
dietrich bonhoeffer ethics

dietrich bonhoeffer ethics represents a profound and influential body of thought rooted
in Christian theology and moral philosophy. As a German theologian and pastor during the
turbulent era of Nazi Germany, Bonhoeffer’s ethical framework confronts complex issues of
obedience, responsibility, and resistance. His writings explore the tension between
individual conscience and societal laws, emphasizing the cost of discipleship and the
imperative of acting justly in an unjust world. This article delves into the core principles of
Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s ethics, highlighting his views on costly grace, Christian community,
and the role of vocation. We will also examine how his ethical thought addresses the
challenges of political tyranny and moral courage. The following sections provide a detailed
exploration of Bonhoeffer’s ethical legacy and its continuing relevance in contemporary
moral discourse.

Foundations of Dietrich Bonhoeffer Ethics

Costly Grace and Discipleship

Christian Community and Ethical Responsibility

Ethics in the Context of Political Tyranny

Vocation and Moral Action

Foundations of Dietrich Bonhoeffer Ethics
Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s ethical thought is deeply grounded in his Christian theological
convictions, particularly his interpretation of Scripture and the example of Jesus Christ. His
ethics reject simplistic moralism or legalism, emphasizing instead a dynamic relationship
between faith and action. Bonhoeffer’s philosophy is shaped by existential concerns,
focusing on authentic living and the reality of human finitude. Central to his ethics is the
concept of responsible action in concrete situations, where abstract rules are secondary to
the demands of love and justice.

Theological Underpinnings
Bonhoeffer’s ethics arise from a robust theological framework that centers on the
incarnation of Christ and the call to follow Him. His understanding of God’s grace is not
abstract but incarnational, meaning that ethical behavior must reflect the tangible reality of
Christ’s presence in the world. This theological grounding challenges believers to live out
their faith in practical, often costly ways.

Existential and Philosophical Influences
Influenced by existential philosophy, Bonhoeffer emphasized the importance of individual
responsibility and the courage to make moral decisions under pressure. He critiqued both
relativism and rigid legalism, advocating for a nuanced approach that recognizes the



complexity of moral life. His ethics call for discernment and action in concrete
circumstances rather than adherence to universal maxims.

Costly Grace and Discipleship
One of the most significant contributions of Dietrich Bonhoeffer ethics is the concept of
costly grace, which contrasts sharply with what he termed “cheap grace.” This distinction
highlights the demanding nature of true discipleship and the ethical implications of
following Christ.

Cheap Grace vs. Costly Grace
Cheap grace refers to grace without repentance, without the cross, and without
discipleship—essentially grace as a license to sin. In contrast, costly grace requires a
believer to bear the cross, to suffer, and to act in obedience even when it involves sacrifice
or risk. Bonhoeffer’s ethics stress that authentic Christian ethics cannot separate grace
from the call to responsible action.

The Call to Discipleship
Discipleship in Bonhoeffer’s framework is an active, ongoing commitment to live according
to the teachings of Jesus. It demands ethical vigilance and willingness to stand against
injustice, regardless of personal cost. This call shapes the moral character of the believer
and serves as a foundation for ethical decision-making.

Christian Community and Ethical Responsibility
The role of community in Dietrich Bonhoeffer ethics is pivotal, as he insists that ethical
responsibility is not solely individualistic but communal. The Christian community acts as a
context for moral formation and mutual accountability.

Ethics as Communal Practice
Bonhoeffer argued that ethical living is fostered within the Christian community, where
believers support one another in embodying Christ-like virtues. This communal dimension
emphasizes solidarity and shared responsibility for justice and compassion.

Mutual Accountability and Support
Within the community, members are called to hold each other accountable, encouraging
faithfulness and confronting sin. This mutual responsibility strengthens ethical resolve and
provides a framework for navigating moral challenges.

Ethics in the Context of Political Tyranny
Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s ethical reflections gained particular urgency in the face of Nazi
Germany’s totalitarian regime. His resistance to political tyranny is a defining feature of his
moral philosophy.



Resistance and Moral Courage
Bonhoeffer’s ethics affirm the necessity of resisting unjust authorities, even at great
personal risk. He believed that obedience to God’s higher moral law could require civil
disobedience or active opposition to evil regimes.

The Role of Conscience and Responsibility
Conscience plays a critical role in Bonhoeffer’s ethical thought, guiding individuals to
discern the right course of action amid oppressive circumstances. He emphasized that
moral responsibility is inescapable and that silence or passivity in the face of injustice is
ethically unacceptable.

Vocation and Moral Action
Dietrich Bonhoeffer ethics also explores the concept of vocation, linking one’s professional
and social roles to a broader ethical mission. This perspective integrates everyday life with
spiritual and moral commitments.

Vocation as Service
For Bonhoeffer, vocation is not merely a career or occupation but a calling to serve others
and contribute to the common good. Ethical action is thus rooted in fulfilling one’s duties
with integrity and compassion.

Practical Implications of Vocation
This understanding of vocation encourages believers to view their work as part of their
discipleship, promoting justice and human dignity in all areas of life. It challenges Christians
to engage actively with the world rather than retreat from it.

Grounded in Christian theology and incarnational grace

Emphasizes costly grace and active discipleship

Highlights the ethical importance of Christian community

Advocates resistance to political tyranny and injustice

Integrates vocation with moral responsibility and service

Frequently Asked Questions



Who was Dietrich Bonhoeffer and why is he significant
in ethics?
Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a German theologian and pastor known for his strong ethical
stance against Nazi Germany. His work integrates Christian theology with ethical
responsibility, emphasizing costly discipleship and moral courage.

What is the core of Bonhoeffer's ethical philosophy?
Bonhoeffer's ethics centers on the concept of 'responsible action' guided by faith in Jesus
Christ, advocating for ethical decisions that consider the well-being of others and the
demands of community and justice.

How does Bonhoeffer define 'cheap grace' and its
ethical implications?
Bonhoeffer defines 'cheap grace' as grace without repentance or discipleship. Ethically, it
warns against complacency and superficial faith that ignores the cost of true obedience and
moral responsibility.

What role does 'costly grace' play in Bonhoeffer's
ethics?
'Costly grace' refers to grace that requires sacrifice and obedience. Ethically, it calls
believers to active discipleship and moral courage, even when facing suffering or
persecution.

How did Bonhoeffer's opposition to the Nazi regime
reflect his ethical beliefs?
Bonhoeffer's resistance, including involvement in plots to overthrow Hitler, reflected his
conviction that ethical responsibility sometimes requires action against unjust authorities,
prioritizing human dignity and justice over legal obedience.

What is Bonhoeffer's view on 'ethical relativism' or
situational ethics?
Bonhoeffer rejected ethical relativism; instead, he advocated for responsible action
informed by Christ-centered principles, emphasizing that ethical decisions must consider
context but remain grounded in objective moral commitments.

How does Bonhoeffer integrate theology and ethics in
his writings?
Bonhoeffer integrates theology and ethics by arguing that true ethical behavior flows from
a living relationship with Christ, where faith transforms actions and ethical decisions are
expressions of discipleship.



What is the significance of Bonhoeffer's book 'Ethics' in
contemporary moral philosophy?
Bonhoeffer's 'Ethics' is significant for its exploration of moral responsibility under
oppressive regimes, its critique of legalism, and its emphasis on active faith, influencing
modern discussions on political ethics and moral courage.

How does Bonhoeffer address the dilemma of 'doing
evil to prevent evil' in ethics?
Bonhoeffer wrestled with this dilemma, ultimately rejecting the notion that evil means can
be justified by good ends. He emphasized responsible action that seeks to minimize harm
while not compromising moral integrity.

What lessons can modern ethicists learn from Dietrich
Bonhoeffer's ethical approach?
Modern ethicists can learn the importance of integrating faith and action, the necessity of
moral courage in the face of injustice, and the value of responsible, context-aware ethical
decision-making grounded in a commitment to human dignity.

Additional Resources
1. Ethics by Dietrich Bonhoeffer
This is Bonhoeffer's most influential work on Christian ethics, written during the years
leading up to World War II. It explores the relationship between faith and morality,
emphasizing responsible action and the role of community in ethical decision-making. The
book challenges traditional ethical theories by advocating for an active, Christ-centered
approach to living in a complex world.

2. Letters and Papers from Prison by Dietrich Bonhoeffer
A collection of letters and essays written by Bonhoeffer during his imprisonment by the
Nazis. These writings reveal his deep reflections on ethics, discipleship, and the cost of
following Christ in the face of injustice. The work provides profound insights into the
practical application of Christian ethics under extreme circumstances.

3. Dietrich Bonhoeffer: A Biography by Eberhard Bethge
Bethge, Bonhoeffer’s close friend and biographer, offers an in-depth look at Bonhoeffer’s
life, theology, and ethical thought. This biography situates Bonhoeffer’s ethical ideas within
the historical context of Nazi Germany, highlighting his resistance and moral courage. It is
essential for understanding the development of Bonhoeffer's ethical framework.

4. The Cost of Discipleship by Dietrich Bonhoeffer
In this classic work, Bonhoeffer contrasts "cheap grace" with "costly grace," emphasizing
the ethical demands of true Christian discipleship. The book challenges readers to consider
the implications of living a life committed to Christ’s teachings, especially in times of moral
crisis. It remains a foundational text in Christian ethical studies.



5. Dietrich Bonhoeffer's Theology: A Contemporary Interpretation by Clifford J. Green
This book offers a modern analysis of Bonhoeffer’s theological and ethical contributions.
Green explores how Bonhoeffer’s ethics engage with contemporary moral issues and the
challenges of pluralism. It is a valuable resource for students and scholars interested in
applying Bonhoeffer’s ideas today.

6. Bonhoeffer’s Ethics of Discipleship by Michael W. Goheen
Goheen provides a focused study on the ethical dimensions of Bonhoeffer’s concept of
discipleship. The book delves into how Bonhoeffer’s ethics are rooted in community, action,
and the imitation of Christ. It highlights the relevance of Bonhoeffer’s thought for
contemporary Christian ethics.

7. Bonhoeffer: Pastor, Martyr, Prophet, Spy by Eric Metaxas
A popular biography that narrates Bonhoeffer’s life with an emphasis on his ethical
resistance to the Nazi regime. Metaxas presents Bonhoeffer’s moral convictions and ethical
struggles in a compelling narrative style. The book helps readers appreciate the real-world
implications of Bonhoeffer’s ethics.

8. Christ, Church, and World: New Studies in Bonhoeffer’s Theology and Ethics edited by
Michael W. Goheen and Craig G. Bartholomew
This collection of essays explores various aspects of Bonhoeffer’s theology and ethics,
focusing on his understanding of the church’s role in the world. Contributors examine how
Bonhoeffer’s ethical vision challenges contemporary Christian practice and social
engagement. It is a rich resource for in-depth study.

9. Dietrich Bonhoeffer and the Ethics of Resistance by Mark Thiessen Nation
This book analyzes Bonhoeffer’s ethical response to tyranny and injustice, particularly his
involvement in the resistance against Hitler. Nation critically assesses the moral dilemmas
Bonhoeffer faced and his justification for political action. It is essential reading for those
interested in ethics, resistance, and political theology.
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  dietrich bonhoeffer ethics: Ethics Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 1995-09 This reality is not manifest in
the Church as distinct from the secular world; such a juxtaposition of two separte spheres,
Bonhoeffer insists is a dential of God's having reconciled the whole word to himself in Christ.
  dietrich bonhoeffer ethics: Ethics Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 2005 Based on careful reconstruction
of the manuscripts, freshly and expertly translated and annotated, this crown jewel of Bonhoeffer's
body of work is the culmination of his theological and personal odyssey.
  dietrich bonhoeffer ethics: Barcelona, Berlin, New York Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Clifford J. Green,
Douglas W. Stott, 2008-06-05 * 900 pages of never-before-translated Bonhoeffer works *
Illuminating essays, letters, and lectures clarify Bonhoeffer's biographical and theological path
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  dietrich bonhoeffer ethics: Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Ethics of Formation Ryan Huber, 2020-05-19
Dietrich Bonhoeffer is many things to many people—committed pacifist, reluctant revolutionary,
Protestant saint but in Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Ethics of Formation, Ryan Huber argues that
Bonhoeffer should be engaged as a Christian ethicist of formation. Huber demonstrates that
formation lies at the heart of Bonhoeffer’s ethical project and personal story, providing a third way
between virtue and character ethics in contemporary Christian thought concerned with moral
growth.
  dietrich bonhoeffer ethics: The Limit of Responsibility Esther D. Reed, 2018-08-23 This
volume frames the question of responsibility as a problem of agency in relation to the systems and
structures of globalization. According to Ricoeur responsibility is a “shattered concept” when
considered too narrowly as a problem of act, agency and individual freedom. To examine this Esther
Reed develops a short genealogy of modern liberal and post-liberal concepts of responsibility in
order to understand better the relationship dominant modern framings of the meanings of
responsibility. Reed engages with writings by major modern (Schleiermacher, Hegel, Marx, Weber)
and post-liberal (Buber, Levinas, Derrida, Badiou, Butler, Young, Critchley) theorists to illustrate the
shift from an ethnic responsibility built on notions of accountability and attributions to an ethic
responsibility that starts variously from the 'other'. Reed sees Dietrich Bonhoeffer as the most
promising partner of this theological dialogue, as his learning of responsibility from the risen Christ
present now in the (global) church is a welcome provocation to new thinking about the meaning of
responsibility learned from land, distant neighbour, (global) church and the bible. Bonhoeffer's
reflections on the centre, boundaries and limits of responsibility remain helpful to Christian people
struggling with an increasingly exhausted concept of accountability.
  dietrich bonhoeffer ethics: Ethics Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 2009 Called by Karl Barth the brilliant
Ethics of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, this book is finally being recognized as Bonhoeffers magnum opus and
one of the most important works of Christian ethics of the last century. Presented here in a new
translation and a striking new arrangement, it is based on intensive study of the original
manuscripts and includes copious historical notes and commentary. Written in the midst of the
conspiracy to overthrow the Hitler regime, it is nonetheless chiefly concerned with ethics for the
postwar time of reconstruction and peace. Focused on Christ, the God who became human, and the
vision of a world reconciled with God, the Ethics shuns abstraction, seeks the will of God in concrete
historical reality, and calls the church to be a transforming community in the world with a new
responsibility in public life.
  dietrich bonhoeffer ethics: Dietrich Bonhoeffer Larry Rasmussen, Renata Bethge,
2016-05-15 Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906-1945) remains the most seminal theologian of those whose
work was forged and tested in the worst years of the twentieth century. A German who loved his
country and culture, and who mourned its crimes and actively resisted them, his ethic was wholly
contextual, attuned to what he must do in his own land as a disciple of Jesus Christ. He might have
been surprised to find that a half-century and more later his work has been widely appropriated by
others in different circumstances for their exercise of Christian responsibility. This volume of essays
is one example of Bonhoeffer's ongoing relevance. Rasmussen engages Luther, Barth, Niebuhr,
Hauerwas, Yoder, and Berrigan as a way to illuminate aspects of Bonhoeffer's ethics. He also
compares the post-holocaust theology of Rabbi Greenberg with Bonhoeffer's own treatment of divine
presence and human responsibility in a world that has come of age. One essay, The Meaning of the
Theology of the Cross for Social Ethics in the World Today, pulls the main themes of the book
together. This 2016 edition also includes a new chapter, which relates Bonhoeffer's ethics to the
current environmental crisis.
  dietrich bonhoeffer ethics: The Virtue of Bonhoeffer’s Ethics Jennifer Moberly, 2013-06-19
Does Dietrich Bonhoeffer's Ethics have any affinities with what we have now come to call virtue
ethics? If so, what is the relationship between those affinities and the more widely recognized
influence of Karl Barth? Moberly seeks to answer these questions through close analysis of the
Ethics and engagement with other interpreters of Bonhoeffer, while discussing the nature of virtue



ethics in a Christian context. The answers may be surprising, but they are certainly rewarding for
anyone wanting to better understand Bonhoeffer and to see how his work could be helpful for
current ethical debates.
  dietrich bonhoeffer ethics: Peace and Violence in the Ethics of Dietrich Bonhoeffer Trey
Palmisano, 2016-01-01 Not many theologians have had as great an impact on the study of peace and
violence as Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who was labeled an Enemy of the State and eventually executed in
April 1945. In this book, Trey Palmisano examines the theological connection between peace and
violence across a range of Bonhoeffer's writings, sermons, and letters. Despite the challenges
Bonhoeffer experienced in his personal life and in the life of his country, Palmisano asserts that a
strong consistency emerges in Bonhoeffer's approach to ethics that resonates in the positing of
Christ as the center of all ethical discourse and orients one to the ever-present challenges of a
changing world. Palmisano creates distance from former studies that sought to define Bonhoeffer as
a committed pacifist, a situational pacifist, or one who compromised his values to accommodate an
exception for violence. By prioritizing methodology as the key to interpreting Bonhoeffer's thought,
Palmisano argues that the ethical dilemma thought to be caused by Bonhoeffer's actions is avoided.
The result is one that creates an authentic ethical openness by responsiveness to Christ rather than
Christian virtue, and frees the individual from redundancies of action derived from deeply embedded
patterns of theological engagement.
  dietrich bonhoeffer ethics: Authentic Faith Heinz Eduard Todt, 2007-06 One of the
twentieth century's best theological ethicists, Heinz Eduard Tdt personally experienced the struggle
of Nazi Germany that so shaped Bonhoeffer. Tdt said that the further he went, the closer he got to
Bonhoeffer. In Authentic Faith he clarifies major dimensions of Bonhoeffer's ethics with precision
and enables us to enter personally into the political, ecclesiastical, and family context in which
Bonhoeffer wrote. Tdt first discusses Bonhoeffer's theology and ethics formed during his own
tumultuous time and then focuses on how they can inform and influence contemporary history. Tdt
especially concerns himself with the present tasks in theology and in the church, clearing a path for
understanding our lives through theology's eyes and drawing us toward the ethical wisdom we need
to navigate the ideological struggles of our own time. Authentic Faith shows an understanding of
Bonhoeffer's spirit that makes this book a must for the shelves of any Bonhoeffer scholar and all
students of social and theological ethics.
  dietrich bonhoeffer ethics: Ethics Victoria J. Barnett, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Clifford J. Green,
Charles C. West, 2015-11-01 Ethics is the culmination of Dietrich Bonhoeffers theological and
personal odyssey and one of the most important works of Christian ethics of the last century. Using
the acclaimed Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works English translation and adapted to a more accessible
format, this new edition features an insightful introduction by Clifford Green and supplemental
material from Victoria J. Barnett. Written in the midst of the conspiracy to overthrow the Hitler
regime, it is nonetheless chiefly concerned with ethics for the postwar time of reconstruction and
peace. Though caught up in the vortex of momentous forces in the Nazi period, Bonhoeffer
systematically envisioned a radically Christocentric, incarnational ethic for a postwar world,
purposefully recasting Christians relation to history, politics, and public life. Focused on Christ, the
God who became human, and the vision of a world reconciled with God, Ethics shuns abstraction,
seeks the will of God in concrete historical reality, and calls the church to be a transforming
community in the world with a new responsibility to public life. This edition allows all readers to
appreciate the cogency and relevance of Bonhoeffers vision.
  dietrich bonhoeffer ethics: Becoming Simple and Wise Joshua A Kaiser, 2015-09-24 How does
a Christian discern the will of God? While this question lies at the heart of Christian moral life,
religious communities struggle to articulate responses that balance simple faith and rational
reflection. Some characterise discernment as simpleobedience to the commandments in Scripture;
others portray it as an exercise of human reason and conscience. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German
theologian, pastor, and political conspirator who embodied a life of discernment amidst difficult
circumstances in WWII Germany, offers a compelling theological account of how to seek and



respond to God's will. By tracing Bonhoeffer's understanding of moral discernment throughout his
writings, and especially in his Ethics, Joshua A. Kaiser demonstrates the importance of discernment
for Bonhoeffer's vision of Christian ethics and explores how his view combines elements of simple
faith and rational reflection. While the results of the study will be significant for those interested in
Bonhoeffer, they will also be relevant to all who struggle along the path of Christian discipleship.
  dietrich bonhoeffer ethics: Dietrich Bonhoeffer and the Ethical Self Clark J. Elliston,
2016-10-01 Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s work has persistently challenged Christian consciousness due to
both his death at the hands of the Nazis and his provocative prison musings about Christian
faithfulness in late modernity. Although understandable given the popularity of both narrative
trajectories, such selective focus obscures the depth and fecundity of his overall corpus.
Bonhoeffer’s early work, and particularly his Christocentric anthropology, grounds his later
expressed commitments to responsibility and faithfulness in a “world come of age.” While much
debate accompanies claims regarding the continuity of Bonhoeffer’s thought, there are central
motifs which pervade his work from his doctoral dissertation to the prison writings. This book
suggests that a concern for otherness permeates all of Bonhoeffer’s work. Furthermore, Clark
Elliston articulates, drawing on Bonhoeffer, a Christian self-defined by its orientation towards
otherness. Taking Bonhoeffer as both the origin and point of return, the text engages Emmanuel
Levinas and Simone Weil as dialogue partners who likewise stress the role of the other for
self-understanding, albeit in diverse ways. By reading Bonhoeffer “through” their voices, one
enhances Bonhoeffer’s already fertile understanding of responsibility.
  dietrich bonhoeffer ethics: Dietrich Bonhoeffer Harold Lockley, 1993
  dietrich bonhoeffer ethics: Bonhoeffer’s New Beginning Andrew D. DeCort, 2018-09-15
Bonhoeffer’s New Beginning investigates the ethics of making new beginnings after devastating
moral rupture. The work argues that new beginnings must be made in order to sustain the
fundamental convictions that it is good to exist and that life in the world with others should be loved
without exclusion. Bonhoeffer’s ethics of new beginning is set in conversation with the thought of
four moral philosophers, Friedrich Nietzsche, Hannah Arendt, Jonathan Glover, and Jonathan Lear.
DeCort argues that Bonhoeffer’s ethics of new beginning opens and energizes a more promising,
world-affirming moral vision with radical hope for new beginnings vis-à-vis the perceived absence of
God in the face of devastation.
  dietrich bonhoeffer ethics: Dietrich Bonhoeffer Larry L. Rasmussen, 1970
  dietrich bonhoeffer ethics: A Relevant Pattern of Holiness: Dietrich Bonhoeffer's :Ethics'.
Robert Austin Markus, 1957
  dietrich bonhoeffer ethics: The Polity of Christ Ulrik Nissen, 2020-04-16 Ulrik Nissen
addresses the difficulty that contemporary theology faces in trying to find a way to maintain both all
the shared goods we cherish as political beings, and the call for Christians to be a particular people
in the world and bear witness to Christ. Nissen stresses that Dietrich Bonhoeffer's Christological
ethics allows for a polemical unity between the reality of the world and the reality of God, reconciled
in the reality of Christ. Based on a series of case studies that provide a point of departure for a
robust reshaping of Christian humanism and responsibility, Nissen reads Bonhoeffer's ethics in the
light of both his Lutheran heritage and contemporary challenges, highlighting the importance of his
thought for political theology. By demonstrating the significant influence of Lutheran and
Chalcedonian Christology in contemporary ethics, Nissen provides a robust argument for a love of
the common reality we share as human beings, and a call for Christians to bear witness to Christ in
the public world.
  dietrich bonhoeffer ethics: Dietrich Bonhoeffer Harold Lockley, 2007-01-01
  dietrich bonhoeffer ethics: Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Christian Ethics Susan Frank
Parsons, 2005
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