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C h a p t e r  F i v e

As it happened, what Bonhoeffer so clearly said in “The Church 
and the Jewish Question” was not at all clear to most pastors in 

Germany. They balked at its conclusions, which seemed to them pre-
mature and radical. Even many of those whom Bonhoeffer knew to be 
his allies in this fight thought he was being unmeasured and hasty in 
pushing them to take a united and dramatic stand against the Nazis. 
Surely the Nazis might be reasoned with. Surely things would shape 
themselves in a more positive direction over time. It would never do for 
august pastors and ministers to seem unreasonable, or nakedly polit-
ical, or—God forbid—political enemies of the state.

This was tremendously frustrating for Bonhoeffer, because he 
knew that unless the German Church leaders clearly saw the urgency 
of what was happening and acted with even greater urgency, all would 
be lost. As long as they dithered and debated, the Nazis would retain 
the upper hand, and would win. Did these pastors not understand 
that things had changed dramatically and that they must respond 
dramatically? With each day that passed, the deeply unscrupulous 
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Nazis masterfully exploited the scrupulousness—or actually the 
overscrupulousness—of the timid pastors, and thereby consolidated 
more power. The clock was ticking, and Bonhoeffer saw that if the 
German Church was not decisive and heroic in that hour, it would 
soon lack even the ability to fight back. It would be taken away from 
them. Indeed, it was being taken away from them with every minute 
that passed. The window was closing on whatever chances they had.

Did they not understand that actually being a follower of Jesus 
entailed radical obedience? Did they not remember that Luther had 
faced death and that many who had followed him had faced 
death—and that many were put to death? Did they think their 
Lutheran Christian faith was somehow exempt from such things? 
What had become of their faith so that it was now so flabby and 
unable to stand against the enemies of God in their time?

As 1933 wore on, the main battle lines in the German Church 
itself were shown to lie between the devotedly pro-Nazi Deutsche 
Christen, who zealously wished to help Hitler form and oversee a 
national Reich Church on the one side, and those in what came to be 
called the Bekennende Kirche (the “Confessing Church”) on the other.

It is always the temptation of a powerful state to push the Church 
around, but in Germany this was not an issue until the Nazis seized 
control. As we have said, in previous years and most recently under the 
kaisers, the German Church was comfortably aligned with the German 
state. But suddenly the leader of the state was Adolf Hitler, who pri-
vately despised the Church and Christianity generally, though he cer-
tainly wouldn’t say so openly. He worked very cannily in giving the 
German Church the idea that he was with them, all the while working 
to co-opt and undermine them. Those in his inner circle knew precisely 
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what he thought of the Church and its despicable “Jewish” theology, 
and they knew he had inordinate ambitions to bring it to heel under his 
own leadership. But it had to be done carefully.

Bonhoeffer—along with such other figures as Martin Niemöller 
and Karl Barth—knew they must draw a line in the sand. If the Nazis 
succeeded in creating a “Reich Church” subservient to Hitler, the 
Church in Germany would effectively be dead. We should say that 
whenever a church is subservient to the state or to the reigning worldly 
culture—as the official church in communist China is today—it is no 
longer the Church of Jesus Christ. It is a counterfeit church that does 
not serve Jesus, but that serves the forces of power, which is to say it 
serves the devil.

Before the Nazis could murder the actual Christian Church, the 
aforementioned Christian leaders in 1934 drafted and published what 
has come to be called the Barmen Declaration. It essentially said that 
the German state must not and could not co-opt the Church, that the 
sanctity and separation of the Church from the state must be clear. 
All who signed this document were known as the Bekennende 
Kirche—or “Confessing Church”—and they declared it to be the true 
church in Germany, free from Nazi interference and submitted only 
to God.

But what is shocking to us today is that most pastors in Germany 
were not willing to sign it. Either they were not thinking clearly on 
the subject at hand, and as a result were not thinking biblically, or 
perhaps they were thinking clearly enough, but they simply did not 
have the courage to act on what they knew to be true. Perhaps 
they—like so many in the American Church today—thought it safer 
to sit on the sidelines and do nothing, to see which way the wind was 
blowing, so to speak.

It is worth noting that the great Charles Colson saw troubling signs 
here in America and, taking a page from the Barmen Declaration—along 
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with Princeton’s Robert P. George and Beeson Divinity School’s 
Timothy George—drafted what came to be called “The Manhattan 
Declaration” in 2009. It saw on the horizon what the American 
Church is now facing and wished to get Christians and Christian 
leaders to sign it, so that we might all—Catholic, Protestant, and 
Orthodox—be on the record as standing firmly for biblical princi-
ples with regard to the state.

For example, the state could not force medical professionals to 
perform abortions, or to do anything that might violate their religious 
liberty. The state could not force anyone to violate their biblical views 
regarding marriage between a man and a woman. And if the state did 
attempt to force Christians to violate their consciences, we were obli-
gated to be civilly disobedient. The document cited Martin Luther 
King Jr.’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail” to this end.

But just as with the Barmen Declaration, many high-profile 
pastors—many of whom were Colson’s friends—nonetheless demurred 
in signing it. Just as so many otherwise faithful pastors in Germany had 
done in the 1930s, they grasped at various theological straws to exempt 
themselves, and at many of precisely the same straws too.

When Colson the following year read my newly published biog-
raphy of Bonhoeffer, his feelings toward these pastors and friends at 
repeating these grave errors erupted in annotations in the book’s 
margins, where he even named some of them: “Begg, Piper, and 
MacArthur.”1 How could these dear brothers, of all people, be so 
theologically fussy that they did not see what was at stake?

We know that the unwillingness of so many in Germany to under-
stand what was happening and to act decisively was fatal. In 1935, a 

1 After Chuck’s death, his widow Patty gave me his copy of my book.
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year after the Barmen Declaration was drafted, there were roughly 
eighteen thousand Protestant pastors in Germany. We aren’t sure 
exactly how many of them actually signed the Barmen Declaration 
and identified themselves with the Confessing Church. It seems to 
have been nearly six thousand. But what we do know is that the Nazis 
were so aggressive in persecuting those who dared to stand against 
them that already by 1935, only about three thousand of the eighteen 
thousand pastors stood strongly on the side of the Confessing Church. 
It is sobering that only one-sixth of German pastors dared to stand 
on what we can now see as an extremely important principle. But the 
facts are what they are, and they stand as a grave warning to us today. 
Are we under the illusion that we are somehow different than they?

Roughly the same number—three thousand—were part of the 
Deutsche Kristen, who staunchly stood with Hitler against the Con-
fessing Church. But perhaps most interesting in this portrait of the 
Protestant Church in Germany of that time are the twelve thousand 
who weren’t willing to take a stand one way or the other. One pre-
sumes most of them agreed with the Confessing Church, but somehow 
they simply didn’t have the courage to take a bold stand along such 
lines. It seems they reckoned it the better part of valor to let the three 
thousand take all the heat. The twelve thousand preferred to remain 
“neutral,” as if this were possible.

But can we doubt that it is precisely because of the twelve thou-
sand who did not stand strongly with the Confessing Church that 
the three thousand who did had a much harder time? If another 
three thousand or six thousand Protestant pastors had stood with 
the Confessing Church during this time, the Nazis could never have 
been able to succeed, which is an extraordinary and heartbreaking 
thing to consider. But the church had great cultural power in Ger-
many. So when it balked and chose not to use its voice and its cul-
tural power, it doomed the entirety of the German Church, which 
in turn doomed the whole nation. The blood of the scores of millions 
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who died in the Second World War and the blood of the millions 
murdered in that abomination we call the Holocaust is on the hands 
of those twelve thousand. And when innocent blood cries out to 
God for justice, God, who is a Judge, judges. God certainly judged 
Germany and the German Church, most of whose leaders were sure 
He would not. Will God judge the American Church? Do we, like 
the Germans, think we are somehow exempt? Is there still time for 
us to repent, or is it already too late?

Before we continue, a word to those who do not believe we have 
time to repent, who believe that God must judge us because of what 
we already have done—and not done. Such beliefs are not biblical, 
and those who hold them are themselves enjoined to repent. To sulk 
like Jonah at what seems to be God’s forbearance with those we 
deem irredeemably wicked is only to become the enemies of God 
ourselves. Those who petulantly have decided that nothing we do 
now can avert judgment are themselves participating in bringing 
about that judgment by doing nothing. Their unwillingness to fight 
now will likely be the very thing that makes the crucial difference. 
It is ironic and tragic that they sit on the sidelines alongside those 
they blame for the situation.

The latter sit there doing nothing because they think all will be 
well—that God has evolved into a kinder, gentler soul than the primi-
tive deity who judged ancient Israel and dared to threaten the removal 
of the Ephesian church’s candlestick, and who may conceivably, as 
lately as the last century, have judged Germany. The former group sits 
on the sidelines and also does nothing, but as this second group sits, 
they lift their eyes to the heavens and rub their hands with glee at 
God’s imminent judgment, earnestly desiring to see the Almighty 
hurry up and do what they have decided He must do—even if He 
hasn’t yet done it, and even if their sitting on the sidelines is part of 
the reason for His having to do it eventually.
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We know what followed in Germany. Because the twelve thou-
sand pastors chose not to be “political” and shrank from taking a 
heroic stand, the Nazis were successfully able to marginalize—and 
then openly demonize—the three thousand who strongly stood with 
the Confessing Church. With the silence and compliance of the twelve 
thousand, they began arresting and otherwise persecuting those pas-
tors who had been willing to take a stand. In 1935 alone, the Nazis 
arrested seven hundred such pastors.

One wonders what the twelve thousand were thinking as they 
witnessed these things. Of course, some of them realized they had 
been wrong in hanging back, but perhaps now it was too late, and 
they would have to live with their regrets for the rest of their lives, as 
so many did. But others likely were affirmed in their inactions when 
they saw what the Nazis did to those who had so boldly opposed 
them. They felt that they had been wise to stay out of trouble, and 
perhaps thought that those hotheads being persecuted only deserved 
what they got.

But what is certain to us today, who can see what happened, is 
that almost no one dreamt how far things would go. No one seemed 
to see that by submitting to the tremendous cultural pressure to 
conform to the Nazi way of thinking in the beginning they were 
aiding and abetting it. Of course, things would not resolve them-
selves amicably, as they fondly and naïvely hoped, but would rage 
on like a swollen river that would o’erleap its banks and cause such 
destruction so far and wide as no one ever could have possibly 
imagined. Surely many of those twelve thousand—if they early on 
had gotten a glimpse of the future and seen the millions of emaciated 
corpses of innocent men, women, and children in the death 
camps—would have behaved differently.



Letter to the American Church48

Once again, we must put ourselves in their shoes, because the 
mistakes they made are precisely the mistakes many in the American 
Church are making today. The Germans didn’t think such evil things 
could happen, and of course we now know they were wrong. But let’s 
be honest: the tremendous evilness of evil is difficult to take in. Some-
times, however, God requires us to take it in—and to stand against 
it. But the German Christians of that time could not bring themselves 
to face it and always imagined things were not as bad as they were 
hearing from the likes of Bonhoeffer.

They could not believe that the Nazis were devotedly 
anti-Christian—and that they were essentially atheist and pagan tribal-
ists working to eventually obliterate the Christian Church. In mostly 
willful ignorance of these things, they blithely went along with the 
general mood of the time, feeling that was the safest course. Many 
churches hung Nazi banners and flags outside their churches, and even 
inside their sanctuaries. It was a small but significant departure from 
the idea of displaying the German flag, which any German Church 
happily would have done before this time. But healthy patriotism was 
no longer enough, so hanging the swastika—what was called the 
“Crooked Cross”—may be seen as the virtue-signaling of that time. It 
may also be plausibly compared to when well-meaning churches today 
display rainbow banners or BLM flags. Most of them “know not what 
they do” and are only trying to show solidarity with those they have 
deemed somehow disenfranchised. They only wish to show that they 
are not like those other rigid and narrow-minded churches, that they 
are inclusive, and generally mean no harm. They don’t seem to know 
that the forces behind those banners are only smiling at them in order 
to deceive them; as soon as they have the cultural and political power, 
they will show their dedicatedly atheist colors, and will show very 
clearly what they think of such quaint Christian virtues as mercy and 
humility and love of one’s enemies. This is too painful for many to 
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imagine, so they simply look away and denounce those who would 
point such things out. At present they are gaily riding on the back of a 
tiger, and all seems well enough.

Although many might be shocked to hear such comparisons, we 
must understand that our shock is only because we have the advan-
tage of knowing what eventually happened in Germany. We must 
be clear that in the beginning of these troubles—in 1933 and 1934 
especially—few Germans saw the swastika as anything but benign. 
They could not dream of what it would come to mean in the years 
ahead, that what seemed a hopeful symbol of the new Germany 
would one day strike fear into the hearts of millions, with downright 
satanic overtones. In these earliest years of the Nazi regime, most 
pastors only knew that if they went along with the crowd in showing 
support for the Führer they would be thought of as above suspicion 
and left alone. After all, were they not patriotic Germans too? They 
were simply making sure that others knew they were patriotic Ger-
mans, that they didn’t wish to take any dramatic stand against the 
current regime. It was for many a way of publicly saying they were 
only interested in doing their job and staying within the confines of 
their own religious sphere. They only wished to “preach the Gospel” 
and not to take any “political” stand.

So to be fair to many of these twelve thousand pastors in these 
first years, the idea that Hitler would gain a death grip on the nation 
for twelve long years was unthinkable. And the idea that he would 
create death camps in which millions would be murdered was not 
even a cloud on the horizon the size of a man’s fist. No one dreamt of 
it. Though it may seem inconceivable to us today, the Final Solution, 
in which Nazi leaders gathered at the infamous Wannsee conference 
to determine the grim fate of the Jews, did not take place until 1942, 
halfway into the Second World War. So the plan to exterminate 
untold millions of innocents—which we now automatically associate 
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with the swastika—was virtually unimaginable when the Nazis first 
took power.

But Bonhoeffer could somehow see what lay ahead, and knew the 
concessions the Church was making would be fatal in the years to 
come. He knew that in their ignorance, silence, inaction, and theo-
logical confusion, they were not only helping evil gain a foothold, but 
were lending evil a helping hand.
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C h a p t e r  N i n e

The second error of which we in the American Church have 
become guilty—and of which many in the German Church were 

guilty in the 1930s—may be called “the idol of evangelism.” In the 
same way that Luther’s zeal for our justification by faith was used to 
crowd out other essential biblical ideas—and therefore led to theo-
logical errors, which may lead to historical tragedy—so can the vital 
concept of evangelism be gravely misunderstood.

If we elevate any good idea too far, we distort that idea and every-
thing along with it. So just as one might say that “faith” is 
everything—and thereby forget that “faith” must be lived out with 
our whole being and manifested in how we behave—one might say 
that the most important thing in the world is that someone come to 
salvation. After all, if the infinity of eternity is at stake, nothing can 
even begin to compare with that level of gravity. And so we go about 
calculating how to do this one thing and this alone. Not only is this 
the most important thing imaginable, but we encourage ourselves 
further with the idea that when someone comes to faith, their behavior 

The Idol of Evangelism
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and their views on every subject will eventually come into line with 
God’s will. They will instantly come to hold a biblical view of sexu-
ality and of the infinite value of all life, and anything else that is 
biblical. It’s inevitable.

Of course, it’s not quite that simple. God expects us, and often 
calls us, to do many things at once. Discipleship is not evangelism, 
but if we think that without attending to the serious work of disciple-
ship, we can ever be anything like what God intends for His Church, 
we are mistaken. Nor does the Bible present us with a picture of God’s 
people doing nothing but leading others to salvation. Sometimes God 
enjoins His people to build walls or to fight battles. Sometimes He 
has us say difficult things to people who do not receive those difficult 
things, but who instead walk away forever. Nonetheless there are 
some who have this fixed idea that evangelism is the most important 
and really the only thing worth doing. After all, what’s the point in 
doing anything at all if one more soul ends up in Hell for eternity?

But if we are to take the Bible as a whole, we see that this view is 
a capacious misunderstanding of what God expects of us—and as 
with any such misunderstandings, it leads to grave errors and prob-
lems, and often to tragedy.

For one thing, it may well cause us never to say anything that 
might offend someone, because we fear that that offense—on some 
infinitely less important issue than eternal salvation—might drive that 
person from assenting to the only thing that matters, which is a 
“saving faith in Jesus Christ.” But if we adopt this myopic and unbib-
lical view, we will essentially be paralyzed, unable to do any of the 
many other things to which God calls us. As we have earlier touched 
on reducing “faith” and “belief” to some thin intellectual assent that 
misses the heart of what it means to love God with our whole being, 
we have here similarly reduced the “Gospel” to convincing someone 
to assent to God’s simple plan of salvation. If we are able to get that 
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person to pray a certain prayer, we have done all that is needed and 
may move on. We can dispense with fighting for justice, or against 
slavery, or with trying to see that our government enacts the will of 
the people. We relegate such things to some worldly list of what you 
can do if you didn’t get the memo that the only thing that matters is 
bringing others to personal salvation. Won’t all of that other stuff 
burn anyway? Why waste our time with any of it?

Of course, as extraordinarily vital as evangelism is, God calls us 
to more. And in doing those other things, we can rest assured He is 
using whatever He has asked us to do for His eternal and evangelistic 
purposes. The only caveat is that it will not be so immediately evident 
to us, and may never be.

God calls us sometimes, for example, “to speak truth to power,” 
and gives us a memorable picture of John the Baptist doing that with 
Herod as well as the astonishing picture of Jesus doing that with the 
religious leaders of His time. But if John the Baptist and Jesus only 
cared about the salvation of those to whom they were speaking, could 
they have said much of what they said? Obviously, God’s calculus is 
not quite what ours is. But do we dare to think that we care more 
about souls than God?

For example, Jesus called the Pharisees “white-washed tombs” 
and said they were “of their father, the devil.” John quotes Him as 
saying,

“You are of your father the devil, and your will is to do 
your father’s desires. He was a murderer from the begin-
ning, and does not stand in the truth, because there is no 
truth in him. When he lies, he speaks out of his own char-
acter, for he is a liar and the father of lies. But because I tell 
the truth, you do not believe me. Which one of you convicts 
me of sin? If I tell the truth, why do you not believe me? 
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Whoever is of God hears the words of God. The reason 
why you do not hear them is that you are not of God.” 
(John 8:44–47)

Jesus actually tells them that the devil is their father. Can we 
imagine anything more aggressive and awful to say? Did Jesus not 
realize that anything He said that might be so extremely insulting 
could push them away from finding true faith?

But obviously Jesus—who was perfect and sinless—knew more 
than a little about what He was doing, and in making these harsh 
pronouncements showed us another side of things. He was engaged 
in “truth-telling.” In its own way, this is part of what will indeed 
eventually bring some people to salvation.

We also remember that Jesus turned over the tables of the 
moneychangers in the Temple and braided a whip of cords to drive 
the animals out while shouting. To many in the Church today this 
is the very definition of “toxic masculinity”—and perhaps just as 
Luther wished James’s epistle had been lost to history, many Chris-
tians today secretly wish this unfortunate episode had been kept 
out of the Gospels. But far from being a picture of “toxic mascu-
linity,” this is a picture of perfect masculinity. It is a picture of 
God’s idea of masculinity. In this muscular action of some violence, 
we have God’s own picture of Himself: a holy God who acts in 
history, and who sometimes does shocking things out of His love 
for us.

Throughout the Old Testament God judges Israel and its people 
for their behavior, but can we doubt that He does it out of love for 
them? Through the mouths of the prophets, He essentially threatens 
them that if they don’t do X then Y will happen. And if they do X 
then Z will happily result. This is a picture of a father’s love, not of 
someone who is controlling or egotistical or “agenda-driven.” If we 
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care so much about “leading people to Christ” that we are somehow 
holier than God Himself, to what God are we leading them?

Because of this hypertrophied view of evangelism, there are many 
today who refuse to comment on anything controversial or political 
if they think it might conceivably interfere with the possibility of 
leading someone to salvation. They forget that God gives them other 
duties, including loving our neighbors by sometimes speaking the 
truth. We become so desperate to show those listening to us that we 
are exactly like them—and that we do not judge them—that we forget 
these are not the only things worth being concerned with.

We hear over and over of pastors who have taken this tack with 
tragic results. The tats and skinny jeans and smoke machines and 
celebrities in the green room—and all of our professions of “nonjudg-
mentalism”—are not quite enough to bring people to Jesus. At some 
point we may be required to say something that causes people to stop 
nodding along, and might even cause them to walk away. When Jesus 
spoke of the necessity of us “eating His body” and “drinking His 
blood,” He knew that many would turn away, would say “enough” 
and go back to their lives without Him. But He said it anyway. We 
know it was not a miscalculation on His part. When we wore our 
bright bracelets that cavalierly asked “What would Jesus do?” we 
might have remembered that at a certain juncture, that is precisely 
what He did. And that people walked away when He did it.

But Jesus trusted His Heavenly Father with the eternal souls of 
those who could not bear His hard teaching. Do we? Recently we saw 
a celebrity pastor enjoy extraordinary moments in the media spotlight, 
but in those moments when it suddenly got real, so to speak, he was 
unable to be clear about God’s most basic views on things like sexual 
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morality, for example. He could not bring himself to say that the Bible 
has had this view of men and women from the beginning and that 
Jesus said as much. He was not able to spend some of the good will 
and hip bona fides he had been accumulating, ostensibly for moments 
like this. This was the opportunity to spend that coin. But instead, 
the coin was buried safely.

Have we forgotten that God has given us these coins to spend 
for His purposes? Has that coin become an idol from which we 
cannot bear to part? Has it become so valuable to us that it is now 
controlling us?

Not long after the celebrity pastor’s TV appearance alluded to 
above, we wept to hear that he had fallen into sexual sin and had been 
living a double life. Our hearts break, because we know that the idol 
he had unwittingly been worshiping had exacted its tribute from him, 
and we pray for him.

At least as early as writing “The Church and the Jewish Question,” 
Bonhoeffer saw that those in the Church have a solemn obligation to 
speak up when they see grave injustices. Some years later, he famously 
wrote, “Only he who cries out for the Jews may sing Gregorian chants.” 
In other words, we shouldn’t imagine that God would have us worship 
Him and listen to sermons if we have neglected to do what we can to 
speak for those who cannot speak for themselves.

The idol of evangelism—which is of course really an idol of “false 
evangelism”—was a great part of what silenced the Church in Ger-
many in the 1930s. We only want to preach the Gospel, many pastors 
said. So rather than potentially be thrown into prison for speaking 
the truth of God, they kept their mouths shut, hoping the Nazis would 
leave them in peace.
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But did it ever occur to them that if God allowed them to go to 
prison or to a concentration camp for obeying Him, perhaps He had 
someone in one of those places to whom He was sending them? Bon-
hoeffer shared his faith with innumerable souls at Tegel Prison in 
Berlin, and then later on in the other places to which he was taken 
before his death.

Only weeks ago, while attending the National Religious Broad-
casters convention, I was in a room with a prominent American pastor 
who openly shared how proud he was not to have said anything so 
controversial that he might in any way be “cancelled” or lose his 
opportunity to “preach the Gospel.” For him the price of silence on 
any number of issues was one he paid with joy if it gave him the 
opportunity to continue doing what he believed God had called him 
to do. But what if God had called him to say something that arose 
from what he believed, but that those who had the power to cancel 
or attack him didn’t like? What if he felt an obligation to speak out 
on any number of issues which the cultural elites had declared off 
limits? Why would acceding to such tyranny in a free nation be 
acceptable, and what gospel did he hope to preach if he was allowing 
himself to be muzzled in this way? Is it not possible that his witness 
for the Gospel actually would be strengthened if he dared to say what 
less timid pastors were afraid to say?

But he had such a theologically narrow view of what it meant 
to “preach the Gospel” that this had obviously never occurred to 
him. And as far as he was concerned, those being cancelled were 
only reaping the results of the imprudence of not keeping focused 
on their strict evangelistic duties. It never occurred to him that he 
was helping the enemies of freedom—and the Gospel—gain 
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strength. It never occurred to him that by playing such a game, he 
was making it more difficult for people in a free society to speak the 
truth, and that this ability to speak truth freely and without fear is 
indeed a “Gospel issue.”

As we have said, many pastors in Bonhoeffer’s day were making a 
similar calculation, although we are able to see exactly how it played 
out in the end. Bonhoeffer read of one well-meaning American 
evangelist—Frank Buchman, who headed the Oxford Group1— who 
wished to get a meeting with Hitler and his top lieutenants with the 
idea of leading them to faith. But Bonhoeffer knew there comes a point 
when such things are naïve to the point of being destructive. We know 
that theoretically there is no length to which we shouldn’t go to bring 
a soul into the Kingdom, but a practical element must enter our 
thinking—and inevitably does, if we are honest. Unless God Himself 
speaks to us clearly, we are obliged to make such calculations.

When Bonhoeffer was doing all he could to speak out about what 
was happening and to wake up the Church to act, he was sometimes 
met with the abominable theology to which we are here referring. Some 
German pastors felt they must only be allowed to preach the Gospel 
and lead people to faith. All else was secondary. But at one point —as 
we have mentioned—Bonhoeffer summed things up quite clearly. “Only 
he who cries out for the Jews,” he said, “may sing Gregorian chants.” 
In other words, if you are unwilling to show the self-giving agape love 
of Christ by openly risking all you have for the sake of those who are 
suffering, who have no voice, you are no Christian at all, but a hypocrite 

1 An interdenominational Christian organization founded in 1921 which later gave 
birth to Alcoholics Anonymous
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and a fraud. God will reject your worship because the very thing that 
He required of you, you ignored.

Bonhoeffer was quite clear about Christians who “did business 
as usual.” If one did not have the guts to speak against the evils being 
committed against the German Jews under Hitler, one had abdicated 
the right to worship God. Many have heard the apocryphal story of 
Germans in church singing more loudly to drown out the cries of the 
Jews passing by in boxcars on a nearby railway line. We don’t know 
if the story is true, but we understand the gist of it. But for many years 
before Jews were being hauled via train lines to their deaths, most 
German Christians did nothing. Those were years in which they 
hoped nothing terrible would happen, but did nothing to prevent ter-
rible things from happening. They sat on their hands. They had 
church services. Perhaps they prayed. Only Bonhoeffer and a handful 
of Christians did what God was calling all Christians to do.

But when he heard that Buchman was making great efforts to 
have a meeting with Hitler and later on with Himmler in the hopes 
of leading these men to faith, Bonhoeffer knew it was a fool’s errand. 
This was not because he didn’t care about the souls of the Nazi high 
command. Obviously, God sent His Son to die for everyone, and if 
there were any chance of leading these monsters to repentance and 
faith, Bonhoeffer would be thrilled to take it if possible. But he also 
saw that those who were singing this easy evangelistic song were 
ignorant of the realities at hand. He was not. He knew that the time 
for action was at hand, that human beings were dying and suffering, 
and that whatever anyone did had better be what God was calling 
them to do. It had better not be some zealous religious fool’s errand, 
because innumerable lives were at stake.

This is no less true for us today. If we do not speak out at the 
injustices we see all around us, to what thin-lipped gospel do we think 
we are leading anyone? If we believe our own government is looking 
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the other way at certain injustices while boldly making a show of 
being heroically concerned with others, are we not obliged to point 
this out?

Our responsibilities as Christians go beyond mere “evangelism.” 
We pretend we would have spoken out for the Jews in Bonhoeffer’s 
day, or that we would have spoken against the slave trade in Wilber-
force’s day, but are we speaking out today on the issues that are no 
less important to God in our time? If not, we are deceiving ourselves. 
But God is not deceived.

On what issues are we ourselves being silent, and for what reasons? 
The unborn are being murdered and their body parts sold for profit. 
Are we not to mention this for fear of driving someone away from God? 
Or do we ourselves not quite believe it or wish to believe it?

Very young children in schools are being fed pernicious ideas on 
the subject of sexuality—ideas with which their young minds are quite 
unable to cope, and to which their own parents object.

Older children are being so confused by sexual activists that they 
agree to have their bodies mutilated, so that they can never become 
the men and women God has created them to be.

Socialistic and communistic ideas are being pushed everywhere. 
These will end up harming the poor more than anyone, although 
those pushing these ideas boldly spread the lie that any who oppose 
these wicked ideas secretly hate the poor.

Are we really to keep silent about all of these things? Is it not pos-
sible that those whom we wish to evangelize are looking to us in the 
Church—who claim to have no fear but of God—to speak boldly on 
these things and fight for the truth as we see it while there is yet time? 
Is this not perhaps the very thing that will lead these souls to the God 
we worship, if we obviously so love Him that we are willing to live in 
this way?
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No one cared more about evangelism than William Wilberforce. 
But he also cared about the Africans suffering in that abomination 
called the transatlantic slave trade, so he did everything he could to 
speak out for them and worked in every way possible to end the slave 
trade, and eventually succeeded. Shall we forget that innumerable 
people in his day told him that he mustn’t mix faith and politics? But 
he knew that if his faith did not compel him to work for those who 
were suffering, and for any number of issues beyond that, then his 
faith was worth nothing, and whatever he said about it would ring 
hollow in the ears of his hearers.

Perhaps you are worried about what the New York Times and 
other elite institutions have to say about you and other “evangelicals”? 
Do you worry that being portrayed negatively in the media might 
make it harder for you to share your faith with skeptics? That’s not 
an entirely wrong concern, but with every day that passes it becomes 
less important. If we allow our ideological enemies to tell us what we 
can and cannot say and what views we can and cannot have, we have 
taken our eyes off God. If we honor Him in all we say and do, He will 
honor us. He promises that in the Scriptures, and we can count on it. 
But now we must honestly ask ourselves: Do we believe it? Are we 
acting as though we believe it?
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C h a p t e r  F i f t e e n

Paul’s words to the Galatian church should haunt us, because there 
can be no question that we in the American Church have drifted 

from the pure and utter freedom that it means to live out our faith 
fearlessly. Will we repent of this and avoid the sure judgment that 
comes of our disobedience? Or will we continue to let fear dictate 
what we do, and continue in our religious bondage to sin and death, 
and reap the whirlwind?

Bonhoeffer had been calling the German Church to this kind of 
freedom and faith, but in vain. He knew that few had heard what 
God was saying through him, and that he had been misunderstood 
by most—many of whom would nonetheless survive him and see for 
themselves the rightness of what he had been saying.

But without question the most misunderstood thing in all of 
Bonhoeffer’s life came after his death, when confused, theologically 
liberal theologians seized on two words he had written in a private 
letter to his friend Eberhard Bethge. Bonhoeffer never dreamt the 
world would see the letter, but Bethge was persuaded after his friend’s 

“Religionless Christianity”
For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore, and do 

not submit again to a yoke of slavery.

 —GALATIANS 5:1
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death to publish his letters, which were filled with profound and 
important thoughts. The book was titled Letters and Papers from 
Prison. But in the post-war confusion, a false narrative arose as a 
result, claiming that Bonhoeffer in his final days had drifted away 
from the theologically orthodox Christianity so evident in his earlier 
writings and had slowly evolved toward a kind of humanist position 
in which the God of the Scriptures was no longer at issue—as though 
the Bonhoeffer in the dank solitude of his prison cells had reconsid-
ered everything and had come out in a different place than the Bon-
hoeffer of the previous decade. As it happens, this was untrue in every 
way; indeed, precisely the opposite was true. But many times, a false 
narrative takes hold, and decades or centuries may pass before it is 
corrected.

Bonhoeffer was indeed reconsidering everything in the solitude 
of his prison cells, but the way in which he did so and the results were 
perfectly opposed to what many confused post-war theologians had 
so hastily and sloppily concluded. In his letter to Bethge, Bonhoeffer 
wondered whether we needed a “religionless Christianity”; he was 
not saying we need a religion devoid of Christianity or apart from 
Christianity, but exactly the opposite. He was saying we need a true 
and a deep Christianity, one that is not merely “religious,” one that 
does not lie to God with “fig leaves” of theological statements and 
creeds, but that understands we are to live out our faith with every 
atom of our being in every second we have on this earth, and with 
every breath God gives us to breathe. Anything less than this kind of 
faith is nothing at all.

Bonhoeffer saw it was the dead religion of German Lutheranism 
of that time that had failed to stand against the unprecedented evil of 
the Nazis, just as he had warned in his Reformation Day sermon in 
1932. Bonhoeffer saw what had happened, and in his private letter to 
his best friend, he said as much. He knew more surely than ever that 
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the days of mere church attendance and intellectual assent to various 
doctrines were the culprits, that they were what had allowed the 
unprecedented evils of that time to flourish. The dead religion of many 
churches in Germany had shown itself not only to be flimsy and use-
less, but to be piously playing the part assigned it by the devil himself. 
The “Christianity” of the German churches had been dead religion 
masquerading as Christianity, and in succumbing to it, those churches 
had become nothing less than handmaidens of evil. Bonhoeffer saw 
that if evil ever were to come again, it would require nothing less than 
a true faith, a “religionless Christianity” that would stand with every-
thing against that evil, that would give it no quarter, and that by the 
grace of the God who had died for us would triumph to His glory.

It is ironic and tragic that Bonhoeffer in his prophetic way was 
unable to communicate these things to the German Church before it 
was too late, and it is further ironic and tragic that when the rubble 
was settling over the ruins of Europe, his nearly final words on the 
larger subject were so widely and fundamentally misunderstood. But 
the question comes to us in the American Church all these years later: 
Will we heed Bonhoeffer’s cry for a full-throated faith that does not 
hope, but that knows God has defeated death, and that lives in a way 
that makes this plain to anyone who cares to see? Will we kick away 
the traces of our dead religiosity and fear-based pieties and speak 
truth whenever we have that opportunity, come what may? Will we 
wipe away the false boundaries between our faith and everything 
else—whether “politics” or culture—and act as though Truth is a 
Person who knows no bounds, who created the heavens and the earth 
and all that is in them, and who died that we who are the crowns of 
God’s creation might at last live in true freedom, with the authority 
that He gave us when He died and rose from the grave?

We have come to that place in history now, and the Lord looks to 
us, the American Church. Will we be His people now, as the world 
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looks to us in the midst of madness? Our Bible studies and sermons 
have all been meaningless if we do not make what we learned come 
alive in ways that are self-sacrificial and that show we really do know 
that God has defeated death. To do anything less than this is to repre-
sent a lie, and to lie to God in doing so. How else shall we put it? This 
is the hour for which each of us has been born. If we live fully in that 
freedom for which Christ has set us free, we will see God’s hand in ways 
we dare not imagine. We will see miracles small and great, and we will 
see not only revival, but reformation. We will see the goodness of God 
make its way into everything we do, because that is God’s will for us 
and for the world at this time. Many who do not yet know the God we 
claim to worship will see how we live and will want to know Him, and 
will come to know Him, and will become a part of what He is doing 
in our generation. Dare we believe that, or are we already headed to 
the caves, believing nothing we do can matter, and that judgment is 
falling and all we can do is save ourselves?

So you who are the Church—for it is not an institution, but a col-
lection of each of us, in direct personal relationship to God—are 
responsible in this. You. It does not happen apart from you and cannot 
happen apart from you. God looks to you now, and to you alone. He 
has put history and the future in your hands. In the end, you cannot 
look to your pastors or leaders, but must look to God Himself. He will 
lead you in this, and you will either let Him lead you, or you will not 
succeed. He created you for a relationship with Himself, and although 
He wishes to use your pastors and leaders in helping you along this 
journey, He cannot do so unless you yourself take the ultimate respon-
sibility in this. It is with you that He wants a deep and a personal 
relationship. He created you for that, and your life can never be what 
it is meant to be unless you know that and step into it without fear.

Are you willing? Are you ready? God has chosen each of us to live 
now, at this very moment in history, for His eternal purposes. We are 
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not here now by some mistake. God has ordained that we be born 
when we were born and that we live now, to do the works now that 
He has prepared for us in advance, to His glory. It is an unimaginable 
privilege. This is the hour of the American Church. We are charged 
with pointing our fellow Americans and the whole world to the God 
who has somehow allowed us the inexpressibly great privilege of 
representing Him in these dark days. Will we do so? Will you?

But sometimes, in order to do something, we need to see an 
example of it. As my friend B. J. Weber has often asked, “What would 
that look like?” And so, for a final example of what this might look 
like, we turn to something that happened in 1987.
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