one. At that time I was very 
much impressed, though I disagreed with him and said I 
should prefer to have faith, or words to that effect. 
For a long time I did not realize how far we were apart. 

• • • • • • 

22. Bonhoeffer, Prisoner for God, p. 119. 
23. Ibid., pp. 123,124. 
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I thought I could acquire faith by t~ng to live a holy life, 
or something like it. It was in this phase that I wrote 
The Cost of DisciEleship. Today I can see the dangers of this 
book, though I am prepared to stand by what I wrote. 
Later I discc:wered and am still discovering up to this very 
moment that it is only by living completely in this world 
that one learns to believe. One must abandon every attempt 
to make something of oneself, whether it be a saint, a 
converted sinner, a churchman (the priestly type, so-called!) 
a righteous man or an unrighteous one, a sick man or a healthy 
one. This is what I mean by worldliness - taking life in one's 
stride, with all its duties and problems, its successes and 
failures, its experiences and helplessness. It is in such a 
life we throw ourselves utterly in the arms of God and 
participate in his sufferings in the world and watch vi th 
Christ in Gethsemane. That is faith, that is 1metanoia', 
and that is what makes a man a Christian (cr. Jeremiah 46). 
How can success make us arrogant or failure lead us astray, 
when we participate in the s.ufferings of God by living in 
this world:24 

Bonhoeffer wrote this when he knew death awaited him. It is 

evident that his faith was forged in the turnace of concrete life. He 

suffered and saw in that suffering the very essence of Christianity. 

He was a Christian, and therefore a man - a man of the world. One 

final station now stood between Bonhoeffer and freedom. 

c. DEATH 

Come now, lightest of feasts on the way to freedom eternal, 
Death, strike off the fetters, break down the walls that oppress us, 
Our bedazzled soul and our ephemeral body, 
That we may see at last the sight which here was not vouchsafed us. 
Freedom, we sought you long in discipline, action, suffering~., 
Now as we die we see you and know you at lsst, face to face.~5 

• • • • • • 
24. Ibid.,p.l68. 
25. Bonhoeffer, Ethies,p.xii. 
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On April 9, 1945 Bonhoef:fer attained his goal. Three days 

before Allied troops liberated his prisan he was executed by the 

NazisL He missed earthly liberation by three days and thereby 

gatned eternal freedom. The words of' the angels to the women at 

the tomb of' Jesus come to mind, "Why do yoo seek the 11 vi.ng among the 

dead?" Bonhoef'f'er is alive. He is not dead. His letter of July 21, 

1944 concludes by saying, 

Goodbye. Take care of' yourself and don't lose 
hope-we shell all meet again soon.26 

A fellow prisoner, Payne Best, in his book The Venlo 

Incident writes: 

Bonhoe:f:fer ••• was all humiUty and sweetness, he 
always seemed to me to diffuse an atmosphere of 
happiness, of joy in every;; smallest event of life, 
and of deep gratitude for the mere fact that he was 
alive..... He was one of the very few men that I have 
ever met to whom his God was real and close to him •••• 
The following day, Sunday 8th April, 1945, Pastor 
Bonhoeff'er held a little service and spoke to us in 
a msnner which reached the hearts of all, fi.nding 
just the right words to express the spirit of our 
imprisoa~nt and the thoughts and resolutions which it 
had brought. He had hardly finished his last prayer 
when the door opened and two ev1.1-look:i.ng men in 
civilian clothes came and said: "Prisoner Bonhoeff'er, 
get reedy to come with us.n Those words, 11 come with 
us11 - for all prisoners they had come to mean one thing 
only-the scaffold. 
We bade him good-bye - he drew me aside - 11 This is 
the end, 11 he said. 11For me the beginning of life," •••• 
Next day, at Flossenburg he was hanged.27 

Reinhold Niebuhr writes, 

The life and death of Bonhoeffer belongs to annals 
of' Chr:i.stian msrtyrdom. His career is ••• a challenge 
to humi.li ty for all of' us who have paid no such price 
f'or our Christian loyalty.28 

• • • • • • 
26. Bonhoeffer, Prisoner for God, p. 169. 
27. Ibid., PP• 11,12. 
28. Niebuhr, "Dietrich Bonhoef'f'er," P• 3. 
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F. SUMMARY 

Bonhoeffer was not an !Tory tower theologian. His thoughts 

were shaped by his reel life. The concrete world forced him to raise 

the non-religious question. He could not escape it without being 

dishonest wi tb himself. 

His life followed the pattern of his nststions on the Way 

to Freedom." Discipline, action, suffering, and death - these express 

his life. Each station drove him further tram religion; each station 

droye him further into the world of religionless Christianity. The 

final station left us with fragmentary answers. For Bonhoeffer it 

meant freedom. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE IOOIG BEHIID THE QUESTIOB 

A. Introduction 

Same people are concerned that Bonhoeffer 1s final thoughts 

are a radical departure from his earller thoughts. This is particularly 

true since he bas became a kin.d of "patron saint" for all types of 

11God is dead" theology. But in spite of the apparent discontinuity 

there appears to be an inner consistency and a logical development 

to his thoughts. Willlam o. Fe:rmell writes, 

A debate continues in theological circles about whether 
what Bonhoeffer wrote in his letters ••• represents a break 
with or an extension of his earller thought. He himself 
suggests that he was breaking new ground. He wrote to his 
friend: "You would be surprised and perhaps disturbed if 
you knew how IfT3' ideas on theology were taking shape." 
However, it is our conviction that there is an inner 
consistency in his theological development despite the new, 
and at first glance startling notions which appear for the 
first time in his letters. Such ideas as "the world having 
come of age," "the non-religious interpretation of biblical 
concepts," "the this-worldly character of the Christian 
faith,• could not have been anticipated perhaps b,y those 
who knew his former writings. But in these ideas Bonhoeff'er 
believed he was finding a corrective balance, and a movement 
toward wholeness, in his Christian thinking - and not a 
contradiction.l 

We shall attempt therefore to find the logic behind Bonhoeffer's 

question. What led him to his conclusions? The chapter will be 

di Tided into three parts followed by a summary. The first will 

analyze the theological influences upon his thought. The second will 

analyze the basic theme of Bonhoeffer's thought. The third 'Will 

analyse the development of that theme. 

• • • • • • 
1. William o. Fe:rmell, "Dietrich Bonhoef'fer:The Man of Faith in a World 

Come of Age," Canadian Jgprnal of Theologr,S,no.2,(Jul;r,l962~p.l7J. 

-19-
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B. THEOlOGICAL INFLUENCES 

At the age of six, Bonhoeffer moved to a suburb of Berlin with 

his family. Here he grew up in the atmosphere of German liberal theology. 

The children of the neighborhood with whom he played and 
"made music" (he played the piano skillfully) were those 
of Adolf von H~rnack, the great scholar, and Hans Debruck, 
the historian. 

At the age of sixteen his mind was clearly made up - he would 

study theology. He began his general studies in TUbingen where he 

studied for one year. The principal influences upon him were Adolf 

Schlatter and Karl Heim. 

Schlatter rooted the young theologian in the Bible. The 
clearest indication of Schlatter's influence can be seen in 
Bonhoeffer's copies of his works. Nearly all of them are 
thick with marginal annotation. Clearly, he went back to 
Schlatter every time he prepared a sermon or biblical 
exegesis. Eberhard Bethge who possesses these volumes, 
confirms this. Another voice at TUbingen was that of Karl 
Beim. Of course, Bonhoeffer listened to it and for a time 
was influenced. But Heim did not please him, neither as a 
student, nor in later years •••• Beim's influance ••• did not 
last, and it was Schlatter's influence which was chajacter
istic of the Tubingen period and endured to the end. 

After TUbingen, Bonhoeffer matriculated in 1924 at the 

University of Berlin where he completed his education. Here he felt 

the influence of several men - among them, Adolf von Harnack. Although 

he disagreed with much of Harnack's liberal thought, Bonhoeffer greatly 

admired him and was profoundly influenced by him. 

Harnack implanted in him his own ldve of truth and a serious 
concern with historical fact, and these were to remain with 
Bonhoeffer throughout his life.4 

• • • • • • 

2. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, ~fa Together, translated and with an intro
duction by John W. Doberstein, (New York:Harper, 1954), p.8 • 

.3. Dietrich Bonhoaffer, No Rusty Swords, Volume 1, edited and intro
duced by Edwin H. Robertson, translated by Edwin H. Robertson and 
John Bowden, (London:Collins, 1965), p • .31. 

4. Ibid., p.27. 
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Other. influences were Adolf Deissmann who Jl grounded him in good 

biblical scholarship,~5 Hans Leitzmann, Ernst Sellin, Karl Holl who 

"aroused his interest in systematic theology l6 and Reinhold See berg. 

It was with the latter that Bonhoeffer decided to do his work for the 

degree of licentiate of theology (the equivalent of doctor of theology). 

The major influence in Berlin ••• apart from Harnack's was 
that of Reinhold Seaberg, Professor of Systematic Theology, 
with whom Bonhoeffer kept up a continuous correspondence 
over many years. The later years were clouded, but in these 
early days in Berlin, Seaberg's influence was considerable. 
Bonhoeffer's earliest letters are to Seaberg and it was under 
his guidance that he prepared many papers and eventually 
defended the ••• theses publicly, as was the custom for the 
award of theology.? 

One more name needs mentioning and that is the name of Karl 

Barth. Although Bonhoeffer was never officially enrolled as a student 

of Barth's, Martin Marty says, 

, The eminent Swiss theologian Karl Barth was in many ways 
Bonhoeffer 1s mentor.s 

He adds, 

Bonhoeffer ••• studied under Harnack, Seaberg, and Leitzmann~ 
though Barth influenced him more profoundly than did they.~ 

In July, 1931, Bonhoeffer made a three-week visit to Bonn, 

where he met and listened to Prof. Karl Barth. Of this visit John 

Godsey says, 

In letters to his friend Erwin Sutz, of Jurich, the young 
theologian tells in detail the extraordinary impression 
made by Barth t s open and vigorous personality and his 
gifted ability as a theologian and teacher. "I Believe,• 
writes Bonhoeffer, n I have seldom regretted an omission ill 
rq theological past so much as not having come (to hear Barth) 

• • • • • • 

5. Ibid.' p.J2. 
6. Ibid. 
7. Ibid. 
s. Martin E. Marty, "Bonhoeffer :Seminarians Theologian", Christian 

Century, 77, No.l6, (April 20,1960),p.467. 
9. Ibid. 
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earlier." This meeting proved to be the beginning of a 
friendly and stimulating acquaintanceship, which continued 
through ooe&sional correspondence and personal encounters 
throughout the remainder of Bonhoeffer's life.lO 

But Barth's influence upon Bonhoeffer began before this encounter 

as Sanctorum Communio indicates. And his influence increased. Edwin 

Robertson says, 

••• the full extent of this influence cannot be seen till 
later a paper, "The Theology of Crisis", ••• was delivered 
in 19.31 to an American audie~ie in an attempt to explain 
Barth's theology to them •••• 

Thus we might say that Bonhoeffer's "theological credentials 

were impeccable.•l2 Schlatter, Harnack, Deissmann, Leitzmann, Sellin 

Holl, Seaberg, and Barth all shared in influencing him, though Barth 

proved to be the dominant influence. 

C. THEOLOOICAL THEME 

W'e shall now attempt to discover the theme underlying 

Bonhoeffer's theological development. In doing so we hope to show that 

Bonhoeffer is both logical and consistent. 

Eberhard Bethge, student, friend, and associate of Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer, who has taken upon himself the task of editing and publish-

ing Bonhoeffer's writings says, 

10. 

11. 
12. 

1.3. 

If ••• I were to try to summarize what had been Bonhoeffer's 
theme, I would suggest 11 the concreteness of revelation. 11 

He made enquiries of that concreteness throughout the two 
decades of his work as a teacher and as a man of action, and 
he himself bore testimony to 1 t.l.3 

• • • • • • 
John D. Godsey, The Theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, (Philadelphia: 
W'estminister Press,1960),p.81. 
Bonhoeffer, No Rusty Swords,p • .3.3. 
Harvey Cox, "Beyond Bonhoeffer", Commonweal,82,No.2l,(Sept.l7,1965), 
p.654. 
Eberhard Bethge, "The Editing and Publishing of the Bonhoeffer 
Paperstt, Andover Newton Bulletin,52,No.2, (Dee.l959~. 20. 
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Bethge adds, 

Bonhoeffer concerned himself with this theme within a 
framework of thought determined by Karl Barth. But he 
always went a step further. The early dialetical 
theologians including Bonhoeff~r had asked whether 
revelation could be understood without removing it from 
the sphere of God's freedom into that of our control. 
Bonhoeffer went further and asked: Row can revelation be 
understood so that its very preciousness is preserved by 
the fact that its tangibility, its self-disclosure, is 
apparent? While other dialetical theologians thought of 
the sovereignty of revelation as gloriously manifest in its 
freedom and its mtangibili ty, Bonhoeffer, quite after 
lutheran fashion, thought of it as apparent in its self
disclosure. Bonhoeffer differed from the other dialetical 
theologians of those years in his emphasis on the 11 fini tum 
capax infiniti.•14 

Bonhoeffer's emphasis upon "the concreteness of revelation" 

was so pronounced that it led Karl Barth in 1936 to write to Bonhoeffer: 

You would not expect me to view what is happening in any other 
way than frankly and with some concern •••• Especially among the 
young :men of today in the Confessional Church, I see a bigger 
wave of this sort approaching. (Barth's reference here is to 
the abandonment or the original Christology and eschatological 
faith of dialetical theology in favor or some kind of action 
man himself could take).... It may well be that you are called 
and fitted to be its spokesman and to give it leadership •••• 15 

John Godsey agrees with Bethge 1 s analysis of Bonhoeffer 1 s theme 

of canreteness, but adds, 

14. Ibid. 
15. Ibid. 

Although Bethge 1s schema is undeniably true and discloses a 
motif that is indispensible for a proper understanding of 
Bonhoeffer, it seems to us that behind this continual demand 
for the concretion or revelation stands a more basic clue to 
the development or Bonhoerrer 1s life and thought, namely the 
"content" or the revelation itself. It is his Christological 
concentration, that is, the meditation upon and understanding 
of the person and work or the living Christ, which accounts 
for his drive toward concretion. In fact, the Christocentrie 

• • • • • • 
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focus and the demand that revelation be concrete are 
characteristics of Bonhoeffer's theology from the 
beginning, but it is his understanding of the revelation 
of God in Jesus Christ which develops and this provides 
the real clue to the development within his theology itself. 
It is the ever-increasing apprehension of the implications 
involved in this Name, the growing awareness of the total 
meaning of Jesus Christ, which of course is not unrelated 
to the external events of his own life, that accounts for 
the different emphasis and the development in Bonhoeffer 1s 
theology.l6 

For Godsey then, Bonhoeffer's Christological concentration 

is central. Paul F. w. Busing, one of Bonhoaffer's students at 

Finkenwalde says, 

The greatness of Dietrich Bonhoeffer lies in the fact 
that he was a Christooentric theologian •••• l7 

Regarding "concreteness", Martin Marty writes, 

With Bethge and with Godsey I agree that Bonhoeffer remains 
par excellence the theologian of the concrete, of the visible 
and tangible expression of the Holy Spirit 1 s work.l8 

Regarding Bonhoeffer's Christological emphasis, ~~rty says, 

Because of his Christology Bonhoeffer was somehow 
non-religious from the first - even in hi.s writings 
on discipline and devotionJ19 

In Bonhoeffer we see therefore a 11 growing awareness of the 

total meaning of Jesus Christ" which accounts for his emphasis upon 

the concreteness of revelation and as Marty suggests the non-religious 

element. Godsey says, 

The cohesive and elucidative element in the theology of 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer is his steadfast concentration upon 
the revelation of God in Jesus Christ. Throughout the 
continuing development of his theology, as Be faced the 
various situations of his Hfe it was the figure of the 

• • • • • • 

16. Godsey, op. cit., p. 265. 
17. Paul F. W. Busing, 11Reminiscenses of Finkenwalde," Christian 

Centu!Y, 78, No.38, (Sept. 20, 1961) 1 p. 1111. 
18. Marty, 11Bonhoeffer:Seminarians Theologian, 11 P• 469. 
19. Martin E. Marty, The Place of Bonhoeffer, edited and introduced. 

by ¥~rtin E. Marty, with Peter Berger and Others, (New York: 
Association Press, 1962), p. 17. 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

~~I 

-2a-

incarnate, cru.citied, and risen Lord that captivated his 
attention and evoked his tai thtul obedience. For Bonhoetter 
theology was essential~ Christology, but because Christ is 
not without his body, Christology includes ecclesiology within 
i tselt. This explains Bonhoetter•s. insistence that revelation 
is alwa7s concrete revelation. The word of God, Jesus Christ, 
became not an idea but flesh! God revealed himself in a 
concrete, historical lite, and Bonhoetter passionately believed 
that revelation continues to take place on~ in a ccmcrete form, 
name13", as Jesus Christ lives and takes form in a concrete 
comrmmit7, in his ehurch.20 

D. THE THEME DEVEI.OPID 

Godsey suggests that three periods are discernible in Bonhoetter 1s 

theological development. Each is a fUrther unfolding of his comprehension 

ot Christology. 'l'he following schema of Godse7 1s may be oversimplified 

but it does. serve as a good guide to the development ot Bonhoetter 1s theme. 

During the first period his thought centered on Jesus Christ 
as the revelational reality of the church. During the second 
period his emphasis was upon Jesus Christ as the Lord over 
the church. In the third period Bonhoetter concentrate~ his 
attention upon Jesus Christ as the Lord over the world. 

Godsey adds, 

Of course, it must be admitted from the outset that all these 
aspects of Christology are to be found in some degree in each 
period, but the thesis here proposed has this two-told 
implication: first, that one of the aspects was dominant in 
each period, and, second, that each succeeding period represents 
an expansion of Bonhoetter 1s Christologieal understanding. From 
this perspective we are able to view the striking contrast 
between his original emphasis on the church and his final 
emphasis on the world, not as a break in his theology, but as 
the two poles of a development.22 

Using Godsey's suggested schema we shall look at Bonhoetter's 

theme therefore as it is developed in these three periods. 

• • • • • • 

20. Godsey,op.eit.,p.264. 
21. Ibid.,p.266. 
22. Ibid. 
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1. Chrlst as Community 

Two books stand out in this first period of Bonhoeffer•s 

thought. Tney ere Sanctorum Cumn:runio and Aet and Being. His main 

interest focused upon the relation of Jesus Christ to the sociological 

. phenomenon of the Church. Bethge writes' 

At the time he was the only one of the dialetical 
theologians who had such a cancern.23 

Sanctorum Cummunio was Bonhoefferts first major work. 

Betr..ge says : 

Difficult and overloaded though it is,in many respects 
unclear and youthful in style, nevertheless it moves 
clearly across the continental map of theology of that 
time into new country. It begins from two conflicting 
bases. First there is the sociological school, which had 
a powerful effect on Berlin theology of the twentles by 
way of Troeltsch.... The second base was di~ical 
theology.... He was attracted by the impossible. What he 
tried to give in Sanctorum Cummunio was a sociological 
theology of the church, or a theological sociology.24 

Bonhoeffer insists that man is never alone. He always exists 

in some form of community. 

He adds, 

The individual is not solitary. For the individual to exist, 
1others 1 must also exist.25 

••• the person in his concrete life, wholeness and uniqueness, 
is willed by God as the ultimate unity. Social relations must 
therefore be understood as built up interpersonally upon the 
uniqueness and separateness of persons. The person cannot 
be surpassed by an a-personal mind, or by any 11uni ty" which 
m:i.ght abolish the multiplicity of persons. The basic social 
category is the !-Thou relation. The Thou of the other man 
is the divine Thou. So the way to the other man is also the 
way to the divine Thou, a way of recognition or rejection. 
In the 'moment 1 the individual again and again becomes a 
person through the •other.' The other man presents us with 
the same problem of cognition as does God himself. My real 
relation to the other man is oriented an my relation to God. 

,. . . . . . 
23. Bethge, op. cit., P• 21. 
24. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Sanctorum Cummunio, (London:Collins,1963), 

P• 7. 
25. Ibid., p. 31. 
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But since I first know God's 'I' in the revelation of his love1 
so too with the other man: here the concept of the church finds 
its place. Then it will become clear that the ChrisMan person 
achieves his true nature when God does not confront him as Thou, 
but 'enters into' him as I. 
Hence the individual belongs essentially and absolutely with 
the other, according to the will of God, even though,_ or even 
because, each is completely separate from the other.~6 

Sociality, or community, is therefore essential for a man to be 

an individual. And the divine Thou is the Thou of the other man. This 

hints at Bonhoeffer 1s concrete view of spirituality. He says: 

••• man's entire spirituality is interwoven with sociality, and 
rests upon the basic relation of I and Thou. 1Man 1s whole 
spirituality becomes evident only along with others: the 
essence of spirit is that the self is through being in the 
other.• The I and the Thou are fitted into one another in 
infinite nearness, in mutual penetration, forever inseparable, 
resting on one another, in inmost mutual participation, feeling 
and experiencing together, and sustaining the general stream of 
spiritual interaction. Here the openness of personal being is 
evident.27 

Lest it should be supposed that the idea of personal openness turns into 

that of an a-personal spirit Bonhoeffer makes it clear that "the persons 

openness requires closedness as its correlate, if we are to be able to 

speak of openness at au.n28 He concludes his discussion of spirituality 

by saying: 

God does not desire a history of individual men, but the 
history of the community of men. Nor does he desire a 
community which absorbs the individual into itself, but 
a community of men. In his sight the community and the 
individual are present at the same moment, and rest in 
one another. The structures of the individual and the 
collective unit are the same. Upon these basic relations 
rests the concept of the religious community and the 
church.29 

• • • • • • 

26. Ibid., pp. 36,37. 
27. Ibid., p. 48. 
28. Ibid. 
29. Ibid., p. 52. 
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Bonhoeffer then goes on to discuss the church in this light. 

••• the sociological structure of the church in the New 
Testament view involves a multitude of persons, a

3 community and a unity, all belonging together •••• 0 

This community is essentially Jesus Christ. 

The sole content of the church is ••• the revelation of God 
in Christ. He is present to the church in his Word, by 
which the community is constituted ever anew. The church 
is the presence of Christ, as Christ is the presence of God.31 

Putting it more concretely Bonhoeffer says, 

The church is 'Christ existing as the community •••• r32 

This reality is revealed in the New Testament and is essential 

to man because of his estrangement due to sin. Bonhoeffer says, 

He adds, 

We have to unde~~tand the human species in terms of the 
concept of sin. 

The reality of sin ••• places the individual in the utmost 
loneliness, in a state of radical separation from God 
and man.34 

Christ restores the communion of man with God and reestablishes 

the community of men with each other. This he accomplished through 

vicarious action. Christ is therefore seen as "the man for others 11 

in the church. Godsey sums up Bonhoefferts thought• 

Thus a concrete community of persons is to be looked upon 
as a collective person, and this rests upon the principle 
of representation or substitution, since Christ as the 
Second Adam bears the guilt and sin of the old humanity 
unto death on the cross and establishes a New Humanity 
in his body. In this very act, however, Christ restores 

• • • • • • 

30. Ibid.,p.l02. 
31. Ibid.,p.lOl. 
32. Ibid.,p.l6o. 
33. Ibid., P• 78. 
34. Ibid.,p.l06. 
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the broken fellowship and creates a fellowship of love, 
which is based upon the life-principle of vicariousness. 
This is a fellowship ••• of the Holy Spirit, who in the 
preaching of the word of justification makes Christ 
present and so awakens faith and love in the hearts of 
the hearers. God rules through his word, but the 
paradoxical fact about God's l"Ulership is that he rules 
by serving. His vill to l"Ule is his will to love, that is, 
to establish a fellowship of love, so the congregation is 
at once a means to an end (an instrument of spreading the 
word of God's sovereign claim) and an end in itself (God 
claims man precisely for this fellowship of love). The 
members of the fellowship live ltfor one another, 11 which 
means that in their actions they become "like Christ, 11

55 or, as luther put it, one becomes a Christ to another. 

The concrete theme of "Christ existing as community11 continues 

in Bonioeffer's second book Act and Being. Martin Marty says, 

He adds, 

In his first book Bonhoeffer stood between the 
sociologists and the theologians; in his second 
between the philosophers and the theologians.36 

In Act and Being Bonhoeffer first critizes the idea of 
"religious a priori" - as he was to do on a full scale 
in his last letters. In it he comes close to his most 
precarious ideas of ~nence when he speaks of God as 
being somehow "haveable, apprehensible, touchable," and 
material in his church. In it he begins to attack what 
we might call religiosity on theological and not merely 
psychological grounds. In it he points to God's trans
cendence not in a spatial beyond but in God 1s freedom for 
man in the concrete life of the Church. The sociological 
approach to ecclesiology in his first dissertation verges 
on a sociology of epistemology in the second. True, he 
has not yet preoccupied himself with seeing God free for 
man in the world so much as in the Church at this early 
period, but nothing he could later add would heighten 
the sense of the concreteness of God 1s revealing act 
wherever God chose to veil/unveil himself.37 

In one of his most poignant passages Bonhoeffer says, 

• • • • • • 

35. Godsey, op.cit., p.266. 
36. Marty, The Place of Bonhoeffer, p.Sl. 
37. Ibid. 
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In revelation it is a question less of God's freedom on 
the far side from us, i ••• his eternal isolation and 
aseity, than of his forth-proceeding, his given Word, 
his bond in which he has bound himself, of his freedom 
as it is most strongly attested in his having placed 
himself at •n's disposal, God is not free of man. but 
for man, Christ is the Word of his freedom, God is 
there, which is to aay: not in eternal non-objectivity 

38 but ••• 11 haveable", graspable in his Word within the Church, · 

The Church therefore is still Bonhoeffer's concern, He says, 

The Christian cOJJIIamion is God's final revelation: God as 
"Christ existing as community", ordained for the rest of 
time until the end of the world and the return of Christ, 
It is here that Christ has come very nearest to humanity, 
here given himself to his new humanity, so that his person 
enfolds in itself all whom he has won, binding itself in 
duty to them, and them reciprocating in duty to him. The 
"Chureh0 therefore has not the meaning of a human community 
to which Christ is or is not self-superadded, nor of a union 
among such as individually seek or think to have Christ and 
wish to cultivate this common "possession"; no, it is a 
c011'111lUnion created by Christ and founded upon him, one in 
which Christ reveals himself as,,,the new man. - or rather, 
the new hum.ani ty itself ,.3 9 

We see in this passage, however, that there is a problem of the 

relationship of "Christ existing as community" and "Christ in heaven", 

for if Christ is to return then he must be absent. This problem is 

overcome by Bonhoeffer in the second period of his thought by his 

"concentration upon the Lordship of the risen Christ over his body,n40 

But before we move on to that period a quote from Bonhoeffer•s 

"Christology" of 19.3.3 gives evidence of his trend of thought, This was 

written three years after Act and Being and four years prior to 

The Cost of Discipleship, 

• • • • • • 

.38. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Act and Being,translated by Bernard Noble, 
(Landon:Collins),p.90,9l • 

.39. Ibid.,p.l2l. 
40. Godsey,op.cit.,p.267. 
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Jesus the man becomes God as the object of faith. This 
happens just because he is man, and not in spite of his 
human! ty or over and above his humanity. Faith is ignited 
by Jesus the man. Jesus Christ is God, not because of a 
divine nature, substance, essence, ousia, not in anyway 
that ean be determined and described, but by faith. There 
is no such thing as a divine essence. If Jesus Christ is to 
be described as God, we cannot speak of this divine essence, 
of his omnipotence and omniscience, but only of this weak 
man among sinners, of his cradle and l'l.is cross. This divine 
essence - the omnipotence and omnipresence - simply does 
.not exist.... If.we speak of Jesus Christ as God, we cannot 
speak of him e.s the representative of a divine idea who 
possesses the properties of omniscience and omnipresence. 
We can only speak of his weakness, of his cradle and cross •••• 
But faith is where a man so surrenders himself to this abased 
God that he bets his life on him ••• where he abandons every 
attempt to give visible assurance of faith •••• 41 

There is no question that as early as 1933 Bonhoeffer was all 

ready sounding notes that were not fully heard and appreciated until his 

letters from prison. 

Christ the Lord of the Church 

The Cost of Discipleship stands as Bonhoeffer's most important 

work during this period. He begins with a cry against so-called "cheap 

grace" and contrasts such grace with 11 costly grace." 

41. 
42. 

43. 

Cheap grace is the preachl.ng of forgiveness without 
requiring repentance, baptism without Church discipline, 
Communion without confession, absolution without contrition. 
Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without 
the Cross, grace without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate.42 

Costly grace ••• is costly because it calls us to follow, and 
it is grace because it calls us to follow Jesus Christ. 
It is costly because it costs a msn his life, and it is grace 
because it gives a man the only true life. It is costly 
because it condemns sin, and grace because it justifies the 
sinner.43 

• • • • • • 

Bethge, op. cit., p. 16. 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship, translated by R. H. 
Fuller, (New York:Macmillan), P• 38. 
Ibid., P• 39. 
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The call of "costly grace11 is issued to a man by Jesus Christ. 

Because Jesus fa' the Christ, He has the authority to 
call and to demand obedience to His word. Jesus summons 
men to follow Him not as a teacher or a pattern of the 
good life, but as the Christ, the Son of God. Not a word 
of praise is given to the disciple for obeying the call. 
We are not expected to c ontem.plate the disciple, but only 
Him who calls, and His absolute authority •••• there is no 
other road to faith or discipleship - only obedience to 
the call of Jesus.44 

Jesus Christ is the Lord who calls a man. And that call is 

a concrete command. 

If we would follow Jesus we must taka certain definite 
steps. The first step is to break away from our past. 
The call to follow at once produces a new situation. 
Levi must leave the receipt of custom and Peter his nets.45 

Faith now is possible. For the disciple has been 11 dragged out 

of his relative security into a life of absolute insecurity.n46 Concrete 

obedience to our Lord is essential. 

It is not for us to choose which w~ we shall follow. 
That depends on the will of Christ.~? 

Each man must act alone. But to act alone does not mean that one will 

remain alone. 

Though we all have to enter upon discipleship alone, 
we do not remain alone. If we take Him at His word 
and dare to become individuals, our reward is the 
fellowship of the Church. Here is a visible brother
hood to compensate a hundredfold for all we have lost.48 

That visible brotherhood, the Church, is Christ's Body. But at the 

same time that we recognize the Church as Christ's Body we must 

recognize that Christ is the Lord of the Church. 

. . . .. ~~ . 
44. Ibid., pp. 50,51. 
45. Ibid., p. 54. 
46. Ibid.' p. 51. 
47. Ibid.' p. 84. 
48. Ibid. 
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Through His Spirit, the crucified and risen Lord exists 
as the Church, as the New Man. It is just as true to 
say that His Body is the New Humanity as to say that 
He is God Incarnate dwelling in eternity. As the fulness 
of the Godhead dwells in Christ bodily, so the Christian 
believers are filled with Christ.... Indeed, they are them
selves that fulness in so far as they are in the Body and 
in so far as it is He alone who filleth all in all. When 
ve have recognized the unity between Christ and His Body, 
the Church, we must also hold fast to the complementary 
truth of Christ's Lordship over the Body. That is why 
St. Paul, as he comes to develop the theme of the Body 
of Christ, calls Him the Head of the Body •••• This 
assertion symbolizes and preserves the truth that Christ 
stands over against His Church. The historical fact in the 
story of our redemption which makes this truth essential, 
and rules out any idea of a mystical fusion between Christ 
and His Church, is the .Ascension of Christ (and His Second 
Coming). The same Christ who is present in His Church 
will also come again. It is the same Lord and the same 
Church in both places, and it is one and the same Body, 
whether we think of His presence on earth or of His coming 
again on the clouds of heaven. But it makes a great deal 
of difference whether we are here or there. So it is 
necessary to give due weight both to the unity of Christ and 
His Church and to their distinction.49 

At the same time that Christ exists as the Church, he also 

transcends the Church. He stands over against His Church as its Lord. 

.As Lord He calls men to acts of concrete obedience. And it is in the 

concrete life of the new co~~ity consisting of obedient men that 

Christ is known as Lord. That Lordship is expressed concretely. 

In Idfe Together written two years after The Cost of DiscipleshiE, 

B onhoeffer says, 

The prisoner, the sick person, the Christian in exile sees 
tn. the companionship of a fellow Christian a physical sign 
of the gracious presence of the triune God. Visitor and visited 
in loneliness recognizes in each other the Christ who is present 
in the body; they receive and meet each other as one meets 

• • • • • • 

49. Ibid., PP• 186,187. 
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the Lord in rever-ence, humility, and joy. They receive each 
other 1s benedictions as the benediction of the Lord Jesus 
Christ. 50 

Thus far we have seen that Bonhoeffer 1s chief concern has 

centered around Christ as the Church and Christ as the Lord of the 

Church. Bonhoeffer was aware that the emphasis of his second period 

might be misunderstood. Godsey says: 

3. 

The chief danger in the second period of Bonhoeffer's 
theological development is that of turning the gospel of 
grace into a new law. His sharp polemic against 11 cheap grace 11 

and his unmitigated emphasis upon obedience might be mis
interpreted in the direction of a new legalism, which could 
lead either to despair or to pride. Bonhoeffer was willing 
to run the risk, however, because he was convinced that 
11 the word of cheap grace has been the ruin of more Christians 
than any commandment of works • 11 It seems to us that this 
danger was overcome in the third period by Bonhoeffer 1s 
doctrine of Christian "worldliness, 11 which is a profound 
exposition or the freedom that comes to those who are 
obedient, a freedom for a life of genuine worldliness.51 

Ghrist the Lord of the World 

Two books are essential for one to understand Bonhoeffer 1s 

emphasis during this third period. The first is Ethics, which was 

published posthumously in 1949 from fragments that were found and 

collated. The second is Prisoner for God, or as it is now more popularly 

called in the English edition, Letters and Papers from Prison. Also 

published posthumously, the latter followed the former by two years. 

In this final period Christ is seen not only as Lord of the 

Church but as Lord of the World. Even the godless world comes under his 

Lordship. This emphasis of Bonhoeffer 1 s is seen in Ethics in his dis-

cussions of nreality, 11 "ultimate and penultimate11 and 11 church and world. 11 

+g Prisoner for God his non-religious emphasis takes its final form. 

• • • • • • 

50. Bonhoeffer, Life Together, p. 20. 
51. Godsey, op. cit., p. 268. 
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Bonhoeffer's concept of reality is Christocentric. He says, 

••• God as the ultimate reality is no other than He who 
shows forth, manifests and reveals Himself, that is to say, 
God in Jesus Christ •••• 52 

Regarding the Christian ethic, he says, 

The Christian ethic speaks in a quite different sense of the 
real! ty which is the origin of good, for it speaks of the 
reality of God as the ultimate reality without and within 
everything that is. It speaks of the reality of the world 
as it is~ which possesses reality solely through the reality 
of God.5-' 

In Jesus Christ the reality of God entered into the reality 
of this world. The place where the answer is given, both to 
the question concerning the reality of the world, is designated 
solely and alone by the name Jesus Christ. God and the world 
are comprised in this name. In Him all things consist. Hence
forward one can speak neither of God nor of the world without 
speaking of Jesus Christ.54 

Consequently, 

In Christ we are offered the possibility of partaking in the 
real! ty of God in the reality of the world, but not in the one 
without the other. The reality of God discloses itself on~ 
by setting me entirely in the reality of the world, and when I 
encounter the reality of the world it is always already sustained, 
accepted and reconciled in the reality of God. This is the inner 
meaning of the revelation of God in the man Jesus Christ •••• I 
never experience the reality of God without the reality of the 
world or the reality of the world without the reality of God.55 

Reality, therefore, is in Christ. The sacred and the secular 

are not two separate spheres. The whole world is nalready sustained, 

accepted and reconciled. 11 The Christian must therefore profess his 

faith in the following: 

• • • • • • 

52. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Ethics, edited by Eberhard Bethga, (New York: 
)~cmillan, 1962), p. 56. 

53. Ibid., p. 61. 
54. Ibid. 
55. Ibid. 
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••• the reality of God and the reality of the world; for in 
Christ he finds God and the world rec~~ciled. And for just 
this reason the Christian is no longer the man of eternal 
conflict, but, just as the reality in Christ is one, so he, 
too, since he shares in this reality in Christ is himself 
an undivided whole. His worldliness does not divide him from 
Christ, and his Christianity does not divide him from the 
world. Belonging wholly to Christ, he stands at the same time 
wholly in the world.56 

Belonging to Christ means to belong to the ultimate, but as 

long as man stands in this world he stands in the penultimate. The two 

must therefore be distinguished. Bonhoeffer says: 

Christian life is the dawning of the ultimate in me; it 
is the life of Jesus Christ in me. But it is always also 
life in the penultimate which waits for the ultimate. 
The earnestness of Christian life lies solely in the 
ultimate, but the penultimate, too, has its earnestness, 
which consists indeed precisely in never confusing the 
penultimate with the ultimate and in regarding the 
penultimate as an empty jest in comparison with the 
ultimate, so that the ultimate and the penultimate may 
alike retain their seriousness and validity. This 
demonstrated ••• the impossibility of any radical 
Christianity and of any compromising Christianity in 
the face of the reality of Jesus Christ and of His 
coming into the world.57 

What must be done ••• is to fortify the penultimate with 
a more emphatic proclamation of the ultimate, and also to 
protect the ultimate by taking due care for the penultimata.58 

As a part of the penultimate man is called to a life of 

responsibility or 11 deputyship. 11 The Christian man is the responsible 

man. 

Responsibility for oneself is in truth responsibility with 
respect to the man, and that means responsibility with 
respect to mankind. The fact that Jesus lived w.i. thout 
the special responsibility of a marriage, of a family or a 
profession, does not by any means set Him outside the field 
of responsibility; on the contrary, it makes all the clearer 
His responsibility and His deputyship for all men. Here we 

• • • • • • 

56. Ibid., P• 67. 
57. Ibid., p. 99. 
58. Ibid., p. 100. 
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come already to the underlying basis of everything that has 
been said so far. Jesus, life, our life, lived in deputyship 
for us as the incarnate Son of God, and that is why through 
Him all human life is in essence a life of deputyship. Jesus 
was not the individual, desiring to achieve a perfection of 
His own, but He lived only as the one who has taken up into 
Himself' and who bears within Himself' the selves of all men. 
All His living, His action and His dying was deputyship. In 
Him there is rulfilled what the living, the action and the 
suffering of men ought to be. In this real deputyship which 
constitutes His human existence He is the responsible person 
"par excellence." Because He is life all life is determined 
by Him to be deputyship.59 

It is clear now that Bonhoeffer has moved beyond the boundaries 

of the Church and into the world. 

••• it is the world which is loved, condemned and reconciled 
in Christ, No man has the mission to overleap the world 
and to make it into the kingdom of God. Nor, on the other 
hand, does this give support to that pious indolence which 
abandons the wicked world to its fate and seeks only to 
rescue its awn virtue. Man is appointed to the concrete 
and therefore limited responsibility which knows the world 
as being created, loved, condemned and reconciled by God 
and which acts within the world in accordance with this 
knowledge. The 'world' is thus the sphere of concrete 
responsibility which is given to us in and through Jesus 
Christ.60 

It is the world that Christ loves. Therefore in acting 

responsibly for the world He has taken the burden of its guilt upon 

Himself'. Consequently He makes possible for man a life of "genuine 

worldliness." This He does by the cross. At the center of reality 

is the crucified Reconciler, Jesus Christ. 

••• this means in the first place that the whole world 
has become godless by its rejection of Jesus Christ 
and that no effort of its own can rid it of this curse. 
The reality of the world has been marked once and for all 
by the cross of Christ, but the cross of Christ is the 
cross of reconciliation of the world with God, and for this 
reason the godless world bears at the same time the mark of 

• • • • • • 

59. Ibid., P• 195. 
60. Ibid., p. 202. 
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reconciliation as the free ordinance of God. The cross 
of atonement is the setting free for life before God in 
the midst of the godless world; it is the setting free 
for life in genuine worldliness. The proclamation of the 
cross of the atonement is a setting free because it leaves 
behind it the vain attempts to deify the world and because 
it has overcome the disunions, tensions and conflicts 
between the 'Christian' element and the 'secular' element 
and calls for simple life and action in the belief that 
the reconciliation of the world with God has been 
accomplished. A life in genuine worldliness is possible 
only through the procla'mation of Christ crucified; truly 
worldly living is not possible or real in contradiction 
to the proclamation or side by side with it, that is to 
say, in any kind of automony of the secular sphere; it is 
possible and real only 1in, with and under' the proclamation 
of Christ.61 

Now that we see Christ as Lord of the world and man set free 

by the Cross for a life of genuine worldliness, it is not too difficult 

to understand why Bonhoeffer 1s thoughtsin prison took the form they did. 

In the next chapter we shall examine these thoughts as he expressed 

them. It would seem logical that he should raise the question of 

the non-religious interpretation of Biblical concepts. There is an 

inner consistency and a logical development to his thoughts. As 

William 0. Felli~ell wrote; 

••• in these ideas Bonhoeffer believed he was finding a 
corrective balance, and a movement toward wholeness, 
in his Christian thinking - and not a contradiction.62 

E. SU}fVJARY 

Bonhoeffer was a Christocentric theologian. As a theologian 

his credentials were impeccable. Such men as Schlatter, Harnack, 

Deissmann, Lietzmann, Sellin, Holl, Seaberg, and above all Barth 

succeeded in influencing him. &t the age of twenty-one he wrote 

Sanctorum Cummunio - a book that Barth called 11 a theological miracle. 11 

. . . . . . 
61. Ibid., p. 263. 
62. Fen.~ell, op. cit., p. 173. 
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Bonhoeffer 1s theme centered upon the revelation of God in 

Jesus Christ. His theology was essentially Christology and his 

Christology included ecclesiology within itself. One can say that 

we see in Bonhoeffer a 11 growing awareness of the total meaning of 

Jesus Christ." His great concern with the concreteness of God's 

revelation forced him to face the question of the non-religious 

interpretation of Biblical concepts. Godsey suggests that three 

periods are discerntble in his theological development. They are 

11 Christ as community, 11 ttChrist as Lord of the Church, 11 and "Christ 

as Lord of the world. 11 It is the world that is 11 loved, condemned 

and reconciled in Christ." 
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CHAPTER III 

THE QUESTION AND FRAGMENTARY ANSWERS 

A. Introduction 

Bonhoeffer 1s Christological concern forced him to face the 

question of the non-religious interpretation of Christianity. Christ 

exists as the Church - a real community established in an~through Christ. 

He is its Lord, but in a more total sense He is the Lord of the vhole 

world. It is the world which is loved, condemned, and reconciled in 

Christ. Therefore a Christian is one who is set free to live a life 

of ngenuine worldliness.'/ The non-religious question must therefore 

be raised. This will be clear when we understand Bonhoeffer 1s 

definition of religion. 

Another factor is introduced by Bonhoeffer in his letters. 

That is his emphasis upon 11 a world that has come of age. 11 This :made 

his raising of the non-religious question that much more imperative. 

Not only did Bonhoefferts Christology lead to the question but the 

needs of the twentieth century world forced him to itj' Harvey Cox says: 

••• his first reason for de-religionizing the Gospel was 
strictly theological. 
But Bonhoeffer also argued for a religionless Christianity 
because of the ethos of the modern world. He saw in the 
process of secularization, which he dated from about the 
time of the Renaissance, not some seasonal tempest which 
would soon blow over, but a coming to ftuition of much that 
Christianity had planted in the soil of Western civilization.l 

• • • • • • 

1. Harvey Cox, 11 Beyond Bonhoeffer, 11 Commonweal, 82, No. 21, 
(Sept. 17, 1965), P• 656. 
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The question Bonhoeffer then raises is, "How can we be 

Christians in a world that has come of age711 His final and some-

what fragmentary answer is that we "participate in the sufferings of 

God at the hands of godless men. n 

The chapter will be divided into four main sections followed 

by a summary. The four sections are: This-Worldliness; The Non-

Religious Interpretation; A World Come of Age; Participation in the 

Sufferings of God. 

B. THIS-WORLDLINESS 

As Christians we must live in ~ world. Though 11 this poor 

earth is not our home, tt2 this statement ean only really be made at life t s 

end. Bonhoeffer says, 

••• I am sure we ought to love God in our 1i ves and in 
all the blessings he sends us. We should trust him in 
our lives, so that when our time comes, but not before, 
we may go to him in love and trust and joy. But, speak
ing frankly, to long for the transcendent when you are in 
your wife's arms is, to put itmildly, a lack of taste, and 
it is certainly not what God expects of us. We ought to find 
God and love him in the blessings he sends us.3 

Another passage that warrants mentioning is taken from a letter dated 

January 23, 1944: 

2. 

I am sure we honor God more if we gratefully accept the life 
he gives us with all its blessings, loving it and drinking 
it to the full, grieving deeply and sincerely when we have 
belittled or thrown away any of the precious things of life 
(some people grumble at such behaviour and say it is bourgeois 
to be so weak and sensitive) than we do if we are insensitive 
towards the blessings of life, and therefore equally insensitive 
toward pain.4 

• • • • • • 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Prisoner for God, edited by Eberhard Bethge, 
translated by Reginald H. Fuller, (New York:Maemillan),p.S5. 
Ibid~ p.86. 
Ibid., pp. 93, 94. 
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Bonhoefferts concern is therefore for this-worldliness. 

Christians are called to live in this world and not to seek escape 

into another world. Christians are called to live a life of "genuine 

worldliness." But the worldliness of the Christian is not the world's 

understanding of worldliness. 

I don't mean the shallow this-worldliness of the 
enlightened, of the busy, the comfortable or the 
lascivious. It's something :much more profound than 
that, something in which the knowledge of death and 
resurrection is ever present. I believe Luther lived 
a this-worldly life in this sense.5 

Bonhoeffer draws support for his emphasis upon worldliness 

from the Old Testament. In fact he states that it can be dangerous 

for one "to want to get to the New Testament too soon and too directly."6 

C. THE NON-RELIGIOUS INTERPRET.ATION 

Bonhoeffer's question now began to reach its final form. 

In his letter of April 30, 1944, he writes: 

The thing that keeps coming back to me is, what is 
Christianity, and indeed what is Christ, for us today?"7 

He then proceeds to give reasons for this raising of the 

question. The time of religion is over. 

The time when men could be told everything by means of 
words, whether theological or simply pious, is over, and 
so is the time of inwardness and conscience, which is to 
say the time of religion as such. We are proceeding 
towards a time of no religion at all~men as they are now 
simply cannot be religious any more. 

•••••• 

5. Ibid.,p.l68. 
6. Ibid., p. 79. 
7. Ibid.,p.l22. 
8. Ibid. 
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This leads us to ask: What does Bonhoeffer mean by religion? 

Bethge has defined four characteristics of religion in Bonhoeffer's 

view. They may be listed as individualism, metaphysics, provincialism, 

and the 11 Deus ex machina11 concept. Daniel Jenkins has summarized 

Bethge 1s definition. 

First, it is individualistic. The religious man is 
preoccupied with himself and his interior states in 
such a way as to forget his neighbor, even though 
this individualism may take ascetic and apparently 
self-sacrificial forms. Secondly it is metaphysical. 
God is brought in to complete, as the supernatural, a 
fundamentally man-centered view of reality. Thirdly, 
the religious interest becomes more and more one 
department of life only. Scientific discovery and 
other forces push it more and more into insignificant 
areas of life. And fourthly, the God of religion is 
a 11 Deus ex machina, 11 one who comes in from the outside 
to help his children when they are in trouble. He is 
not the One at the center of life, who controls and 
directs it and meets and sustains us in our strength 
as well as our weakness.9 

Clifford Green suggests that Bonhoeffer's concept of 

religion is fundamentally two-fold. He sees individualisn and 

metaphysics as 11 the two poles of the religious situation.nlO 

Provincialism and the ''Deus ex machina 11 concept are then not 

regarded as separate elements. Green suggests that 

the 11 Deus ex machina 11 concept is the focal point of 
the whole pole of metaphysics - it is the buttress 
11 par excellence.nll 

Provincialism is described as a derivative feature rather than a 

fundamental feature of religion. 

. . . . . . 
9. Daniel Jenkins, Beyond Religion, (Naperville:SCM Book Club, 1962), 

p. 34. 
10. Clifford Green, 11Bonhoeffer's Concept of Religion, 11 Union Semina;ry 

Quarterly Review, 19, No. 1, (Nov. 1963), p. 17. 
11. Ibid. 
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Provincialism is not so much a fundamental feature of 
Bonhoeffer 1s definition of religion as a derivative 
description of the area of life which religion occupies. 
Provincialism, whether in personal or social life, is 
the inevitable consequence of religion as Bonhoeffer 
views it.l2 

Bonhoeffer's brief definition would seem to support Green's 

view. He says, 

What do I mean by 'interpret in a religious sense?' In 
my view, that means to speak on the one hand metaphysically, 
and on the other individualistically. Neither of these is 
relevant to the Bible message or to the man of today.l3 

Bonhoeffer suggests that our 1900-year old Christian preaching 

has been based upon the religious premise of man. 

What does "religious a priori" mean? It is the unspoken 
presupposition, carried through the centuries, that man 
needs the idea of God in order to develop himself to solve 
his problems, and to understand the world. On this pre
supposition preaching was formed and texts were interpreted 
religiously in accordance vi th i t.l4 

But, in fact, this 11 religious a priori 11 does not exist. It 

may have been a historical and temporary form of human self-expression, 

but it is no longer necessary. We must accept the fact that modern 

man is not religious at all. This led Bonhoeffer to raise several 

questions. 

Ibid. 

The questions needing answers would surely be: What is 
the significance of a Church (church, parish, preaching, 
Christian life) in a religionless world? How do we speak 
of God vi thout religion, i.e. vi thout the temporally
influenced presuppositions of metaphysics, inwardness, and 
so on? How do we speak (but perhaps we are no longer 
capable of speaking of such things as we used to) in a 
secular fashion of God? In what way are we in a religion
less and secular sense Christians, in what way are we the 
11Ekklesia, 11 'those who are called forth, 1 not conceiving 

• • • • • • 

Bonhoeffer, op. cit., p. 125. 
William Hamilton, "A Secular Theology for a World Come of Age," 
Theolggy Todal, 18, No. 4, (Jan. 1962), P• 123. 
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of ourselves as especially favoured, but as wholly belonging 
to the world? Then Christ is no longer an object of religion, 
but something quite different,i:tl deed alliin truth the Lord 
of the world. Yet what does that signify? What is the place 
of worship and prayer in an entire absence of religion? Does 
the secret discipline, or, as the case may be, the distinction ••• 
between penultimate and ultimate, at this point acquire fresh 
importance?l5 

Such questions seem overwhelming. They are in a sense all part of the 

main question. Bonhoeffer only gave fragmentary answers to them. 

Man can no longer be forced into a bou.~dary situation in order 

that a need for God might be created. This is what religious man has 

always done. 

Religious people speak of God when human perception is 
(often just from laziness) at an end, or human resources 
fail: it is really always the nneus ex machina 11 they call 
to their aid, either for the so-called solving of insoluble 
problems or as support in human failure - always, that is 
to say, helping out human weakness on the borders of human 
existence.l6 

God, however, is not on the borders of life, but at its 

center. He is not the 11 Deus ex machina 11 that man relies upon when 

human resources have reached their limit. 

I should like to speak of God not on the borders of life 
but at its centre, not in weakness but in strength, not, 
therefore, in man's suffering and death but in his life and 
prosperity. On the borders it seems to me better to hold our 
peace and leave the problem unsolved. Belief in the Resurrec
tion is not the solution of the problem of death. The 'beyond' 
of God is not the beyond of our perception faculties. The 
transcendence of theory on perception has nothing to do with 
the transcendence of God. God is the 1beyond 1 in the midst 
of life.l7 

We can no longer speak to a man in his weakness and despair. 

Even death holds little terror for man today. 11Death and fear of death 

hold no power to move man any closer to God.ul8 The Christian is 

• • • • • • 

15. Bonhoeffer, op. cit., p. 123. 
16. Ibid., p. 124. 
17. Ibid. 
18. Hamilton, op. cit., p. 441. 
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therefore driven to search for a non-religious understanding of 

Christianity. In his letter of May 25, 1944, Bonhoeffer writes; 

We should find God in what we do know, not in what we 
don't; not in outstanding problems, but in those we have 
already solved. This is true not only for the relation 
between Christian! ty and science, but also for wider 
human problems such as guilt, suffering, and death. It 
is possible nowadays to find answers to these problems 
which leave God right out of the picture. It just isn't 
true to say that Christianity alone has the answers. In 
fact the Christian answers are no more conclusive or 
compelling than any of the others. Once more, God cannot 
be used as a stop-gap. We must not wait until we are at 
the and of our tether: he must be found at the center of 
life: in life, and not only in death; in health and vigor, 
and not only in suffering; in activity, and not only in 
sin. 19 

God must be found in the center of life and not at its 

extremities. Bonhoeffer supports these statements on Christological 

grounds. 

The ground for this lies in the revelation of God in 
Christ. Christ is the centre of life, and in no sense 
did He come to answer our unsolved problems. From the 
centre of life certain questions are seen to be wholly 
irrelevant, and so are the answers commonly given to 
them - I am thinking for example of the judgment pro
nounced on the friends of Job. In Christ there are no 
Christian problems.~O 

Christ did not answer our unsolved problems. Rather, He 

came to express His full acceptance of the world. That acceptance 

is seen in its sharpest focus on the cross. The Christian is 

therefore called to fully accept the world as it is. 

The Christian, unlike the devotees of the salvation ~ths, 
does not need a last refuge in the eternal from earthly 
tasks and difficulties. But like Christ himself ('My God, 
my God, why hast thou forsaken me?') he must drink the · 
earthly cup to the lees, and only in his doing that is the 
crucified and risen Lord with him, and he crucified and 

•••••• 
19. Bonhoeffer, op.cit., p.142. 
20. Ibid., p.143. 
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risen with Christ. This world must not be prematurely 
written off. In this the Old and New Testaments are 
at one. Myths of salvation arise from human experiences 
of the boundary situation. Christ takes hold of a man 
in the center of his life.21 

Since Christ takes hold of a man in the center _,of his life 

there is no need to burden man with problems, needs, and conflicts in 

order to drive him to God. This is cheap "Methodism." 

When Jesus blessed sinners, they were real sinners, 
but Jesus did not make every man a sinner first. He 
called them out of their sin, not into their sin. Of 
course, encounter with Jesus meant the reversal of all 
human values. So it was in the conversion of St. Paul, 
though in his case the knowledge of sin preceded his 
encounter with Jesus. Of course Jesus took to himself 
the dregs of human society, harlots, and publicans, but 
never them alone, for he sought to take to himself man 
as such. Never did Jesus throw any doubt on a man's 
health, vigor, or fortune, regarded in themselves, or 
look upon them as evil fruits. Else why did he heal 
the sick and restore strength to the weak? Jesus 
claims for himself and the kingdom of God the whole 
of human life in all its manifestations.22 

Thus we see that Christ claims human life in all its 

manifestations for Himself. The "religious a prior!'~ of man therefore 

simply does not exist. God is not a 11Deus ex machina" ready for man 

in his extremities. God is at the center of life. A non-religious 

interpretation of Christianity is therefore essential. The Gospel 

of Christ demands it. 

D. A WORLD COME OF AGE 

Christology demands the non-religious interpretation. 

Throughout all his life it was the figure of Christ that captured 

Bonhoeffer 1s attention. Now, however, another factor is introduced 

• • • • • • 

21. Ibid., p. 154. 
22. Ibid., pp. 156,157. 
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in his letters. That is: "a world come or age." In his letter or 

June 8, 1944 Bonhoeffer writes: 

The movement beginning about the thirteenth century ••• 
towards the autonomy of man (under which head I place 
the discovery or the laws by which the world lives 
and manages in science, social and political affairs, 
art, ethics and religion) has in our time reached a 
certain completion. Man has learned to cope with all 
questions or importance without recourse to God as a 
working hypothesis. In questions concerning science, 
art, and even ethics, this has become an understood 
thing which one scarcely dares to tilt at any more. 
But for the last hundred years or so it has been 
increasingly true or religious questions also:it is 
becoming evident that everything gets along without 
'God t, and just as well as before. As in the 
scientific field, so in human affairs generally, 
what we call 'Godt is being more and mgre edged out 
or lire, losing more and more ground.2J 

God is being more and more edged out or life. Man can get 

along very well without Him. In this manner Bonhoeffer describes 

the historical situation. We live in a world that has attained 

"adulthood" - a world that has reached 11 maturi ty. n The "world come 

of age11 also demands a "non-religious interpretation of Biblical 

concepts." Ragin Prenter remarks: 

The non-religious interpretation or revelation which 
Bonhoeffer seeks wants above all to express the 
relation or God 1s revelation to the world which has 
come or age. 24 

In asserting that our world has come or age, Bonhoeffer 

criticizes Christian apologetic for its attack upon the world's 

• • • • • • 
23. Ibid.,pp.l45,146. 
24. Hamilton, op.eit., p.448. 
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adulthood. He criticizes Tillich for interpreting the evolution of 

the world in a religious sense. He criticizes Barth not for being 

religious but for giving "no concrete guidance, either in dogmatics 

or in ethics, on the non-religious interpretation of theological 

concepts."25 This was Barth's limitation and therefore his theology 

of revelation has become a "positivism of revelation.u26 Bultmann is 

also criticized for his understanding of the New Testament as a 

"mythological garbing of the universal truth. n2:7 Bonhoeffer adds: 

The New Testament is not a mythological garbing of the 
universal truth; this mythology (resurrection and so on) 
is the thing itself - but the concepts must be interpreted 
in such a way as not to make religion2~ pre-condition of 
faith (cf. circumcision in St. Paul). 

Bonboeffer concludes his critical comments by stating: 

The world's coming of age is then no longer an occasion 
for polemics and apologetics, but it is really better 
understood than it understands itself, namely on

2
9he 

basis of the Gospel, and in the light of Christ. 

In his letter of July 16, 1944 Bonhoeffer supports his view 

of the world come of age by his understanding of history. Rather 

than seeing the process of secularization as a calamity he sees it as 

necessary and desirable. Bonhoeffer writes: 

On the historical side I should say there is one great 
development which leads to the idea of the autonomy of 
the world. In theology it is first discernible in Lord 
Herbert of Cherbury, with his assertion that reason is 
the sufficient instrument of religious knowledge. In 
ethics it first appears in Montaigne and Bodin with their 
substitution of moral principles for the commandments. In 
politics, Machiavelli, who emancipates politics from the 
tutelage of morality, and founds the doctrine of 'reasons 
of state.' Later, and very differently, though like 
Machiavelli tending towards the autonomy of human society 

• • • • • • 

25. Bonhoeffer, op.cit., p.l48. 
26. Ibid. 
27. Ibid., p.l49. 
28. Ibid. 
29. Ibid. 
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comes Grotius, with his international law as the law of 
nature, a law which would still be vaH.d, ,!illi deus non 
~~. The process is completed in philosophy. On. 
the one hand we have the deism or Descartes, who holds 
the world is a mechanism which runs on its own without 
any intervention of God. On the other hand there is the 
pantheism of Spinoza, with its identification or God with 
nature. In the last resort Kant is a deist, Fichte and 
Hegel pantheists. All along the line there is a growing 
tendency to assert the auton~ of man and the world.30 

In natural science the process seems to start with Nicolas 
of Cuss and Giordano Bruno with their 'heretical' doctrine 
or the infinity or space. The classical cosmos was finite, 
like the created world of the middle ages. An infinite 
universe, however it is conceived, is self-subsisting 
etsi deus non daretur. It is true that modern physics 
is not so sure as it was about the infinity or the universe, 

, but it bas not returned to the earlier conceptions of its 
finitude. 31 

Thus we see that beginning with the Renaissance, continuing 

through the Enlightenment, and nearing completion in our day Bonhoeffer 

affirms the process of secularizing. God is gradually but definitely 

being edged out of life. 

There is no longer any need for God as a working 
hypothesis, whether in morals, politics or science. 
Nor is there any need for such a God in religion or 
philosophy (Feuerbach). In the name of intellectual 
honesty these working hypotheses should be dropped or 
dispensed with as far as possible.32 

Ultimate honesty is required. God must be dropped as a 

working hypothesis • 

••• the only way to be honest is to recognize that we 
have to live in the world etsi deus non daretur.33 

Bonhoeffer therefore sees in the process of secularizing 

a demand for a non-religious interpretation of Biblical concepts. 

• • • • • • 

30. Ibid.,pp.l62,163. 
31. Ibid.,p.l63. 
32. Ibid. 
33. Ibid. 
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As previously indicated, Bonhoeffer 1s Christological understanding 

also demanded it. These two seemingly incompatible factors are 

combined in his thought. Herein lies much of Banhoeffer's uniqueness. 

Bethge writes: 

Of course, secularization has been greeted before 
Banhoeffer by many other sans of Christendom, but by 
none with this Christology as background or by doing 
it in the name of Christ. The new discovery seems to 
be the full and positive value to modern secularization 
accepted as our peculiar Christian heritage, not in 
spite of, but because of, our faith. Secularization 
is to be understood not just as defection and guilt 
but as the necessary business of Christianity. Its 
promises He in throwing out all idolatries. 
Secularization might frighten the present Churches, 
because they have made it a terrible demon or devil. 
Yet with Bonhoeffer it is no longer the menacing giant 
but the necessary and positive counterpoint in God's 
symphony.34 

E. PARTICIPATION IN THE SUFFERINGS OF GOD 

The question must now be raised: "How can we be Christians 

in a world that has come of age?" Bonhoeffer was never able to give 

a complete answer. But he does supply some fragmentary answers. 

He says: 

Man is challenged to participate in the sufferings of 
God at the hands of a godless world)5 

The Christian is called to participate in the sufferings 

of God. "The world come of age is now seen as the world in which 

God suffers."36 

• • • • • • 
34. Hamilton, op.cit., p.452. 
35. Bonhoeffer, op.cit., p.l66. 
36. Hamilton, op.cit., p.454. 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

-50-

God is teaching us that we mst live as men who can 
get along very well without him. The God who is with 
us is the God who forsakes us (Mark 15:34). The God 
who makes us live in this world without using him as a 
working hypothesis is the God before whom we are ever 
standing. Before God and with him we live without God. 
God allows himself to be edged out of the world and on 
to the cross. God is weak and powerless in the world, 
and that is exactly the way, the only way, in which he 
can be with us and help us. Matthew 8:17 makes it 
crystal clear that it is not by his omnipotence that 
Christ helps us, but by his weakness and suffering.37 

Thus God is seen as a suffering God. And it is only as a 

suffering God that He can help us. Christ is the triumphant Lord 

of all life, but He is so by His weakness and suffering. Relating 

these ideas to Bonhoeffer's previous writings, William Hamilton says: 

I~ the Ethics, Jesus was seen as the triumphant Lord, 
in whom the whole reality of the world, secular and 
religious, was drawn together. This united world is now 
wholly in Jesus' hands. But now, at the end of his 
life, Bonhoeffer returns to the idea of Lordship, but 
it is no longer a Lordship of triumph and completion, 
but of suffering and humiliation. If Bonhoeffer was 
aware of moving away from the humiliation Christology 
of his 1933 Berlin lectures in The Gost of Discipleship 
and in what we know as the early pages of the Ethics, 
these final letters from p'rison seem to return to the 
same 11 theology of incarnation and humiliation, the 
fullness of God to be found in that limited, weak, and 
humiliated man Jesus, who took the risk of utter human 
concreteness. u38 

The fullness of God is seen in the suffering Saviour. The 

Christian is called to participate with Him. The disciple of Ghrist 

must do the following: 

He must therefore plunge himself into the life of a 
godless world, without attempting to gloss over its 
ungodliness with a veneer of religion or trying to 
transfigure it. He must live a 'worldly' life and 

• • • • • • 

37. Bonhoeffer, op. cit., p. 164. 
38. Hamilton, op. cit., p. 455. 
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so participate in the sufferings of God. He may live a worldly 
life as one emancipated from all false religions and obligations. 
To be a Christian does not mean to be religious in a particular 
way, to cultivate some particular form of asceticism (as a 
sinner, a penitent or a saint), but to be a man. It is not 
some religious act which makes a Christian what he is, but 
participation in the suffering of God in the life of the world. 
This is metanoia. It is not in the first instance bothering 
about one's own needs, problems, sins, and fears, but allowing 
oneself to be caught up in the way of3~hrist, into the Messianic 
event, and thus fulfilling Isaiah 53· 

Summing up these thoughts and relating them to Bonhoeffer's 

concept of deputyship, Walter Hartmann suggests the following three 

elements that make for discipleship. Or to return to the form of 

the original question, what it means to be a Christian in a world came 

of age. 

l) to plunge oneself into the life of a godless world. 
Discipleship takes place not in a religious reservation 
but in the midst of the real problems of life as it is 
going on all around us. 2) Not imposing upon the 
problems of this world particular religious principles, 
offering particular religious help or consolation. But 
looking for the pertinent solution. With all the courage 
of him who does not worry about himself, who does not need 
to prove any religious standpoint, but who is completely 
free as a selfless deputy to put himself into the shoes of 
the other person and take the next step that is pertinent 
for the solution of the problem. 3) To be ready to accept 
the guilt into which every responsible action involves us 
and the hatred of those who are opposed to it. This means: 
to participate in the sufferings of Christ. Participate 40 wherever deputyship and responsible action is called for. 

In an outline for a book, Bonhoeffer suggests somewhat 

similar thoughts in speaking of our relation to God. 

Our relation to God (is] not a religious relationship to 
a supreme Being, absolute in power and goodness, which is 
a spurious conception of transcendence, but a new life 
for others, through participation in the Being of God. 

• • • • • • 

39· Bonhoeffer, op.cit., p.l66. 
4o. Walter Hartmann, Dietrich Bonhoeffer - The Theologian, A lecture 

to the student body of Biblical Seminary during the 1964-65 
Academic Year. (Mimeographed). p.8. 
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The transcendence consists not in tasks beyond our scope 
and power 1 but in the nearest thing to hand. God in human 
form, not, as in other religims, in animal form - the 
monstrous, chaotic, remote and terrifying - nor yet in 
abstract form- the absolute, metaphysical, infinite, etc. -
nor yet in the Greek divine-human of' autonomous man, but 
man existing for others, and hence the Crucified.41 

The Christian is therefore one who participateS in the 

sufferings of God at the hands of a godless world by being a man for 

others. The tasks he deals with are those that are nearest at hand. 

It is here that the transcendent is expressed. He does not impose any 

religious solution upon a problem but seeks the pertinent solution and 

accepts the guilt involved in such action. 

Finally Bonhoeffer hints at the form the Church should take 

in this world come of' age. 

The Church is her true self' only when she exists for humanity. 
As a fresh start she should give away all her endowments to 
the poor and needy. The clergy should live solely on the 
free-will offerings of their congregations, or possibly engage 
in some secular calling. She must take her part in the social 
life of the world, not lording it over men, but helping and 
serving them. She must tell men, whatever their calling, what 
it means to live in Christ, to exist for others. And in 
particular, our own Church will have to take a strong line 
with the blasphemies of hybris, power-worship, envy and humbug, 
for these are roots of evil. She will have to speak of modera
tion, purity, confidence, loyalty, steadfastness, patience, 
discipline, humility, content and modesty. She must not under
estimate the importance of human example, which has its origin 
in the humanity of Jesus, and which is so important in the 
teaching of St. Paul.... Further:the question of revising 
the creeds (the Apostles' Creed). Revision of' Christian 
apologetics. Reform of the training for the ministry and the 
pattern of clerical life. 
All this is very crude and sketchy, but there are certain 
things I want to say simply and clearly, things we so often 
prefer to ignore. Whether I shall succeed or not is another 
matter.... But I hope in this way to do something for the 
sake of the Church of the future.42 

• • • • •• 
41. Bonhoeffer, op.cit., p.l79. 
42. Ibid. pp.l80,181. 
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Unfortunately, Bonhoeffer never did succeed in saying all 

the things he wanted to. We are left with many questions still 

unanswered, but there can be no doubt that Bonhoeffer left in his 

legacy "something for the sake of the Church of the future." Hervey 

Cox writes: 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer ••• despite the fact that he has become 
an enigma, a fad, a saint and in some cases an embarrassment 
in the two decades since his execution by the SS - still 
had his finger on the very issues which continue to torment 
us. We must be careful not to tear Bonhoeffer out of his 
context and apply his somewhat fragmentary insights in a 
wholly different setting. All the same we cannot "move 
beyond" him because we have not yet faced his challenge 
seriously. His uncanny capacity to uncover the hidden 
skeletons in the closets of theology and to see issues 43 coming around the corner means that we have not shaken him. 

To ret1xrn to the question of being a Christian in a world 

come of age, we quote in conclusion from Bonhoeffer 1s letter of July 

21, 1944. 

••• it is only by living completely in this world that one 
learns to believe. One must abandon every attempt to 
make something of oneself, whether it be a saint, a 
converted sinner, a churchman (the priestly type, so
called!) a righteous man or an unrighteous one, a sick man 
or a healthy one. This is what I mean by worldliness -
taking life in one's stride, with all its duties and 
problems, its successes and failures, its experiences and 
helplessness. It is in such a life that we throw ourselves 
utterly in the arms of God and participate in his suffer
ings in the world and watch with Christ in Gethsemane. 
That is faith, that is metanoia, and that is what makes 
a man a Christian.44 

F. SUMMARY 

Bonhoeffer was concerned with ~ world. One might say 

that he was the theologian of the concrete, par excellence. Ch~_st 

• • • • • • 

43. Cox, op.cit., pp.653,654. 
44. Bonhoeffer, op.cit., p.l69. 
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is not only the Lord of the Church, but also the Lord of the godless 

world. It is the world which is laved, condemned, and reconciled 

in Cr~st. The question of the non-religious interpretation of 

Biblical concepts must therefore be raised. The day of reUgion is 

over. Religion's aphasia upon individualism and metaphysics is 

inadequate as an expression of the Gospel of Christ. God can no 

longer be entreated as a "Deus ex machine." Chr:tstology demands 

the non-religious interpretation. 

Bonhoeffer added another factor to his demand for the 

non-religious interpretation. That was the process of world 

secularization which began with the Renaissance and continued 

through the Enlightenment. This process has been the cause of God 

being gradually but definitely edged out of life. Bonhoeffer welcomed 

it as the necessary business of Christian! ty. 11 '1'here is no longer any 

need for God as a working hypothesis •••• " The world's coming of age 

demands the non-religious interpretation. 

Bonhoeffer's understanding of Christology and his acceptance 

of secularization or man 1s coming of age are combined in his plea for 

a non-religious interpretation. This combination gave Bonhoeffer h:ts 

uniqueness. 

The Christian in this world come of age is therefore called 

upon to "participate in the sufferings of God at the hands of a god

leas world." Only a suffering God can help. These ideas form part 

of his fragmentary answers to the non-religious question he raised. 

He was never able to complete what he had hoped to do.. We are left 

with the question. We cannot avoid it. It demands en answer. 
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CHAPTER IV 

PAUL VAN BUREN AND LINQUISTIC ANALYSIS 

A. INTRODUCTION 

The question that Dietrich Bonhoeffer raised continues to 

haunt us. It is a question that scores of men are giving serious 

thought to. One of these men is Paul Van Buren. His book 

The Secular Meaning of the Gospel is an attempt to answer the 

question. Referring to Bonhoeffer, Van Buren in the introduction 

to his book writes: 

His question still lies before us: How can the Christian 
who is himself a secular man understand his faith in a 
secular way? We intend to answer this question with the 
help of a method far removed from Bonhoeffer 1s thought. 
The answer will be reached by analyzing what a man means 
when he uses the language of faith, when he repeats the 
earliest Christian confession: 11 Jesus iS Lord."l 

Van Buren refers to a method far removed from Bonhoeffer 1s 

thought. The method he speaks of is that of 11 linquistic analysis.u 

After analyzing Van Buren's answer we shall attempt to see whether 

or not it can be considered as adequate or not. 

But before we proceed, we should know something about Paul 

Van Buren. Presently, Van Buren teaches at Temple University in 

Philadelphia as an associate professor of religion. He is an ordained 

Episcopal minister and prior to coming to Temple he taught at Texas' 

Episcopal Theological Seminary of the Southwest. One can therefore say 

that Van Buren moved out from under the sacred shrine to teach in the 

secular sphere. This concrete step is somewhat representative of an 

• • • • •• 

1. Paul M. Van Buren, The Secular 1-ieaning of the Gospel, 
(New York:Macmillan, 1963), pp. 2,3. 
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even greater step he took in his theological development. His book 

The Secular Meaning of the Gospel marks that step. In the April 7, 

1965 issue of The Christian Century, Van Buren writes: 

In making up my mind about the function and content and 
norms of theology, I reflect increasingly on the function, 
content and norms of religion in its cultural context and 
more specifically on the contemporary form of that problem. 
Three years ago, at the time I was finishing The Secular 
Meaning of the Gospel, I was moving in this direction after 
a number of years of wrestling with the problems of classical 
Christology within the context of my church. My book repre
sented an important step in a personal struggle to overcome 
my own theological past, and it served to help me over a 
hump. Since getting to the other side I have been occupied 
with finding my way about in the realm outside a "theological 
circle 11 which was becoming increasingly unreal. I am trying 
to see the role and nature of theology in the con~ext of the 
plurality and relativity of contemporary culture. 

The hump that Van Buren speaks of getting over was by no means 

a small one. It meant that God had to go. In discussing The Secular 

Meaning of the Gospel, William Hamilton says, 

The really important thing in this ••• book is that Van Buren 
is honestly trying to do theology without a doctrine of God. 
It's not just that he avoids the word- anybody can do that; 
he also carefully avoids God-substitutes like "ground of 
being" and "transcendence."3 

A theology without a doctrine of God - in such a way Van Buren 

seeks to answer Bonhoeffer. There is more to it than that as we shall 

see. The book is extremely significant. Gilkey of The University of 

Chicago says: 

This book is good, certainly important, and often, as are 
most such books, irritating. It is good because it is 
original - one of the most genuinely creative theological 

• • • • • • 

2. Paul M. Van Buren, "Theology in the Context of Culture," The 
Christian Century, 82, No. 14, (April 7, 1965), p. 429. ---

3. William Hamilton, "There is No God and Jesus is His Son," A Review 
of 'l.be Secular Meanin of the Gos el, by Paul M. Van Buren, The 
Christian Century, o, No. o, Oct. 2, 1963), p. 1208. ---



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

-58-

efforts to appear in a couple of decades ••• it is a book 
~hich ~11 deservedly be much discussed and argued over 
and that every student of current directi2ns in theology 
~ould be ~ell advised to read and ponder. 

We shall therefore begin our study of the book. The chapter 

~ill be divided into five main sections. They include: linguistic 

analysis, theology, Jesus of Nazareth, secular meaning and a 

comparison ~ith Bonhoeffar. Folloving these main sections ~11 be a 

summary. 

B. LINGUISTIC ANALYSIS 

Van Buren employs the method of "linguistic analysis 11 to 

answer Bonhoeffer 1s question. He defines this method very simply 

by saying: 

Linguistic analysis is what this name implies: a method, 
not a philosophical doctrine. It simply clarifies the 
meaning of statements by investigating the way in which 
they are ordinarily used.5 

Linguistic analysis grew out of a movement called logical 

positivism. Beginning in the aarly part of this century this move-

ment ~ad little use for theology. Its emphasis was upon empiricism. 

Van Buren says : 

Logical Positivism judged all theological statements to 
be meaningless because they could not meet the verification 
principle of that philosophy: that, apart from the assertions 
of logic and mathematics, only statements which can be 
verified or falsified empirically are meaningful. Statements 
having to do with an invisible ineffable God, a transcendent 

. . . . . . 
4. Langdon B. Gilkey, Review of The Secular ~~aning of the Gospel, 

by Paul M. Van Buran, The Journal of Religion, 44, No. 3, 
(July, 1964), p. 238. 

5. Van Buran, The Secular Meaning of the Gosp~, p. 3. 
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"absolute," and the whole field of classical metaphysics 
in general could be neither proved nor disproved. Having 
no empirical function they could not be called true or 
false, and they were consequently regarded as meaningless.6 

During the past quarter of a century, however, this dogmatic 

view has been somewhat modified. This modification is due in "large 

part to the influence of an eccentric Austrian-born Cambridge don 

named Ludwig Wittgenstein, who died in 1951."7 That which cannot be 

empirically proved is no longer to be dismissed as nonsense. This does 

not mean, however, that the verification principle must be disregarded. 

Rather, it now serves another function in contemporary linguistic 

analysis, Van Buran says: 

There are a variety of n language-games, 11 activities with 
their appropriate languages, and a modified verification 
principle is now used to ask what sort of things would 
count against it. If we know that, we can say in which 
"language-game" the assertion is 11 at home. 11 It is now 
recognized that differen~ kinds of language are appropriate 
to different situations. 

Van Buren has therefore adopted linguistic analysis to 

interpret the religion 11 games. 11 It's purpose is to 11 rid us or ••• 

language cramps, when we cannot say just what we mean (and have to 

keep adding other sentences to say what we 'actually' mean) and do 

not seem to mean just what we say. 11 9 This is essential for the 

Christian of today's secular world - a world that sees little sensa 

in ancient apostolic confessions. 

• • • • • • 

6. Ibid., pp. 14,15. 
7. 11 Linguistic Analysis :A Way For Some to Affirm Their Faith, 11 ~~ 

84, No. 2, ( July 10, 1964 ), p. 64. 
8. Van Buren, The Secular Meaning of the Gospel, p. 15. 
9. Ibid., p. 16. 
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Several contemporary analysts of the language of faith are 

selected by Van Buren in his attempt to arrive at an adequate analysis 

of religious assertions. Among them are Anthony Flew, R. M. Hare, 

Ian T. Ramsey, T. R. Miles, and R. B. Braithwaite. The most significant 

idea derived from these men is the 11blik11 theory of religious language. 

The word 11blik11 was invented by Hare for a fundamental attitude. nA 

1blik 1 is not achieved by empirical inquiry .n 10 But it is essential 

to an explanation of life. Hare says: 

••• without a blik there can be no explanation; for it is 
by our bliksi that we decide what is and what is not an 
explanation. 1 

A 11 blik11 may be defined as, 

••• an orientation, a commitment to see the world in a 
certain way, and a way of life following inevitab~ 
upon this oriantation.l2 

The language of a 11 blikn is therefore the language of discernment and -

commi tmant. It is a world perspective entailing a commitment to a 

certain way of life. 

Van Buren's choice of a Christian ublik11 is a noncognitive 

choice. It canters in an event that happened in past history. 

••• our commitments are such as to lead us to reject 
a search for a religious preserve to be investigated 
by a special religious way of knowing, and we are 
committed to a Gospel which begins, not with an argument 
for undifferentiated theism, but with the impact of 
whatever it was that happened on Easter in the context 
of a particular history.l3 

• • • • • • 

10. Ibid., p. 85. 
11. Anthony Flew and Alasdair Macintyre, (ad.), New-Essays in 

Philosophical Theology, (London:SCM Press, 1955), p. 101. 
12. Van Buren, The Secular Meaning of the Gospel, p. 87. 
13. Ibid., p. 99. 
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The Easter event is central to Van Buran's understanding 

of the secular meaning of the Gospel. Something actual~ happened 

in a particular historical context and what we need to determine 

is exactly what that wa.s. 'We shall be able to do so by the 

method of linguistic analysis. Van Buren says: 

For the particular language-game which we are playing, 
imprecisely identified as "seeking the secular meaning of 
the Gospel, 11 the heart of the method of linguistic analyses 
lies in the use of the verification principle - that the 
meaning of a word is its use in its context. The meaning 
of a statement is to be found in, and is identical with, 
the function of that statement. If a statement has a 
fUnction, so that it may in principle be verified or falsified 
the statement is meaningful, and unless or until a theological 
statement can be submitted in some way to verification~.it 
cannot be said to have a meaning in our language-game • .J.4 

Whatever therefore can be determined to be meaningful 

11 about Jesus as a figure in history and about the significance of 

what has been called 1 the Easter event 1 for the development of the 

Gospel in its various New Testament expressions and in the later 

language of theology1115 will help to clear the air for a secular 

meaning of the Gospel. Van Buren says: 

A careful, functional analysis of the language of the 
New Testament, the Fathers, and contemporary believers 
will reveal the secular meaning of the Gospel.16 

C. THEOLOGY 

-

Before looking at the historical figure Jesus and the Easter 

event, let us sea how Van Buren views theology in both its past and 

present forms. He discusses the conservative concern for Christology 

• • • • • • 

14. Ibid., pp. 104,105. 
15. Ibid., p. 19. 
16. Ibid. 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

-62-

and the 11 li beral" concern 'With a con temporary way of thinking. 

The conservative concern for ChristolQbr,r has its roots in 

the past. The formula of Chalcedon stands as a high point in the 

Church's concern to maintain an 11 orthodox11 view of Christ. Its problem 

was that it did not do justice to the manhood of Jesus of Nazareth. 

But taken in its context it was an adequate interpretation of the 

Gospel for ancient man who considered the world in mythological 

terminology. Today it is inadequate. The empiricism and this-worldliness 

of modern man demand a new interpretation. But Van Buren insists that 

his secular interpretation is faithful to 11 the 'logic' and the 'intention' 

of both the biblical gospel and the formative theology of the patristic 

period. ul7 

Van Buren also considers a modern conservative Biblical theology 

of ncall11 and 11 response. 11 In a somewhat reluctant manner, however, he 

also discards this contemporary interpretation as still being too 

mythological. He says: 

This interpretation of Jesus and the Gospel ••• is being 
developed in many quarters by men influenced by biblical -
theology, and it is intended to be faithful to the 
concerns evident in the Christology of the Fathers •••• 
At the center stands the person of Jesus of Nazareth. 
But although such an interpretation may be called 
11 orthodox, n it is still, from the point of view of 
the theological 11 left, 11 sadly mythological in form, if 
not in content.l8 

The theological 11 left 11 is then considered by Van Buren. 

The concern of the 11 left11 is 'With a contemporary way of thinking. 

Two men are chosen by Van Buren to represent this concern - one 

• • • • • • 

17. Gilkey, op. cit., p. 239. 
18. Van Buren, The Secular Meaning of the Gospel, pp. 54,55. 
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is Rudolf Bultmann and the other is his potent adapter Schubert 

Ogden. Gilkey sums up in a very concise fashion Van Buren's 

criticism of their existentialist interpretation of the Gospel. 

(1) Both continue to make significant use of the word 
"god, u whereas discourse about God is now seen according 
to the empirical principle (the modified verification 
criterion) to be meaningless, whether in Bultmann~s 
ttanalogicaln or in Ogden's process - philosophical modes. 
(2) While the gospel language does speak a bout man and 
his needs, nevertheless it also speaks about God and his 
acts; hence it is false to claim an equivalence between 
the language of the gospel which speaks of God and the 
language of existential anthropology that talks only of 
man. (3) While the gospel language does speak of the 
believer's decision as important, nevertheless as a 
form of discourse it also informs us of concrete events 
in actual history as the basis of these decicions; hence 
it is false to claim an equivalence between a New Testament 
discourse about historical events and an existentialist 
discourse about human decisions.l9 

Modern theology must be a theology without a doctrine 

of God even if the name God is substi tutad by soma such phrase as 

the "grou.?J.d and and of all things." .And the historical events 

involving Jesus of Nazareth dare not be displaced by an analysis of 

existence. Hence, all forms of God-language must go, but Jesus of 

Nazareth must stay. Van Buren says: 

••• if the choice is between "God;" however subtly hidden 
in oblique language, and the man Jesus of Nazareth, the 
empirically-minded, secular 11 believar" can only choose 
the latter, for he does not know what to do with Theology. 
Analogical as well as literal language about God makes no 
sense to him. He may or may not find existentialism's 
analysis of existence enlightening, but if he wishes to 
understand the Gospel, he cannot responsibly circumvent Jesus 
and the peculiar way in which his history is presented by the 
documents of the New Testament. Because the situation of 
"modern man11 is in us and not outside of us, our analysis of 
the theological 11 laftn as wall as 6£:tha ttright" leads us to 

• • • • • • 

19. Gilkey, op. cit., p. 239. 
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reconsider the language of the New Testament concerning Jesus 
of Nazareth.20 

D. JESUS OF NAZARETH 

This leads us to Van Buren's central emphasis. Up to this 

point it is apparent that his approach is a very radical one. Gene 

Reeves sums it up by saying: 

Van Buren's ••• radical approach to Christian theology 
includes, on the one hand, a frank agnosticism based 
upon an extensive use of contemporary analytic philosophy, 
and, on the other hand, a Christocentric interpretation 
of Christian faith.21 

Van Buren's interpretation of the Gospel is Christocentric. 

This is so because in this case something "meaningful" can be said to 

today's empirically-minded man. Jesus was not a ~thological figure -

he was a part of human history. 

Whatever else ve might say about Jesus of Nazareth, 
he has a place in the realm of human action in the 
past.22 

The one dominant characteristic that stands out in the life 

of Jesus is that he vas a 11 remarkabJ;w free man. 11 This freedom was 

two-fold. He was free from all forma of anxieties and needs and at 

the same time free for his neighbor. Van Buren goes so far as to 

sum up all the characteristics of Jesus around the one concept of 

freedom. He adds: 

Others have used other terms, like 11 faith. u We prefer 
the word 11 freedom11 to the word nfaith11 in part because 
it does not lead us so easily onto the slippery ground 

. . . . . . 
20. Van Buren, The Secular Meaning of the Gospel, p. 79. 
21. Gene Reeves, 11A Look at Contemporary American Theology," 

Religion in Life, 34, No. 4, (Autumn 1965), p. 520. 
22. Van Buren, The Secular Y~aning of the Gospel, p. 111. 
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of the nonempirical.23 

The question we may now ask is: How did Jesus elicit faith 

in his disciples? Van Buren insists that He did not do so as a 

historical figure. He says: 

••• there were no Christians before Easter.... The man 
Jesus, however free he may have been, did not produce 
in his disciples enough freedom to survive the events of 
the Passion Narrative. They turned and ran; they lost hope; 
they were discouragad.24 

The historical Jesus therefore failed to elicit faith, but 

at the same time the historical Jesus is indispensable for faith. 

For the basis of faith is Easter. Something happened then that 

changed the disciples. They became free men. 

We might say that, on Easter, the freedom of Jesus 
began to be contagious.25 

Easter was therefore a discernment situation for the 

disciples. From this they derived a whole new perspective on life. 

Van Buren sums up this idea by saying: 

23. 
24. 
25. 
26. 

They experienced a discernment situation in which Jesus 
the free man whom they had known, themselves, and indeed 
the whole world, were sean in a quite new way. From that 
moment, the disciples began to possess something of the 
freedom of Jesus. His freedom began to be ncontagious." 
For the disciples, therefore, the story of Jesus could not 
be told simply as the story of a free man who had died. 
Because of the new way in which the disciples saw him and 
because of what had happened to them, the story had to 
include the event of Easter. In telling the story of Jesus 
of Nazareth, therefore, they told it as the story of the 
free man who had set them free. This was the story which 
they proclaimed as the Gospel for all man.26 

• • • • • • 

Ibid., P• 123. 
Ibid., P• 125. 
Ibid., p. 133. 
Ibid., p. 134. 
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E. SECULAR MEANINGS 

In today's world the man who hears the Gospel proclaimed 

may experience the same kind of discernment that the disciples did 

after Easter. This would mean that he would 11 'see' Jesus in a new 

way and acquire a new perspective upon himself and the whole of 

life. 11 27 This new perspective is to be understood as a 11blik11 by 

which the believer is 11 grasped11 and 0 held. 11 Van Buren says: 

The man who says, 11Jesus ;i.r$ Lord, 11 is saying that the 
history of Jesus and of what happened on Easter has 
exercised a liberating effect upon him, and that he has 
been so grasped by it that it has become the historical 
norm of his perspective upon life. His confession is a 
notification of this perspective and a recommendation to 
his listener to see Jesus, the world, and himself in this 
same way and to act accordingly.28 

Grasped by this "blik11 the believer is one then who is free 

to give himself in service for the world. .And other men will be 

liberated by the contagion of this freedom and perspective. This is 

what has been happening for centuries. It happens today. Van Buren says: 

••• in the context of hearing this apostolic proclamation, 
men have been liberated. Their response, which the New 
Testament calls 11 faith, 11 consists in acknowledging that 
this has happened by accepting the liberator, Jesus of 
Nazareth, as the man who defines for them what it means 
to be a man and as the point of orientation for their 
lives. They are 11 in Christ,u which is to say that their 
understanding of themselves and their lives and all things 
is determined by their understanding of Jesus. They are a 
11 new creation" in that this orientation to the whole world 
is new for them.29 

Van Buren goes on to offer further 11 empirical11 meanings for 

Christianity and Christian doctrine. As -already implied, such meanings 

are therefore 11 secular11 meanings and are 11meaningful11 to modern man. 

• • • • • • 

27. Ibid., p. 1J7. 
28. Ibid., p. 141. 
29. Ibid., p. 1J8. 
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The word "God" is now definitely meaningless. 

Whatever can be known concerning 11God" has been answered 
by the knowledge of Jesus made available in the event 
of Easter. Whatever "Godu means - as the goal of human 
existence, as the truth about man and the world, or as 
the key to the meaning of life - 11he 11 is to be found in 
Jesus, the "way, the truth, and the life. 11 30 

All of Van Buren's interpretations center around what we 

have discussed already - Jesus of Nazareth, Easter, contagious 

freedom, and the ublik." E:npiricism is essential. An example is 

Van Buren's understanding of the divinity or Lordship of Christ. 

To assert that Jesus is Lord is no longer to place oneself at the 

center of one's picture of the universe, but to be to some extent 

free of one's neighbor~ 

In effect Van Buren has reduced the Christian faith to its 

historical and ethical dimensions. He feels that such a reduction is 

essential for the secular man of today. The Gospel must be made 

"meaningful" to man in his own historical context. Such meaning can 

be derived by use of the modified verification principle. Meaningless 

theological statements when taken as straightforward empirical 

assertions of the world are thereby given use and meaning as the 

expressions of a historical perspective with far-reaching empirical 

consequences in a man's life. 31 Van Buren says, 

If this is a reduction in the content of theology, 
it is the sort of reduction which has been made by 
modern culture in many fields. Astrology has been 
11reduced 11 to astronomy •••• Alchemy was ''reduced" to 
chemistry by the rigorous application of an empirical 
method •••• In almost every field of human learning, 
the metaphysical and cosmological aspect has disappeared 

• • • • • • 

30. Ibid., p. 147. 
31. Ibid., P• 199· 
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and the subject matter has been nlimited" to the 
human, the historical, and the empirical. Theology 
cannot escape this tendency if it is to be a serious 
mode of contemporary thought •••• 32 

The question we must now raise is: Did Van Buren do justice 

to Bonhoeffer's question? He himself says: 

••• Bonhoeffer hoped that a "non-religious interpretation 
of biblical concepts" would both overcome the weakness 
of liberal theology and at the same time do justice to 
its legitimate question. Our method is one which never 
occurred to Bonhoeffer, but our interpretation may 
nonetheless serve to justify his hope.33 

F. COMPARISON WITH BONHOEFF'ER 

Van Buren sought to answer Bonhoeffer 1s question by the use 

of a method far removed from Bonhoeffer's thought. His choice of this 

method "stems from his equation of *seculart with tempirieal 1 and of 

empirical with the verifiability theory of meaning in analytic 

philosophy.u34 Because of this commitment Van Buren en.ds up rejecting 

the word "God" in favor of a "blik. 11 In thls he certainly can be said 

to have moved beyond Bonhoeffer. 

Bonhoeff'er believed in God. God is the beyond in the midst 

of life. It is true that the world can no longer use Him as a working 

hypothesis, but that does not imply that what we say about Him is 

"meaningless.'' Man has matured and he must learn to cope with all 

questions of importance without recourse to ~~~ but by that Bonhoeffer 

does not deny God. The God who is with us forsakes us because He loves 

us. He allows Himself to be edged out of the world and onto the cross. 

• • • • •• 

32. Ibid., P• 198. 
33. Ibid., P• 171. 
34. Larry Shiner, "Toward a Theology of Secularization," The Journal 

of Religion, 45, No. 4, (October, 1965), p. 290. 
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He suffers at the hands of godless men and thereby He is with us and 

helps us. Theology is important to Bonhoeffer; it is irrelevant to 

Van Buren. 

Man is challenged to participate with God by plunging himself 

into the world and suffering at the hands of godless men. This is 

faith for Bonhoeffer. This is the way in which a Christian is to live 

in a secular age. For Van Buren the 11blik" is all important. In a 

discernment situation a man is 11 grasped11 and thereby given freedom 

and a new perspective by which to view the world. He then is free to 

give himself to the world in service. 

Van Buren's idea of Christian life in a secular age does not 

do justice to Bonhoeffer 1s idea. In the first place, what is it that 

11 graspslf us? He speaks of "contagious freedom.n But is contagion 

appropriate? What sort of a word is it? It sounds as though some 

power 11beyond11 man is affecting him. And why should anyone in his 

right mind choose the way of the Cross simply because he had been 

struck by freedom? If the historical is all important why should one 

want to be crucified? .As a free man Jesus could certainly have found 

other ways to be of service to man. "Contagious freedomn lacks any 

sense of the imperative. It sounds as though one is to sit around 

and wait until he gets hit with a 11 bHk. 11 It lacks depth. For 

Bonhoeffer the call of Christ is an imperative. Man is not granted 

"freedom" and "perspective" in order to be of value and service to 

other men. Rather he is called to step out in concrete obedience. 

He is called to break with a secure past and plunge himself into 
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absolute insecurity - the absolute insecurity of suffedng with God 

at the hands of godless men; the absolute insecurity of the cross. 

It is here that man gains freedom. Freedom comes because a man 

follows. Freedom is not granted in order that a man may follow. 

It would seem as though Bonhoeffer t s secular man is :much 

mora mature than Van Burents. Van Buren's secular man is still 

dependent on being *1grasped11 by 8 11 blik. 11 This certainly hints at 

something beyond man. Bonhoeffer's secular man can rely on no 

such crutch. Ha is considered mature enough to get on without God. 

Van Buren offers man 8 world without God, where his 

highest possibility is to catch the "contagious freedomtt of Ghrist. 

Bonhoeffer offers man a world with God. But a God who considers 

man mature enough to live without Him because He loves him. The 

two are not the same. Givan a choice I would choose the latter. 

I do not feel that Van Buren does justice to Bonhoaffer's 

non-religious question. His approach is certainly radical and 

noteworthy, but he fails to adequately answer Bonhoeffer. Further 

study of his method may eventually lead to a more adequate answer. 

That would be our wish. 

G. SUMMARY 

Van Buren sets out in his book The Secular Meaning of the 

Gospel to answer Bonhoeffer 1s disturbing non-religious question. 

He does so by the method of "linguistic analysis~ 11 By this method 
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language is clarified by examining the way words are used. Statements 

that cannot meet the requirements of the verification principle of 

linguistic analysis are declared "meaningless." By this method the 

word "God" must go. 

Van Buren criticizes conservatives for their failure to face 

modern ways of thinking and liberals for their failure to retain 

Christianity. 

He suggests that the one "meaningful" way to speak of Jesus 

is that he was a "remarkably free man." .And the faith exercised by 

the disciples was made possible by the Easter event. At this time 

Jesus'freedom became contagious. The faith then expressed by the 

disciples was a "blik11 - a statement that is not subject to empirical 

proof but has its own validity as an individual's interpretation of 

existence. This "bUk" enabled the disciples to see the whole world 

in a new perspective - the perspective of the historical Jesus and 

the Easter event. The disciples were then free to serve others. 

The contagion of Easter continues to set men free and to give them a 

Christian perspective of all of life. 

Van Buran, however, does not adequately answer Bonhoeffer 1s 

question. He does not offer to man the maturity that Bonhoeffer does 

but rather the possibility of being "grasped11 by the Christian 11 blik. 11 

Tbe fact remains, however, "that Van Buren has written a courageous, 

naughty, important and dl ~turbing book •••• n.35 

• • • • • • 

.35. William Hamilton, op. cit., p. 1208. 
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CHAF'TER V 

HARVEY COX AND TH& SECULAR CITY 

A. INTRODUCTION 

Another man who has made a serious attempt at giving an 

answer to Bonhoeffer 1s question is Harvey Cox. He says: 

We must learn, as Bonhoeffer said, to speak of God 
in a secular fashion and find a nonreligious 
interpretation of biblical concepts. It will do 
no good to cling to our religious and metaphysical 
versions of Christianity in the hope that one day 
religion or metaphysics will once again be back. 
They are disappearing forever and that means we can 
now let go and immerse ourselves in the new world 
of the secular city.l 

Presently, Cox is an Associate Professor of Theology and Society 

in the Divinity School at Harvard University. His very provo~ative 

book The Secular City is causing a considerable stir among 11 scholars 

as well as journalists, theologians as well as social scientists, 

Catholics and Jews as well as Protestants. 112 Interestingly enough, 

the book was commissioned and was intended as a study book for use 

during 1965 by the National Student Christian Federation. The 

stir therefore must have coma as an unexpected surprise to the 

author. 

Cox cannot be classified among the nGod is deadn 

theologians, He clearly states, 

••• I happen to believe that God is alive and kicking.3 

Cox does not focus his attention upon the question of God's being 

1. 
2. 

3. 

• • • • • • 

Harvey Cox, The Secular City, (New York:Macmillan, 1965), P• 4. 
Paul Lehmann, A Review of The Secular City by Harvey Cox, 
Religious Education, 61, No. 2, (March-April 1966), p. 140. 
"Religious Education in the Secular City, 11 A Symposium, 
Religious Education, 61, No. a, (March-April 1966), p. 110. 

-73-
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alive or dead, but rather upon the "secular epiphanies 11 of modern 

society. From this stance he then seeks to 11 speak of God in a 

secular fashion." He writes: 

We need to focus the vision of the biblical tradition 
not on the sycophantic 11 He 1s dead- he isn't" stalemate 
but on those secular epiphanies vhere the new man and 
the new society are bursting forth in the thick of 
today's sexual, literary, racial and economic trans
formations. We need a ••• theology that is political 
in this grandly inclusive sense, i.e., focusing on 
the Eolis, the millen where man becomes man.4 

In his book The Secular Citz, Cox provides us with such 

a focus. Of the book, Tyson says: 

.A continental theological nurture, comprehensive in 
reference, informs the writing. The reader may suppose 
vith confidence that a rich contact has been made between 
the author and the varieties of modern experience.5 

Greely calls it 

••• an Americanized version of Bishop Robinson's marriage 
of Bonhoeffer and Tillich.6 

The question which we will seek to answer is: Does Cox 

adequately answer Bonhoeffer 1s question? The chapter will be 

divided into four main sections. They are: Secularization; The 

Secular City; God and the Secular Man; Comparison with Bonhoaffer. 

Following these four sections will be a summary. 

B. SECULARIZATION 

Cox uses two terms to describe the ethos of our modern era. 

They are secularization and urbanization. By secularization Cox means 

• • • • • • 

4. Harvey Cox, 11 The Place and Purpose of Theology, 11 Jille (;;lild,stia,.u 
Century, 83, No. 1, (January 5, 1966), p. 8. 

5. Ruel Tyson, "Urban Renewal in the Holy City, n A review of 
The Secular Citz by Harvey Cox, Anglican Theological Review, 
48, No. 1, (January, 1966), P• 80. 

6. "The Secular City,n .An exchange of views between Andrew Greely, 
Michael Novak, Harvey Cox and Daniel Callahan, Commonweal, 83, 
No. 6, (November 12, 1965), p. 181. 
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the following: 

••• it is the deliverance of man n first from religious 
and then from metaphysical control over his reason 
and his language. 11 It is the loosing of the world 
from religious ••• understanding of itself, the 
dispelling of all closed world-views, the breaking 
of all supernatural myths and sacrad symbols. It 
represants ••• tha discovery by man that he has been 
left with the world on his hands.... Secularization 
is man turning his attention away from worlds beyond 
and toward this world and this time.... It is what 
Bonhoeffer in 1944 called "man •s coming of age. 11 7 

By urbanization, Cox means to describe the context in which 

secularization is occurring. It describes the shape of our modern 

secular society. Cox says: 

Urbanization means a structure of common life in 
which diversity and the disintegration of tradition 
are paramount. It means a type of impersonality in 
which functional relationships multiply. It means 
that a degree of tolerance and anonymity replace 
traditional moral sanctions and long-term acquaintance
ships. The urban center is the place of human control, 
of rational planning, of bureaucratic organization -
and the urban canter is not just in washington, London, 
New York, and Peking. It is everywhere. The technological 
metropolis provides the indispensable social setting for 
a world of 11 no r~ligion at all, 11 for what we have called 
a secular style. 

Cox also describes what he means by our secular epoch. 

We live in the day of the technopolis. Cox has chosen the term 

technopolis to represent a radically new species of human 

community. Preceding epochs are designated according to their 

characteristic social forms as the tribe and the ~· All three 

forms are to some degree in existence today. They c~~not be said 

• • • • • • 

7. Cox, The Secular City, p. 2. 
8. Ibid., pp. 4,5. 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

-76-

to be merely successive or mutually exclusive, 11 but technopolitan 

culture is the wave of the future.n9 It is within this culture 

that secularization and urbanization are placed as demands upon 

modern man. Man is forced to ncome of age; 11 man is forced to be 

mature. 

Within the culture of the so-called Christian West, 

secularization first arose. This ~not at all surprising to Cox 

for he sees secularization as 11 the lagi timate consequence of the 

impact of biblical faith on history.nlO This emphasis is extremely 

significant for today's Christian man. Lehmann writes: 

The thrust of the book is the claim that there is a 
positive relation between biblical and Christian faith 
and the world of technology and urbanization. The 
importance of this thrust is that the next generation in 
the United States is being asked to note that the Christian 
stance in culture and society is neither obscurantist nor 
rejectionist but world affirming in the biblical sense 
that God, having gone to the trouble to create and to 
redeem the world, has not only~ rejected it, but is 
bringing his purposes for the world to fulfillment.ll 

Cox describes secularization as a historical process that 

has its source in the Bible. In doing so he makes a clear 

distinction between secularization and secularism. Secularism is 

not a historical process but an ideology that functions as a new 

religion. He says: 

Secularization implies a historical process almost 
certainly irreversible, in which society and culture 
are delivered from the tutelage to religious control 
and closed metaphysical world-views. We have argued 

• • • • • • 

9. Ibid., p. 6. 
10. Ibid., p. 17. 
11. Lehmann, op. cit., p. 140. 
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that it is basically a liberating development. Secularism 
on the other hand, is the name for an ideology, a new 
closed world-view which functions very much like a new 
religion.l2 

Three elements in the biblical faith have each given 

rise to one aspect of secularization: First, the disenchantment 

of nature which begins with the Creation. Second, the desacralization 

of politics which begins with the Exodus. Third, the deconsecration 

of values which begins with the Sinai Covenant. 13 

By the disenchantment of nature Cox means the driving out 

of all forms of magic from our world. He says: 

The Genesis account of Creation is really a form of 
11 atheistic propaganda. 11 It is designed to teach the 
Hebrews that the magical vision, by which nature is 
seen as a semidivine force, has no basis in fact. 
Yahweh, the Creator, whose being is centered outside 
the natural process, who calls it into existence and 
names its parts, allows man to perceive nature itself 
in a matter-of-fact way.l4 

This freeing of nature from magical and religious overtones provides 

an absolute precondition for the development of natural science. 

Man can now face the natural world unafraid. 15 

By the desacralization of politics Cox means that 11 no one 

rules by divine right in secular society. In presecular society, 

everyone does.nl6 The social change that took place at the Exodus 

was a massive act of 11 civil disobedience. 11 Cox says: 

• • . . . . ' 
12. Cox, The Secular Cit;l, pp. 20,21. 
13. Ibid., p. 17. 
14. Ibid., p. 23. 
15. Ibid., p. 24. 
16. Ibid.' p. 25. 
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It was an act of insurrection against a duly 
constituted monarch, a pharaoh whose relationship 
to the sun-god Re constituted his claim to political 
sovereignty.l7 

This act provided a symbol of the setting free of mankind from 

sacral-political history into history and social change. 

By the deconsecration of values Cox means that no longer 

can any values be given ultimate or final significance. Rather, 

they must be relativized. This realization is rooted in part in 

the biblical opposition to idolatry. Cox says: 

Beginning with the prohibition against ttgraven images11 

which is part of the Sinai Covenant, the Old Testament 
is characterized by an uncompromising refusal to allow 
any replication of the deity •••• Since, for the ancients, 
gods and value systems were the same thing, this inter
diction has real import •••• It means that the Jews were 
forbidden to worship (that is, to take with any real moral 
seriousness) anything which could be fashioned by man 
himself.l8 

Relativization is of course dangerous, in that it tends towards 

anarchy and nihilism, but it is necessary as a stage in the process 

of mans ma tura ti on. Cox says : 

••• value systems, like states and civilizations, come 
and go. They are conditioned by their history and 
claim no finality •••• Secularization places the 
responsibility for the forging of human values, like 
the fashioning of political systems, in man 1s own 
hands. And this demands a maturity neither the 
nihilist, nor the anarchist wishes to assume.l9 

Secularization is therefore seen as a historical process 

which began with God 1 s activity at Creation, Exodus and Sinai. The 

demand upon today 1s man is for maturity. This is the task of the 

Church- to call men to maturity. 

• • • • • • 

17. Ibid., p. 26. 
18. Ibid., p. 32. 
19. Ibid., p. 49. 
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C. THE SECUlAR CITY 

Before moving on to Cox's secular understanding of God 

a brief description of his secular city is warranted. The coming 

of the secular city is cause for celebration and not for concern. 

1. Its Shape 

The social shape of the secular city consists of two 

characteristic components: anonymity and mobility. Anonymity 

liberates man from the Law. Cox says, 

For many people it is a glorious liberation, a 
deliverance from the saddling traditions and 
burdensome expectations of town life and an 
entry into the exciting new possibilities of 
choice which pervade the secular metropolis.20 

11 Mobili ty is closely linked to social change; so guardians 

of the status quo have always opposed mobility.u21 But mobility 

is characteristic of Yahweh on the move with his people and of 

Jesus who by His Ascension refused to be localized or spatially 

restricted. 

2. Its Style 

Two terms describe the style of the secular city. They 

are: pragmatism and profanity. By style Cox 11:nefers to the way a 

society projects its own self-image, how it organizes the values 

and meanings by which it lives.n22 

Pragmatism ~eans that the secular man asks the question 

11Will it work?11 He is no longer interested in :mysteries. He is 

concerned with the practical solutions of concrete problems. 

• • • • • • 

20. Ibid., p. 49. 
21. Ibid., p. 52. 
22. Ibid., p. 60. 
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Profanity describes the "disappearance of any supramundane 

reality defining his life.n23 The secular man is definitely this-

worldly. That means that he is therefore of necessity non-religious. 

3. The Church in the Secular City 

We live in an age of accelerating change and therefore the 

Church needs a revision of its static theology. Cox suggests that 

the Church develop a "theology of politics, and in particular a 

theology of revolutionary social change. 11 24 He says: 

We must be ready to react to new realities in history 
by discarding even our most cherished ideas and 
accepting new ones, later to be sacrificed again •••• 
\-Je are always becoming mature and responsible stewards. 
Permanent revolution requires permanent conversion.25 

Within this revolutionary age the Church is called to 

act as God's avant-garde. Its task is three-fold. It includes 

~erygma or proclamation, diak~~ia or servanthood for the sake of 

bringing healing and reconciliation to the world, and koin!nia or 

demonstration of the character of the new society. 

Finally, Cox describes the Church as 11 cultural exorcist. 11 

Men are being called to adulthood and they must therefore be set free 

from infantile images of the past. "Exorcism is that process by 

which the stubborn deposits of town and tribal pasts are scraped 

from the social consciousness of man and he is freed to face his 

world matter-of-factly.u26 

The Church is therefore very much needed in the secular 

city. The Christian whose life is shaped by biblical faith should 

in fact be the most adequately prepared person to participate in this 

. . . . . . 
23. Ibid. 
24. Ibid., p. 107. 
25. Ibid., p. 122. 
26. Ibid., p. 154. 
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naY age. Tyson says: 

The singular merit of this book is that it presents 
strong support for those Yhose orientation is shaped 
by biblical faith. Within the economy of Cox's 
theological perspective participation in the urban 
Yorld is legitimate for Christian folk.27 

D. GOD AND THE SECULAR MAN 

Cox concludes his book by turning his attention to 

Bonhoeffer's tormenting question. nwe are proceeding toward a 

time, 11 he yrote, "of no religion at all •••• HoY do Ye speak of 

God Yithout religion ••• 7 HoY do Ye speak in a secular fashion 

of God?11 28 

Cox suggests that Bonhoeffer 1s question is tormenting 

because of tYo incontrovertible facts. The first is that biblical 

faith requires that Ye speak of God and the second is that the 

Yord 11God11 is meaningless to modern secular man. 

Bonhoeffer supplies a clue for Yhere to start in overcoming 

this impasse. Cox quotes from his co:mmentary on the Second Co:mmandment: 

"God" is not for us a co:mmon concept by Yhich we 
designate that Yhich is the highest, holiest and 
mightiest thinkable, but nGod11 is a name. It is 
something entirely different Yhen the heathen say 
''God" as when we, to Yhom God himself has spoken 
say 11God11 ••• "God11 is a name. • • • The word means 
absolutely nothing, the name 11 God11 is everything.29 

The Bible does not present to the reader a concept of God. 

Rather, the Bible simply names God. That is, He is pointed to, 

confessed and located in terms of our history. That means that 

• • • • • • 

27. Tyson, op. cit., p. 88. 
28. Cox, The Secular City, p. 241. 
29. Ibid., pp. 241,242. 
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the act of naming is more than a theological or linguistic problem. 

Cox suggests that it involves three things. To speak in a secular 

fashion of God involves a sociological Eroblem, a EOlitical issue and 

a ~heological guestiQg. 

1. Speaking of God as a Sociological Problem 

All words, including f'God11 arise from a particular sociocultural 

setting. They are not handed down to man from heaven. Therefore to 

speak of God in a secular fashion will be in part a sociological problem. 

Words continually change their meanings. Historical change produces 

such equivocation. But equivocation is also a product of social 

differentiation. The same vord may mean different things in different 

settings. 

For centuries the vord 11Godu has been used to translate 

different terms, including the theos of Greek philosophy, the ~ 

of Western metaphysics, and the Yahweh of the Hebrew Bible. 

Historical change and social differentiation have nov made the term 

the most equivocal of all. 

Cox calls secular man to drop all ideas of God and turn to 

11 the One vho discloses Himself through the biblical 'Witness .n30 This 

is extremely difficult because tribal usage of the term, where man 

experienced God as one of the gods, and~ usage of the term, vhere 

man perceived God as a part of one unified structure including both 

God and man, still linger on. Cox says: 

••• if urban-secular man is to meet Him, the God of 
the Bible must be carefully distinguished from the 
cultural avenues of perception through which 
presecular man met Him.31 

30. Ibid., p. 245. 
31 Ibid. 

• • • • • • 
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But how can this be done? Cox suggests that the social context 

in which 11 speaking of God11 occurs must be altered and the playing 

out of cultural roles which trivialize whatever the speaker says 

must be refused.32 

2. Speaking of God as a Political Issue 

The Bible deals with historical meaning and act. It 

is not concerned with metaphysics. But the word historical makes 

most people think of the past; consequently Cox chooses another 

term- politics. He defines it in the following manner: 

Politics ••• arises from conflict and social differentiation. 
It describes the way those societies which have lost a 
totally unified world-view understand themselves. In our 
time it has begun to mean ••• all those activities which go 
into making the polis what it is.33 

Speaking of God as a political issue will then involve 

reflecting upon contemporary events to discern God's activity and 

joining Him in that activity. Speaking of God is therefore 

extremely concrete, clear, active and productive. Cox says: 

Speaking of God in a secular fashion is ••• a political 
issue. It entails our discerning where God is working 
and then joining His work. Standing in a picket line 
is a way of speaking. By doing it a Christian speaks 
of God. He helps alter the word ttGod11 by changing the 
society in which it has been tri vialized, by moving 
away from the context where 11 god-talk11 usually occurs, 
and by shedding the stereotyped roles in which God's name 
is usually intoned.34 

• • • • • • 

32. Ibid., p. 248. 
33. Ibid., P• 249. 
34. Ibid., P• 257. 
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3. Speaking of God as a Theological Question 

The question of Bonhoeffer 1s must still be considered 

as a theological one. Cox chooses the biblical doctrine of God's 

hiddenness or deus absconditus as central to the biblical faith. 

Man cannot coerce or manipulate God. God discloses himself as he 

pleases and as one who is both different from man and unconditionally 

for man. 

In Jesus God is also hidden. He does not fulfill man's 

religious expectations - rather He meets man as the unavailable 

11 other~" In Jesus God is teaching man that he must get along 

without Him - he must free himself from infantile dependencies and 

become mature.35 

Man, however, still experiences the transcendent, but 

in a radically different way from the past. God comes to us today 

as the wholly other in the events of social change. He comes to 

liberate man. Cox says: 

••• we meet God at those places in life where we come 
up against that which is not pliable and disposable, 
at those hard edges where we are both stopped and 
challenged to move ahead. God meets us as the trans
cendent, at those aspects of our experience which can 
never be transmitted into extensions of ourselves. He 
meets us in the wholly other.36 

But how shall we name God? A symbol drawn from some aspect 

of social life is needed. In technopolitan culture the symbol seems 

to be emerging in the work ~. Man's relationship to God is no 

longer ~rticipation in Him or confrontation but alongsideness. 

• • • • • • 

35. Ibid., P• 258. 
36. Ibid., p. 262. 
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Man is called to work together with God. Cox says: 

God wants man t~7ba interested not in Him but in 
his fellow man. 

What shall we name Him then? Cox dosen 1t know. He 

suggests, however, that it may be wise to stop talking about "God11 

for a while until the new name finally does emerge. It will emerge 

in events of the future. Cox concludes by saying: 

Rather than clinging stubbornly to antiquated appellations 
or ~xiously synthesizing new ones, perhaps, like Moses, 
we must simply take up the work of liberating the captives, 
confident that ~a will be granted a new name by events 
of the future) 

E. COMPARISON WITH BONHOEFFER 

Philip Phenix says: 

Cox ••• offers ••• only a kind of Comtian philosophy of 
culture spiced with some recent urban sociology and 
sanctified by reference to Bonhoeffer.39 

Such a suggestion would indicate that Cox may well have strayed from 

Bonhoeffar. We have chosen three issues as a basis for comparison. 

They are designated as: The Secular, The Demonic and The Transcendent. 

1. The Secular 

Secularization is eox 1s term to describe man 1s coming of 

age. He finds a basis for such secularization in the Creation, 

Exodus and Sinai accounts of biblical history. The terms he uses 

are the disenchantment of natura, the desacralization of politics, 

and the deconsecration of values. Here he differs from Bonhoeffer 

who definitely saw a this-worldly emphasis in the Old Testament, 

• • • • • • 

37. Ibid., p. 265. 
38. Ibid., p. 268. 
39. "Religious Education in the Secular City," op. cit., p. 88. 
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but who by no means used it as a proof text in this manner to support 

man's coming of age. Cox's usage of the Old Testament is debatable. 

Bonhoeffer, however, does agree that secularization has come as a 

consequence of biblical faith. But Cox's clever interpretations of 

the Creation, Exodus and Sinai accounts remain questionable. 

2. The Demonic 

Cox calls for a religionless Christianity by 11 ecstatically 

hailing contemporary social change as the occasion for a revitalized 

Christi ani ty.n40 Cox calls for a "celebration" to welcome modern 

secular culture with its anonymity, mobility, pragmatism and profanity. 

One can appreciate his optimistic appraisal of today 1s world but one 

cannot fail to be appallingly aware of his failure to deal adequately 

\d.th the demonic forces within such a culture. Cox hints at the 

distance between man today and man "come of age, 11 but suggests that 

the gap is a simple matter of immaturity. Man must be set free from 

the past - the past with its tribal or town consciousness containing 

elements of magic, mystery and metaphysics. Social change will effect 

such a salvation. But sin is more than immaturity. The dangerous and 

destructive elements inherent in technological power are terrifying. 

These must be dealt with and conquered. 

Bonhoeffer was mora realistic. He welcomed the world come 

of age, but he was always awa~e that God has been edged out of the 

world and nailed to a cross. The demonic has done and continues to 

do its destructive work. The paradox of it all is that the demonic 

is defeated through the cross which speaks of suffering, death and 

40. 

• • • • • • 

Daniel Callahant "The Secular City, 11 Connnonweal, 82, No. 21, 
(Sept. 17, 1965), p. 658. 
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resurrection. And God continues to suffer at the hands of today•s 

godless, secular man, but in doing so, He sets him free. Man is 

not set free by the changing of a social culture to rid him of all 

references to magic, mystery and metaphysics, although these things 

may certainly be involved. Man is set free when another loves him, 

suffers for him and dies for him. The demonic must be reckoned with 

and consequently death and resurrection will always be central to 

Christian living. 

3. The Transcendent 

Bonhoeffer suggested that God is no longer needed as a 

working hypothesis. Cox would agree. Bonhoeffer asked: How can 

we speak in a secular fashion of God? Cox answered the question 

and suggests that we must wait until a new name for God emerges out 

of the ''abrasive experiences of social change.u4l In discussing 

the naming of God as a sociological problem, political issue and 

theological question, Cox seems to describe God as culture. 

Bonhoeffer described him as the Crucified or 11 man existing for 

others. 11 

Cox describes the God to whom man must respond in worldly 

activity as hidden in the events of social change. V~ cannot 

control or manipulate Him. He can only discern Him as He chooses 

to disclose Himself. God meets us in unexpected moments of human 

experience. He meets us at the hard edges of life where we are both 

stopped and challenged to move ahead. 11God meets us as the transcendent, 

• • • • • • 

41. Cox, !~e Secular City, p. 267. 
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at those aspects of our experience which can never be transmuted 
42 

into extensions of ourselves. He meets us in the wholly other." 

Such language smacks of mystery and metaphysics. 

Bonhoeffer was not interested in boundary conditions. 

He affirmed that we should look for God in what we all ready know 

and not in what we don't know. He says: 

The transcendence consists not in tasks beyond our 
scope and power, but in the nearest thing to hand. 
God in human form ••• as ••• man existing for others, 
and hence the Crucified.4i 

God is not hidden in events of social change. He is 

revealed in the Crucified. Transcendence involves existing for others. 

Man is therefore called to participate with Him in existing for others 

and thereby suffering at the hands of godless men. The task we choose 

will be that which will be within our scope and power. Bonhoeffer and 

Cox definitely differ. 

Regarding Cox's emphasis on hiddenness, David Little writes: 

••• I am mystified by Cox's central theological affirmation 
that the "unity of our existence is utterly hidden •••• 11 

The unity of our existence, now revealed in Christ, demands 
the breaking of barriers and the interrelating of previously 
antagonistic authorities and groups. The unity or coherence 
of life is not completely clear, nor is it yet fulfilled. 
But neither is it any longer hidden.44 

I do not feel that Cox has adequately answered Bonhoeffer. 

God who is no longer needed as a working hypothesis is too deeply 

hidden in culture and urban social change where on occasion He 

emerges. God seems to be 11 alive and kicking 11 although one cannot 

be certain where he is doing so, but the devil is apparently dead. 

• • • • • • 

42. Ibid., p. 262. 
43. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Prisoner for God, edited by Eberhard 

Bethge, translated by Reginald H. Fuller, (New York:Macmillan,l959), 
p. 179. 

44. "Religious Education in the Secular City, 11 op. cit., p. 97. 
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F. SUMMARY 

Cox seeks to answer Bonhoeffer by focusing the vision of 

the biblical tradition "on those secular epiphanies where the new 

man and the new society are bursting in the thick of today's sexual, 

literary, racial and economic transformations." From this stance he 

suggests a political theology that focuses on the polis. 

Secularization or "man's coming of age" is described by Cox 

as a historical process having its source in the biblical faith. Its 

origin lies in the biblical accounts of Creation, Exodus and Sinai. 

The Secular City describes the context in which secularization 

is taking place. Here a man is called to celebrate the joys of 

anonymity, mobility, pragmatism and profanity. And the church is 

called to its three-fold task of kerygma, diakonia, and koinonia. 

But 11God 11 is meaningless to secular man and essential to 

biblical faith. How can we speak of Him now? Cox says that "God" 

is simply a name that emerges out of a particular socio-cultural setting 

through events of social change. Therefore we must await His emergence 

out of events within technopolitan culture. Meanwhile he remains 

hidden and discloses Himself on occasion as 11the wholly other" at those 

hard edges of life where we are stopped and challenged to forge forward. 

Cox has written a coonnendable book. But he doesn't do 

justice to Bonhoeffer. They agree that secularization arose as a 

consequence of biblical faith although Cox's exegesis is questionable. 

But Cox fails to do justice to the demonic in his glorious praise of 

the secular city. Sin is almost equated with immaturity and salvation 
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comas by shedding magical and metaphysical ideas of God through 

social change. Bonhoeffar comes to grips with the demonic at the 

cross of Christ. And society is changed through death and 

resurrection rather than through social change. 

The transcendent differs in Cox and Bonhoaffer. Cox's 

God remains hidden in life only to become transcendent when He 

pleases through events of social change. Bonhoeffar's God is 

revealed in the Crucified and is seen in human form as "man 

existing for others." Cox's God smacks of mystery. 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

This study leaves much to be desired but it provides 

a beginning for an understanding of the relationship that exists 

between contemporary American men such as Paul Van Buren and Harvey 

Cox and their German mentor Dietrich Bonhoeffer. An overall summary 

and general conclusion drawn from them will follow. 

A. Overall Summary 

Part one has been a consideration of Dietrich Bonhoeffer 1s 

raising of the question of the non-religious interpretation of Biblical 

concepts. The section is divided into three chapters. 

Chapter one has been limited to a study of Bonhoeffer's 

life with an emphasis on those factors that gave rise to the question. 

His life bas been looked at according to the pattern he described in 

11 Stations on the Way to Freedom." Self-discipline, action, suffering 

and death each added to his movement from pious to the pr~ctical, 

from the church to the world. The non-religious question naturally 

followed. 

Chapter two has been limited to the logic behind Bonhoeffer 1s 

raising of the question. It included theological influences upon his 

thought. Though he differed in some respects from Barth, Barth may 

be considered as having the greatest influence upon him. It also 

included an understanding of the basic theme underlying his thought. 

One can say that his theme was 11 a growing awareness of the total 

-91-
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meaning of Jesus Christ in terms of concrete life.n Finally, it 

included the development of that theme as it eventually gave rise 

to the non-religious question. 

Chapter three has been concerned with the actual raising 

of the question as it is expressed in his Letters and Papers from 

Prison. It began with his emphasis on this-worldliness. It 

considered his understanding of ttreligion" and the demand of the 

Gospel of Christ for a non-religious interpretation. Further, it 

considered the additional factor of Bonhoeffer 1s affirmation of 

world secularization or the ''world 1s coming of age11 as a 

complementary demand. Finally, it concluded by considering 

Bonhoeffer 1s fragmentary answers with their emphasis upon a 

"suffering God" and the Christian call to 11 participate in the 

sufferings of God at the hands of a godless world. 11 

Part two has been a consideration of the attempts of 

Paul Van Buren and Harvey Cox to answer Bonhoeffer 1s question. 

The section is divided into two chapters numbered four and five. 

Chapter four has been restricted to a review of Paul 

Van Buren's attempt to answer Bonhoeffer 1s question by the 

method of linguistic analysis. It presented an analysis of the 

method as understood and applied by Van Buren. It considered his 

theological discussion which concluded that the word ''God" must go -

but Jesus of Nazareth must stay. Something "meaningful" can be said 

about the historical figure Jesus, but nothing nmeaningful11 can be 

said about God. Jesus was remarkably free for his neighbor and at 
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Easter his freedom became ncontagious. 11 That contagion continues to grasp 

men today providing them with an orientation and a commitment to see the 

world in a certain way. Such an orientation is called a 11 blik, 11 which 

provides the basis for the Christian way of life. The chapter concluded 

with a comparison to Bonhoeffer. Van Buren fails to answer him adequately. 

He presents a world without God and a world in which it is hoped that man 

will be grasped by the Christian "blik. 11 Bonhoeffer presents a world with 

God who provides no such crutch but grants man the privilege and 

responsibility of living without Him. 

Chapter five has been confined to a c~~sideration of Harvey 

Cox 1s attempt to answer Bonhoeffer 1s question. His attention was focused 

upon the EOlis and upon those secular ~piphanies where the new humanity 

is bursting forth today. It considered his biblical basis for seculariza

tion. It also considered his 11 celebration11 of the secular city with its 

joys of anonymity, mobility, pragmatism and profanity and its need for 

the Church to proclaim by word, act and example the true secular man. 

Further, it considered his answer to Bonhoeffer 1s question: How can 

we speak in a secular fashion about God? In terms of sociology, politics 

and theology Cox declares that God is hidden and at present cannot be 

named lh~til events of social change declare that name to us. Meanwhile 

man is to discern the places in society where He is bursting forth in 

order to join Him in His activity. Finally the chapter concluded by 

comparing Cox to Bonhoeffer. The wri tar contends that Cox fails to 

answer Bonhoeffer. Three points of comparison were discussed. Cox 
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fails to deal adequately with the demonic elements of secular society 

and hence fails to come to grips with Bonhoeffer's emphasis upon the 

Crucified. Cox's God is hidden only to be revealed through events 

of social change. Bonhoeffer's God is revealed in the Crucified. 

B. Conclusion 

Among the great men of the 20th Century the name of 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer will long be remembered. His life and his 

thought which form a unity speak meaningfully to modern secular man. 

His aim was not to ensure a palatable but rather a powerful Gospel 

for such a man to give himself to. This necessitated his raising 

of the question of the non-religious interpretation of Biblical 

concepts. The Gospel itself demanded it; the ethos of modern society 

demanded it; Bonhoeffer could not escape it. Nor can we. 

Paul Van Buren and Harvey Cox realized the demand. But 

their attempts at answering the question are inadequate. Both 

attempts, however, provide a significant beginning for an answer 

to the question. Van Buren and Cox can by no means be brushed aside. 

Let us hope that as they continue to wrestle with the problem new 

truth will emerge. It may be that such truth will emerge from a new 

11 blik11 or from future events. 

Meanwhile, let us who claim the name of Christ continue to 

participate in God's sufferings at the hands of godless man. Faith 

dosen 1t ask for answers - faith acts - and answers arise out of action. 
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