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Waiting for the Word: Dietrich Bonhoeffer on Speaking about God, Frits de Lange  

2. "The word that changes the world"  

Thoughts for a day of baptism  
             The starting point for our reconstruction of Bonhoeffer's views on speaking 
about God is taken from his "Thoughts on the day of baptism of Dietrich Wilhelm 
Rüdiger Bethge", the aforementioned text written from prison. In an incisive way 
Bonhoeffer expresses there the impasse and the possibility of speaking about God. 
At the same time we encounter a crucial text in the development of his theology. 
The baptismal sermon is located at a crossing of ways. Bonhoeffer wrote the 
baptismal sermon in May of 1944, when he had already been incarcerated in the 
military prison of Tegel for a year. He thus wrote the baptismal sermon in the same 
time that he was peppering Bethge with his new theological insights on a 'world 
come of age' and a 'non-religious interpretation of biblical concepts' (in the letters 
through which he posthumously gained international fame). On April 30, 1944, in a 
letter containing the beginnings of his new theological explorations, he wrote, 
"What is bothering me incessantly is the question what Christianity really is, or 
indeed who Christ really is, for us today." (LPP 279) In the days following 
Bonhoeffer must have composed his "Thoughts on the day of baptism" for his 
newly born nephew and namesake-child. Those thoughts served as a substitute for 
the baptismal sermon that he was unable to deliver because of his imprisonment.  

   

2.1 The crisis of upper middle-class culture  

             The letter begins by placing the baptism child in the line of succeeding 
generations.  By his coming the little Dietrich opens a new future, but he will be 
able to hear about former times out of the mouth of the three or four preceding 
generations.  His birth is for Bonhoeffer an occasion to reflect upon the turning of 
time, challenging him to explore the contours of the future.  

             To begin with Bonhoeffer sketches the parental environment of little 
Dietrich's father, Eberhard Bethge, in a village parsonage (Bethge was the son of a 
church minister) where simplicity, humility and practical vitality prevailed. He hopes 
greatly that the newly baptised child will share those values. Then Bonhoeffer 
sketches the origins of little Dietrich's mother, Renate Schleicher, daughter of 
Bonhoeffer's oldest sister Ursula and the lawyer, Rüdiger Schleicher, in an 
educated upper middle-class environment. It is a picture of Bonhoeffer's own 
parental home that he paints with a few, endearing strokes. "The urban [upper] 
middle-class culture . . . has led to pride in public service, intellectual achievement 
and leadership, and a deep-rooted sense of duty towards a great heritage and 
cultural tradition."  Bonhoeffer hopes that the baptism child "will be thankful for its 
spirit and draw on the strength that it gives you". (LPP 294f.)  

             At the same time, according to Bonhoeffer, a radical cultural shift is 
occurring that will entail the end of the upper middle-class lifestyle. Both 
environments, that of the rural church minister and that of the old urban, upper 
middle class, will become a submerged world by the time the little Dietrich Bethge 
becomes an adult. An era will end. However, Bonhoeffer's words do not express 
the dramatic mood of a fin de siècle, but more the disposition of an accepting 
acquiescence in the inevitable. His vision is not directed nostalgically towards the 
past, but hopefully towards the future. He is convinced that what was good in the 
past will survive in the new era. "The old spirit, after a time of misunderstanding 
and weakness, withdrawal and recovery, preservation and rehabilitation, will 
produce new forms." (LPP 295)  Bonhoeffer is quite aware of the crisis which upper 
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middle-class culture has reached. He even speaks in terms of revolutions (Umwäl-
zungen = upheavals) when he attempts to envision the coming years. Since 
January of 1943 Hitler is on the losing hand, and the preparations for a putsch, in 
which Bonhoeffer played a role, are in full swing.  He apparently expects that 
beyond the horizon of the approaching end of the war a social and cultural 
revolution will occur, the extent of which he can only surmise.  

             At this point he does not deal with the political system that will replace 
national-socialism. In prison he cannot express such thoughts openly. Will it be the 
democracy of western Europe or eastern Bolshevism? From the pieces that 
Bonhoeffer wrote in the early forties in the framework of his resistance activities, 
we know that Bonhoeffer did not hope for either. With others among his fellow 
German resisters he dreamed of a third, a German possibility, between the 
extremes of capitalism and socialism, a form of government that would avoid the 
liberal individualism of the one and the anti-individualism of the other.[1]  

             In the baptismal sermon Bonhoeffer directs his attention to the structural 
and cultural changes that, in his view, will surely come about, independently of the 
uncertain results of the political landslides that will occur after Hitler's defeat. At a 
structural level he sees society becoming increasingly complex, not only through 
material technology (radio, automobiles, telephones), but also through 
bureaucratization. He speaks of "the spread of bureaucracy into almost every 
department of life" (LPP 296) that will radically alter the face of society. He thus 
describes to the core the continuing process of modernization and rationalization 
that has taken a hold of the West since modern times, but that has been 
accellerated in the twentieth century. Bonhoeffer points to one resulting, visible 
change that seems to encompass all the others: the cities will be depopulated and 
rural areas will become urbanized. He can only guess at what the consequences of 
that urbanization and industrialization will be. "Are we moving towards an age of 
colossal organizations and collective institutions, or will the desire of innumerable 
people for small, manageable, personal relationships be satisfied? Must they be 
mutually exclusive? Might it not be that world organizations themselves, with their 
wide meshes, will allow more scope for personal interests?" (LPP 299) The 
questions remain, as does the concern for the ensuing infringement upon the 
intimacy of the personal sphere so cherished in his own environment. (Cf. 3.4.)  

             Who will play the leading role in the new social constellation? Bonhoeffer 
does not say. What type of person will become the bearer of the new culture? It 
seems evident to Bonhoeffer that it will no longer be the bourgeois class. He 
acknowledges the "actual weakness" of his environment, that was not able to cope 
with the new era. It is striking, however, how little Bonhoeffer, in his description of 
the loss of his own culture, indulges himself in self-pity and embitterment. On the 
contrary, the baptismal sermon reflects a realistic attempt  to assess the factual 
situation. There may come a "uniformity in all material and spiritual aspects of 
human life" (Does Bonhoeffer have capitalism or socialism in mind, or both?), but 
also an aristocratic polity, in which a new elite, with a feeling for the quality of 
human values such as justice, achievement and courage, will provide leadership. 
The latter is perhaps only likely if the upper middle-class, military resistance, in 
which Bonhoeffer participates, has a significant say in determining the future of 
Germany. Whatever the case, Bonhoeffer seems to be saying that it does not 
essentially matter for our attitude towards the future. However history is decided, "it 
will not be difficult for us to renounce our privileges, recognizing the justice of 
history. We may have to face events and changes that take no account of our 
wishes and our rights. But if so, we shall not give way to embittered and barren 
pride, but conciously submit to divine judgement, and so prove ourselves worthy to 
survive by identifying ourselves generously and unselfishly with the life of the 
community and the sufferings of our fellow human beings." (LPP 299)  

             Even if Bonhoeffer speaks here about his social class and not about the 
church, the guiding thought here is provided by the theological model of kenosis, 
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Christ's emptying of himself. Just as a grain of wheat that falls into the earth cannot 
bear fruit unless it dies (John 12:24), so will the values embodied in upper middle-
class culture only be fruitful in the future if their preservation for their own sake is 
surrendered.[2]  

             The moment of revival, however, has not yet arrived. Bonhoeffer writes, 
"We should not make haste. We should be able to wait." It is a time of waiting. For 
the interim period that separates them from the new era, during the stormy 
revolutions that await them, Bonhoeffer points out to the baptismal child the 
protection that the parental home can provide as he grows up. It will be for him "a 
bulwark against all dangers from within and without." (LPP 295) The same parental 
environment that was first presented in its extroverted self-awareness, as a proud 
bearer of leadership, seems in a time of crisis to become a place of inwardness 
and reflection. "Your parents will soon be teaching you to help yourself and never 
to be afraid of soiling your hands. The piety of your home will not be noisy or 
loquacious, but it will teach you to say your prayers, to fear and love God above 
everything, and to do the will of Jesus Christ." (LPP 296)  

             The awareness of the "submerged world" that upper middle-class culture 
will become, does not decrease for Bonhoeffer the importance of upper middle-
class values as such. His faith in values such as simplicity, a concentrated and 
varied intellectual life, appreciation of the small things in life, humility, but also 
intellectual achievement, leadership and care for tradition is apparently unshaken. 
He speaks of "enduring values." That the way in which they take form is radically 
changing, does not deter from the fact that they are still to be cherished. The "old 
spirit" will have to find "new forms", but which ones, how and when, remains to be 
seen.  

   

2.2. Reconciling and redeeming, shocking and overwhelming (The performative 
power of the Word)  

   

             That last statement is important for Bonhoeffer's view of the future of 
Christian faith. In the following fragment of the baptismal sermon we find intriguing 
sentences on "earlier words" that will "lose their force" and the expectation of a 
"new language" that will be "liberating and redeeming".  

   

Today you will be baptized a Christian. All those great ancient words of the 
Christian proclamation will be spoken over you, and the command of Jesus 
Christ to baptize will be carried out on you, without your knowing anything 
about it. But we are once again being driven right back to the beginnings of 
our understanding. Reconciliation and redemption, regeneration and the 
Holy Spirit, love of our enemies, cross and resurrection, life in Christ and 
Christian discipleship - all these things are so difficult and so remote that we 
hardly venture any more to speak of them. In the traditional words and acts 
we suspect that there may be something quite new and revolutionary, 
though we cannot as yet grasp or express it. That is our own fault. Our 
church, which has been fighting in these years only for its self-preservation, 
as though that were an end in itself, incapable of taking the word of 
reconciliation and redemption to humankind and the world.  Our earlier 
words are therefore bound to lose their force and cease, and our being 
Christians today will be limited to two things: prayer and righteous action by 
the just person on behalf of people. All Christian thinking, speaking, and 
organizing must be born anew out of this prayer and action. By the time you 
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have grown up, the church's form will have changed greatly. We are not yet 
out of the melting-pot, and any attempt to help the church prematurely to a 
new expansion of its organization will merely delay its conversion and 
purification. It is not for us to prophesy the day (though the day will come) 
when men will once more be called so to utter the word of God that the world 
will be changed and renewed by it. It will be a new language, perhaps quite 
non-religious, but liberating and redeeming - as was Jesus' language; it will 
shock people and yet overcome them by its power; it will be the language of 
a new righteousness and truth, proclaiming God's peace with men and the 
coming of his kingdom. “They shall fear and tremble because of all the good 
and all the prosperity I provide for it.” (Jer. 33:9) Till then the Christian cause 
will be a silent and hidden affair, but there will be those who pray and act to 
achieve justice and wait for God's own time. May you be one of them, and 
may it be said of you one day, “The path of the righteous is like the light of 
dawn, which shines brighter and brighter till full day.” (Prov. 4:18) (LPP 299-
300)  

   

             The conclusion of the "Thoughts on the day of baptism" parallels the 
opening paragraph. The future of the church seems to bear a structural similarity to 
that of upper middle-class culture, as sketched above. Bonhoeffer does not in this 
respect advocate breaking with tradition, but sees a metamorphosis taking place, 
to which the only adequate response is that of active waiting.  

             While Bonhoeffer had to acknowledge the powerlessness of upper middle-
class culture within the new constellation, nevertheless, he saw a future role for the 
"old spirit" that inspired those "enduring earthly values." Likewise he sees a hopeful 
perspective for the "grand old words of Christian proclamation" that will be spoken 
over the child by the administration of the sacrament. The words 'reconciliation', 
'redemption', 'rebirth', etc., have not been played out for Bonhoeffer. On the 
contrary, he suspects that there is an unknown, hidden potential of revolutionary 
power in those words. The words 'reconciliation', 'redemption', 'rebirth', etc., seem 
to Bonhoeffer to be full of vitality. "In the traditional words and acts we suspect that 
there may be something quite new and revolutionary, though we cannot as yet 
grasp or express it." (LPP 300) He seems to have an as yet outstanding surplus of 
meaning in mind, rather than a deficit of meaning. His faith in a God who speaks 
about God seems unbroken. The crisis of speaking in the church is apparently not 
to be derived from the silence of God. It is not due to God that God can only 
scarcely and with difficulty be spoken of. Bonhoeffer expresses the expectation, 
and he is even certain that the day will come, that the new and revolutionary power 
that is smouldering and glowing in the Word of God will burst into flame. The day 
will come that people will again be called to speak the same Word of God in such a 
way that "the word will be changed and renewed by it."  (LPP 300) The word is like 
a grain of wheat in a field that bears much fruit.  

             With almost explosive language Bonhoeffer speaks of the power of the 
God given word. It is a word that “reconciles and redeems,” a language that shocks 
and overcomes, with such power that it overwhelms by its authority. The evocative 
and effective Word of God taps a dimension of language that has a salutary effect 
upon the listeners.  

             What sort of language does God speak? With a clarifying distinction from 
modern language theory, one can say that the Word of God is not constative but 
performative language.  
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A constative speech act refers to a state of affairs that already exists in 
reality.  The enactment in such a use of language is that of determination. A 
constative statement indicates what is. A performative speech act, on the 
other hand, creates the reality to which it refers in the act of speaking. It 
possesses the power to create a reality that did not yet exist.  

The distinction between constative and performative speech acts originates 
from the English linguistic philosopher J.L. Austin. It was refined and 
advanced in the so-called "speech act-theory", particularly by J. Searle. In 
that theory language is considered to be a form of behaviour and speech to 
be an act. In keeping with Wittgenstein, speech is viewed as an act that 
takes on meaning within a specific social context in which it is interpreted. 
When people say something, they do something, and the meaning of their 
speech lies in the usage they make of language.  

Austin's “discovery” can be traced back to the insight that no fundamental 
distinction exists between a word and an act or deed. With words one also 
enacts a deed. Language is not only able to describe reality (mimesis), but 
also to shape and change reality (poiesis). Austin placed great emphasis on 
this, in his view, neglected dimension of language. What do people do when 
they say something? They assert, promise, declare, ask, command, order, 
request, invite, warn, observe, greet, demand, argue, obey, testify, et cetera. 
Austin calls the act that is effected in making an utterance a performative 
act.  

One also does something when one describes a state of affairs. Every 
utterance, even a constative one, has in that sense a performative aspect. 
Austin, however, was primarily interested in those acts of speech with an 
explicit performative character. The pre-eminent example in this respect is 
the making of a promise. A promise creates a relation of mutual obligation 
and expectation that did not exist before. (For example: "I promise that I will 
return your book tomorrow.")  A queen who names a ship or a church 
minister who baptizes a child employ performative speech. The utterance "I 
name you the Queen Elisabeth," or "I baptize you in the name of the Father, 
the Son and the Holy Spirit," is to be understood as the "performance of an 
act in saying something."[3]  

             Bonhoeffer was not primarily concerned with shortcomings in the 
constative capacities of religious language, but with its lacking ability to create and 
transform reality. The "new language" for which Bonhoeffer hoped does not so 
much distinguish itself from the old language by being able to describe what the 
older cannot (i.e., can no longer or can not yet describe[4]), but by the fact that it, 
contrary to the old language, is "liberating and redeeming." Whether the new 
language is religious or "perhaps" (as Bonhoeffer cautiously adds) non-religious, is 
not essential. Whether the preaching has a saving effect is decisive. And non-
religious language is to be preferred if it is more helpful in that respect than 
religious language. (It seems clear that Bonhoeffer thinks so. Cf. 6.1.)  

             From what source is the new language to derive its powerful, performative 
effect? In a brief addition Bonhoeffer indicates clearly the direction for Christian 
proclamation. It will be liberating and redeeming "like the language of Jesus." 
Jesus' speaking provoked astonishment and awe, and people yielded themselves 
to its power. Jesus spoke a language of a "new justice" (Is this Paul speaking?), of 
"truth" (John?), "a language proclaiming God's peace with people and the coming 
of God’s kingdom" (the synoptics?). With a great biblical pluriformity, the gospel 
speaks an “effectuating” language that addresses people in order to transform 
them. That occurs by means of a concrete confrontation with the person of Jesus 
and the appeal that issues from him.  
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             Here Bonhoeffer touches upon the heart of Jesus' proclamation of the 
kingdom of God and of Pauline description of the gospel as a saving, transforming 
power of God in the history of humankind.  

   

The word euangelion goes back to the Old Testament verb basâr, that 
indicates the proclamation of a (good, joyful) message. (1 Kgs. 1:42; Jer. 
20:15; 2 Sam. 4:10, 18:26) In Deutero-Isaiah it is used within the framework 
of the proclamation of the universal sovereignty of God. (Is. 52:7-10; cf. 40:9; 
41:27, 61:1 and Nahum 2:1) The picture is that of (1) an eschatological 
expectation ("the messenger, mebassêr, who announces peace"), with (2) a 
universal character (the gentiles, "all the nations", are included), (3) whose 
content is the sovereignty of God ("Your God is king."), and (4) that brings 
joy and peace. The proclamation of the reign of God is at the same time its 
beginning. Salvation is enacted in its proclamation. The act of proclamation 
and its content are fused: the latter is effectuated in the former. The God 
who is spoken of as king is king at that moment. The announcement of the 
coming of the kingdom is a form of performative speaking.  

In the New Testament the elements pointed to in Deutero-Isaiah are again 
present, centered around the person of Jesus. (Cf. Rom. 10:15) He is the 
bearer of eschatological salvation (Mt. 11:5; Lk. 7:22), the eschatological 
evangelist (Mk. 1:14f.), who in his proclamation and actions represents the 
salvation of God and who possesses the competence to do so by means of 
his God given exousia (authority, empowerment).  

   

             Conversion and belief in the kingdom of God are named by Jesus in one 
breath. The reverse side of the proclaimed salvation is the judgement upon and 
conversion in the life of the hearer. The indicative of the kingdom of God implies 
the imperative of the metanoia or “change of attitude”. [5] Faith (pistis) is the fruit of 
conversion, but the reverse is also true (Mk. 1:15). The hard and unconditional 
character of the call to transformation of one's existence is one with the healing 
offer of grace. (Cf. Mt. 11:28ff.) Metanoia and sôteria, conversion and salvation, 
belong together. One cannot hear the gospel without being spoken to, moved, 
touched and changed by it.  Conversion is a condition and a direct result of 
understanding the message of salvation. Jesus can even describe the entire 
purpose of his mission in terms of conversion. "I have come to call not the 
righteous, but sinners to repentance." (Lk. 5:32; cf. Mt. 11:20) The experience of 
the nearness of the Kingdom of God implies a total transformation that affects the 
very center of a person's existence. It leads to a turning away from evil and a 
turning toward God.  

   

After Easter Jesus, the unique "exegete of God" (Jn. 1:18), becomes as 
bearer of salvation its content as well. The Proclaimer becomes the 
Proclaimed. But for Paul as well euangelio indicates both the act of 
proclamation and the content of proclamation, even if the latter has become 
identical with the story of Jesus' suffering, death and resurrection. (Cf. 1 Cor. 
9:14,18) The euangelion enacts itself, just as with Jesus, in the 
proclamation. It is a performative act. Paul's doctrine of righteousness is in 
this respect on a line with Jesus' healing and forgiving word of salvation. 
Both break into the life situation of people and change it. "Our message of 
the gospel did no come to you in word only, but in power and in fullness." 
(1Th. 1.5f.) Proclamation itself is an eschatological event. One undergoes 
the workings of a "power for salvation" (dunamis eis sôterion, Rom. 1:16). 
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The apostle himself has undergone the transforming dynamic. The gospel 
astonished him and forced him to his knees (Damascus!).[6]  

   

2.3.       "It is our own fault." (The pragmatic context)  

   

             How could Jesus, and like him the apostles, do what we cannot, or at least 
no longer can? What is to blame for the present inability to speak a liberating 
language? It is not a lack of creative or narrative capacity of language. Nor is it a 
lack of verbal creativity and fantasy among theologians. What is it then? 
Bonhoeffer allows no room for misunderstanding and answers with a terse 
statement. "It is our own fault. Our church, which in the past years has only been 
fighting for its self-preservation, as if it were an end in itself, is incapable of being 
the bearer of the reconciling and redeeming Word for humankind and the world." 
(LPP 299) It is the proclaiming church itself that makes its proclamation incredible. 
Apparently it lacks the exousia that the words of Jesus possessed. The act of 
proclaiming the gospel is still performed from the pulpits, but the language fails. It 
has no effect.  

             The speaker lacks competence. Consequently, we can no longer 
appreciate the meaning of the old words of Christian tradition. But, to put it in terms 
of a distinction from linguistic science, the pain that we feel in Christian semantics 
(which pertains to the meaning of faith language) is a symptom of an ailment that is 
located primarily in Christian pragmatics (the relation between the speaker and 
what is spoken). The church no longer measures up to its proclamation. For that 
reason its word returns empty. (Cf. Is. 55:11)  

   

Again an excursion to the theory of “speech acts” can help to clarify things. 
The theory emphasizes the fact that the act of speaking is embedded in a 
social context, of which the speaker and the hearer are both a part. In 
keeping with the later Wittgenstein, language is seen as a pluriform complex 
of language games. (Commanding, describing, telling stories, greeting, 
requesting, but also praying, thanking, and cursing are examples that 
Wittgenstein himself mentions.) The rules of the language games are 
expression of "shared practices" and represent specific social "life forms."[7] 
Language, including religious language, is apparently deeply rooted in 
conventions, institutionalized forms of human behavior.  

The “performance” of a language act can only succeed under certain 
conditions. At the least specific communicative and institutional conditions 
must be met for them to be effective. For some language acts it is enough 
when the rules of language itself are satisfied. An example are promises, 
introduced by "I promise you . . ." or by use of the future tense ("I shall . . ."). 
Promises are not usually confined to one specific social setting. One can 
make them anywhere. For other language acts specific institutional 
conditions have to be satisfied.[8] The statement "I baptize you in the name of 
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit," is effective only in the church, not 
as child's play in a bath. In the latter case the conditional cultural framework 
is lacking. In all cases, however, words become operational, have 
“authority,” only if they obtain authority, exousia, from those involved in a 
specific context. In the case of the judge who acquits, the policeman who 
fines, the queen who opens parliament, the priest or preacher  who 
administers the sacraments or utters the benediction. Their acquittal, fine, 
etc., are enacted only when the one speaking is competent to do so. They 
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do not possess the competence by nature, for it must be granted to them by 
the social surroundings within which they speak. (They have to "earn" it.) If 
what they say is to be effective, then those being addressed must attribute to 
those speaking the authority that is claimed by so speaking.  The salutary 
effect of Jesus' words - "Your sins are forgiven you" or "Blessed are the poor 
in spirit" - can only be experienced if the hearer considers Jesus competent 
in matters of the forgiveness of sins and blessing. That implies a creative 
and productive function on the part of those addressed. They contribute to 
the acquisition of meaning of what they hear. A condition for the success of a 
language act is a relation in which the speaker and those spoken to confirm 
each other in their positions, in a mutual recognition of who they are for each 
other.  

   

             In Bonhoeffer's view the church's speaking on God has become powerless, 
because the church has forfeited its competence to speak. What is the cause of 
that? Bonhoeffer points to a church that has fought only for its self-preservation, as 
if it were an end in itself. That posture is the cause of its incapacity to speak in a 
liberating fashion about God, to take "of taking the word of reconciliation and 
redemption to humankind and the world. Our earlier words are therefore bound to 
lose their force and cease".[9]  

             The failure of Christian proclamation is not located by Bonhoeffer in the 
content of proclamation as such, but rather in the pragmatic context in which the 
church speaks. A pragmatic context can be divided into three elements, depending 
on whether one provides a broader or more narrow description of it. In the first 
place, there is (1) the person speaking (and the person to whom is spoken), then 
(2) the institutional framework, the mutually recognized pattern of social actions 
(conventions) within which both encounter each other, and finally, (3) the historical 
and cultural situation in which it occurs.[10] In all, three specific conditions have to 
be created if successful communication (understood as transfer of meanings) is to 
occur.  

             Those three elements can be found in Bonhoeffer's writings. In the first 
place, a person has to be accountable for the truth of what is said and for the 
desired effect in the hearer. Applied to the proclamation of the gospel, that means 
that Christians,  who testify to others of their faith, are answerable for the life 
changing truth of the testimony source as they want to share the liberation and 
salvation it provides. In that respect Bonhoeffer points in his prison letters to a 
poignant lack of personal faith (ad 1). In the "Outline for a Book" he does not spare 
believers his criticism, even if they be  members of the Confessing Church who 
gave evidence of courage simply by means of their membership. "Generally in the 
Confessing Church: standing up for the church's ‘cause,’ etc., but little personal 
faith in Christ. 'Jesus' is disappearing from sight." (LPP 381) We know from The 
Cost of Discipleship how much Bonhoeffer adhered to a direct orientation in life to 
the person of Jesus. Faith in Jesus was identified by him with obedience to Jesus' 
word. In the letters we notice that he still advocates such a Jesus-centered 
radicalness. In the Outline for a Book we read that Bonhoeffer does not want to 
measure the faith of a Christian by the amount of doctrine to which one subscribes. 
Bonhoeffer makes the question, "What do we really believe?" more specific by 
adding, "I mean, believe in such a way, that we stake our lives on it?" (LPP 382) 
Faith for Bonhoeffer is a capital affair, that demands our total commitment to the 
cause of Jesus.  

             In a letter to Bethge on the occasion of Easter 1944, written from his prison 
cell on March 27 of that year, Bonhoeffer speaks of the death and resurrection of 
Christ. From the event of Easter, he writes, "a new cleansing wind can begin 
blowing in the present day world. (...) If a few people really believed it and let 
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themselves be moved by it in their earthly doings, then much would change. Easter 
means living by the resurrection." It becomes clear the extent to which Bonhoeffer 
measures the Christian word by its transforming power and the extent to which he 
considers it to be dependent upon personal credibility. He proceeds in the letter 
with a question for Bethge, whether he would agree that most people do not know 
by what they live. And in that context we hear Bonhoeffer speaking of the 
importance of personal commitment for Christians. The words are almost literally 
identical with the words of the letter on baptism, a month later. "The confusion of 
the spirits spreads amazingly. It's an unconcious waiting for the redeeming and 
liberating word, though the time is probably not yet ripe for it to be heard. But the 
time will come, and this Easter is perhaps one of our last chances to prepare 
ourselves for our great task of the future." (LPP 240f.)[11]  

             The church lives by the story of Jesus who gave his life for others. That is 
its ground of existence. Decisive for the Confessing Church, however, is 
Bonhoeffer's observation: "The church on the defensive. No taking risks for others." 
(LPP 381) Here we confront a second element which affects the pragmatic context 
of speaking about God (ad 2), the institutional framework of the church. If words 
are to have effect, they must be supported, and at any rate not contradicted, by the 
practices in which they function. They derive their legitimation and validity not only 
from personal credibility, but also from their institutional context. The statement, "I 
guarantee it's a good car!" sounds different coming from a certified automobile 
dealer than on a second-hand car lot, even if it be sincerely meant in both cases. 
The request, "Lend me a hundred dollars. I'll pay you back tomorrow." has more 
chance of succeeding when spoken to a colleague than when spoken in a casino. 
It is possible that the first word spoken from a pulpit will lack validity, simply 
because it is being spoken from a pulpit. ("So much has already been said, and in 
the meantime . . .")  

Here again it is clear for Bonhoeffer that the proclamation of the gospel runs up 
againt an insurmountable obstacle. The fixation of the church on its self-
preservation runs contrary to the ethics of the Christ it proclaims, as a person who 
risked his life for others.  

             Herein lies a significant cause of the disappointment of Bonhoeffer in the 
direction "his" Confessing Church took. It stood up only for itself. With great 
difficulty and display of courage it established its own space in a totalitarian state. 
But it did not put its commitment to the service of others whose humanity was 
being violated outside the walls of the church. It stood up for itself, but did not, as 
Bonhoeffer did by his participation in political resistance, stand up for Germany in 
general and for the Jews in particular. Since the introduction of the “Aryan Clause” 
in 1933 (which denied Jews public office, including that of functioning as church 
minister) Bonhoeffer had tirelessly applied himself to the cause of the Jews.[12]  

             Two words of Bonhoeffer, both of which explicitly refer to the church's 
speaking on God, are significant in this context. The first is a verse of the biblical 
book of Proverbs, a verse that Bonhoeffer incessantly quoted in the 1930's. "Speak 
out for those who cannot speak." (Prov. 31:8)[13] For Bonhoeffer the element of 
substitution, proxy, in the doctrine of reconciliation was no dormant matter, but 
constituted in his view the heart of Christian ethics and of ecclesiology. The church 
is to be for others just as Jesus was. The Jews were denied fundamental human 
rights. They had no means of defence over against their own government. 
Bonhoeffer expected from the church that it would take up the cause of the 
silenced Jews and speak up for them. In a confession of guilt from the year 1940 
Bonhoeffer wrote this of the church: "It was silent when it should have cried out 
because the blood of the innocent was crying aloud to heaven. It has failed to 
speak the right word in the right way and at the right time." (E 92)  
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             "Only those who shout for the Jews, can sing the Gregorian chant." is a 
second word of Bonhoeffer that is of importance in this context.[14] Bonhoeffer 
resisted the political hesitations that the Lutheran tradition of two kingdoms had 
engendered in his church. Besides a call to political involvement, the statement 
also includes a polemic against certain renewal movements in the German church 
(such as the Oxford and Berneucher movements) that pursued a new vitality for the 
church by means of liturgical  reform.[15] However, in the letter on baptism he does 
not choose an easy goal for his criticism. The German Evangelical (Protestant) 
Church had accommodated itself totally to becoming a mouthpiece and an  
extension of the Nazi regime. Bonhoeffer's criticism was directed primarily at his 
own Confessing Church, that had courageously resisted such accommodation, but 
had not employed its courage for the sake of the Jews.[16]  

   

2.4. A religionless era  

   

Besides criticism of the lack of moral action and faithful commitment to the cause of 
Jesus in the Confessing Church, Bonhoeffer also criticizes the fact that the church 
fails to confront the new cultural situation (ad 3) in which its proclamation resounds. 
Here we come upon the third element of the pragmatic context of speaking about 
God, that Bonhoeffer considers responsible for the powerlessness of the 
proclamation. He points to a "changing of the times" and expects "coming years of 
revolution," as we read at the beginning of his baptismal sermon. At the end of it 
we hear that the church is also involved in a "smelting process." Its form will 
change radically in the expectation of Bonhoeffer. But are church and theology 
prepared for that?  

             The "situation" in this context includes everything that determines the 
horizon of the culture in a specific era. It is a macro-term, that describes the values, 
norms and understandings by which people orient themselves and with which they 
provide their lives with direction and meaning. That situation, however vague and 
undetermined it may be, should be subjected to a cultural analysis. According to 
Bonhoeffer, theology cannot ignore the necessity of such an analysis. If the 
communication between church and world is not to fail and if the word of the gospel 
is to be effective, then culture and church will need to confirm each other in their 
relative positions, "in a mutual recognition of who we are for each other," as has 
been formulated above (2.3). Both must know who is speaking and who is being 
addressed.  

             The proclamation of the gospel has an address. Bonhoeffer's theological 
explorations in prison are directed not only at the credibility of the sender (the 
Christian person and the church as institution) but also at becoming familiar with 
the addressee (in his terms: the religionless person in a world come of age). In the 
letter of April 30, 1944, in which Bonhoeffer launches his radical theological 
explorations, we read:  

What is bothering me incessantly is the question what Christianity really is, 
or indeed who Christ really is, for us today. The time when people could be 
told everything by means of words, whether theological or pious, is over. And 
so is the time of inwardness and conscience, and that means the time of 
religion in general. We are moving toward a completely religionless time. 
People as they are now simply cannot be religious any more. (LPP 279)  
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Here also, Bonhoeffer points explicitly to the shortcomings of verbal proclamation. 
But now his sight is not so much directed at the situation of the speaker who does 
not live up to his word, nor at the church which by its fixation on its own self-
preservation makes its proclamation incredible, but at the addressee, the person 
who is to be touched and transformed by the word of God. Why does the word not 
get across? We encounter here a third cause. The era of the domination of 
speaking as such is past. The spoken and written word no longer have a monopoly 
in the communication of meaning.  

             It is not clear precisely which cultural shifts Bonhoeffer has in mind. Even 
with the help of the other letters it does not become clear and distinct. Perhaps he 
himself only had vague suspicions. What seems certain is that in the cultural shift 
that Bonhoeffer expects, the role of conscience, of inwardness, and of the word as 
a medium of religious communication will decline. Bonhoeffer knew all too well as 
we saw in the baptismal sermon that modernization entails technicalization and 
that technology radically alters the cultural landscape. He acknowledged that the 
end of the upper middle-class way of life was near. But he could not have 
suspected that not only "radio, car and telephone" but also the screen would 
dominate modern experience. Would he be able to subscribe to the typology of 
David Riesman, who shortly after the war, in The Lonely Crowd, contrasted the 
middle-class and post-middle-class types as being "inner-directed" and "outer-
directed" respectively. Whereas the former is guided by the inner compass of his 
personal conscience, the latter sets course by keeping an eye on the radar of his 
social environment.[17] The ‘speaking human’ will lose out to the ‘looking human’. 
What does that mean for preaching in the church? Bonhoeffer did not develop his 
thoughts on such matters, and we should not try to put any such ideas in his 
mouth.  

             Nevertheless, in Bonhoeffer’s view, the cultural landshifts have to be 
recognized. At the same time he considered the church incapable of such insight. 
The church not only maintained a theology that was lacking, but also an outdated 
sociology. In his Outline for a Book we read that the the church has made the 
gospel incredible by its lack of personal faith and by its concern for self-
preservation. But also that it fails to connect with the life experience of modern 
people:  

   

The Protestant Church: Pietism as a last attempt to maintain evangelical 
Christianity as a religion; Lutheran orthodoxy, the attempt to rescue the 
church as an institution for salvation; the Confessing Church: the theology of 
revelation; a dos moi pou stooi[18] over against the world. . . . Sociologically: 
no effect on the masses; a matter for upper and middle classes. A great 
burden of heavy, traditional ideas. (LPP 381)  

   

             Similar words can be found in Bonhoeffer's letter of June 8, 1944. There he 
develops his thoughts on a world come of age and the non-religious interpretation 
of theological concepts that seems to him to be called for in that context. He then 
notes that the focus on revelation, in which the Confessing Church initially pursued 
the line of Karl Barth, has in the meantime turned into what he calls "conservative 
restoration." It "is of significance because it holds onto the great concepts of 
Christian theology, but that seems to be about all that can be said of it."  The 
tradition, according to Bonhoeffer's criticism, remains "undeveloped" and "remote," 
the latter word being one which we encountered in the baptismal sermon. "There is 
no interpretation." (LPP 328) That means, so we may conclude, that Christian 
tradition is not translated into terms of the self-understanding of a world come of 
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age and a religionless humankind, such as is characteristic of the cultural situation 
that is part of the pragmatic context for the church's speaking about God.  

             How does Bonhoeffer envision the progression of the culture that he sees 
lying beyond the collapse of the Third Reich? The contours remain vague, but with 
a few lines he does sketch its horizons. In the baptismal sermon Bonhoeffer 
described the more structural dimensions of the process of modernization, the 
"spread of bureaucracy into almost every department of life," that accompanied 
society becoming more complex. In the "Outline for a Book," and even more in the 
letters that he wrote to Eberhard Bethge from April 30, 1944 on, he deals with that 
again and tries to discern the cultural consequences of that process with regards to 
their significance for speaking about God. In the letter of June 8, 1944 he wants to 
say "a little more about the historical situation." He notes that not only the church, 
but also theologians (he mentions Karl Heim, Paul Althaus, Paul Tillich and Karl 
Barth) have responded inadequately. "The question is: Christ and the world that 
has come of age." Bonhoeffer's conclusion from the work of the theologians 
mentioned is that "in the non-religious interpretation of theological concepts" none 
of them "gave concrete guidance, either in dogmatics or in ethics." (LPP 327f.)  

   

             The intention of Bonhoeffer's theological program in this context is 
described in a single, terse sentence somewhat further in the same letter. "The 
world's coming of age is no longer an occasion for polemics and apologetics, but is 
now really better understood than it understands itself, namely on the basis of the 
gospel and in the light of Christ." (LPP 329) Whether that program succeeded in its 
intention is debatable. In the last chapter we will return to his outline. Here our only 
concern is to note what drove him to his search: the realization that the church in 
its speaking about God was not aware of the altered historical and cultural 
situation, encompassing both the speaker and the one spoken to.  

   

2.5.  A new language  

   

             What does all of this mean for the content of the proclamation of the 
church? Perhaps it was not all clear to Bonhoeffer either. In the letter of May 5, 
1944 we can read: "I am thinking about how we can reinterpret in a 'worldly' sense 
- in the sense of the Old Testament and of John 1:14 - the concepts of repentance, 
faith, justification, rebirth, and sanctification." (LPP 286f.) And in the "Thoughts on 
the Day of Baptism," he asks the same with regard to reconciliation and 
redemption, regeneration and the Holy spirit, love of our enemies, cross and 
resurrection, life in Christ and Christian discipleship. (LPP 299) But in the "Outline 
for a Book" he does not get beyond a sort of listing of wishes: "Interpretation of 
biblical concepts on this basis. (Creation, fall, atonement, repentance, faith, the 
new life, the last things.) Possibly Bonhoeffer envisioned a hermeneutical "program 
of translation." It is clear in any case that he was unable to carry it out.[19]  

             It is to be doubted whether Bonhoeffer, with the "new language" for which 
he hoped, only had in mind a theological hermeneutic (in the sense of an 
interpretive method for reading the old, no longer familiar texts). We already saw 
that he located the Christian impotence not primarily in the semantic dimension of 
proclamation (What is the meaning of the gospel?), but in the pragmatic sphere 
(How can the gospel again become liberating and renewing?). In that respect the 
altered cultural situation constitutes an important component, but alongside two 
other aspects (personal commitment and credible church structures).  
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             In addition Bonhoeffer seems to emphasize the importance of insight into 
the limits of words. "Our being Christians today will consist of only two things: 
prayer and action for justice on behalf of people." according to the baptismal 
sermon. (LPP 300) As long as the new language, liberating and redeeming like the 
language of Jesus, does not resound, then the gospel will apparently be 
communicated by people who speak a sort of interim language, people who "pray 
and do justice and wait for God's own time." If Bonhoeffer was hoping for a new 
theological hermeneutic, then in any case it was one that sought to understand a 
different language than just the spoken and written word.  

             Bonhoeffer seems to expect a time in which the public significance of 
church proclamation will have severely declined. The parallel with the previously 
described fate of upper middle-class culture is striking. The piety of his parental 
home "will not be noisy or loquacious," but marked by prayer, the fear and love of 
God and doing the will of Jesus, as we saw above. (LPP 296) The same holds for 
the interim form of the church. The period of moratorium until a new, liberating 
manner of speaking about God arises will be a time of conversion and purification. 
"All Christian thinking, speaking and organizing must be born anew out of this 
prayer and action." (LPP 300) The cause of Christians will until then be "quiet and 
hidden." Any attempt to hurriedly run ahead will, in Bonhoeffer's opinion, turn itself 
against the church.  

             How long that time will last, we do not know. The church, however, will 
have to adjust to a situation in which the spoken and written word assume a more 
modest tone. "The time of a pious or theological word is past." That is so for two 
reasons, as we now know. The potentialities of the word are limited by the cultural 
situation, but not by that alone. The word of the church has above all been 
shattered by the church's actions. The proclamation of the word has become 
incredible due to a lack of personal faith and to the shape of a church focussed on 
self-preservation. Prayer and doing justice seem for the time being to be the only 
language that can communicate the meaning of the gospel unambiguously.  

             Does that detract from the richness of the Word of God? We suspect that 
Bonhoeffer thought the opposite. In this situation the church, to be sure, will be 
thrust back onto its religious essence. We will yet see how in his opinion Christian 
speaking about God arises out of a respectful  silence before God’s presence. 
(5.4.) The heart of the life of faith lies enfolded in the silence of prayer. There, at 
the spring from which any speaking about God is to refresh itself, we encounter the 
limits of the word.[20] "In the end, silence means nothing other than waiting for 
God's Word and coming from God's word with a blessing." So we read in Life 
Together, the fruit of his spiritual experiment in Finkenwalde from 1938. (LT 
(DBWE 5) 85) It is the same waiting attitude that Bonhoeffer advocates in the 
baptismal sermon for the church as a whole. It is a silence that comes forth out of a 
surplus, not a deficit, of the Word.  

             In this context Bonhoeffer makes his proposal for a renewal of the 
disciplina arcani of the early church. "There are degrees of knowledge and degrees 
of significance; that means that a discipline of the secret must be restored whereby 
the mysteries of the Christian faith are protected against profanation." Thus 
Bonhoeffer writes in response to what he considers to be Karl Barth's positivist 
doctrine of revelation, in which each part of the teaching of faith is taken to be of 
equal weight. (LPP 286) We shall need to return to what Bonhoeffer is getting at 
here. His utterances remain vague. But we offer at this point the suggestion that 
'profanation' at the least means trying to put everything into words. The arcanum, 
the mystery of faith, transcends the limits of language.  

             That is true as well for doing justice, of which Bonhoeffer speaks in the 
baptismal sermon. The church's actions must surpass the ambivalence of “saying 
one thing and doing another.” What Bonhoeffer has in mind we can read in the last 
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chapter of the book that he wanted to write in prison. In the outline that has been 
preserved (for the book has been lost), he indicates the shape of a church that has 
moved beyond its incapacity. The passage begins with the sentence, "The church 
is the church only when it exists for others." and continues with an enumeration of 
what that entails in practice. The property of the church must be given to the 
needy. The clergy will have to live solely from the free-will offerings of their 
congregations or possibly engage in some secular calling. They will thus have to 
“tell” people what it means to exist for others, just as Christ was for others. And 
above all our church (and the emphasis is from Bonhoeffer himself with reference 
to the Confessing Church) will have to “speak” of moderation, purity, trust, loyalty, 
constancy, patience, discipline, humility, contentment and modesty.  

             Bonhoeffer employs the words “say” and “speak” here. That he at the least 
has other forms of communication in mind is apparent out of what follows on the 
church. "It must not underestimate the importance of human 'example' (which has 
its origin in the humanity of Jesus and is so important in Paul's teaching); it is not 
abstract argument, but 'example,' that gives its words emphasis and power." (LPP 
383) It becomes clear that by "doing justice" Bonhoeffer does not have in mind a 
“deed” or “act” as an exclusive alternative to the word, an ethic that would replace 
hermeneutics, as if the church should cease to speak of God. Rather his concern is 
to again lend "emphasis and power" to Christian proclamation. The church's acting 
restores to the word a portion of its performative character.  

             We conclude these initial explorations with three conclusions, on the basis 
of which we arrive at several questions for treatment in the following chapters.  

   

(1.)              Bonhoeffer's viewpoints on speaking about God, as he formulated 
them in prison, especially in the baptismal sermon, seem to be severely imbued 
with an awareness of the deficiences of Christian speaking about God. Bonhoeffer 
notes in this respect a fundamental incapacity of the church. He does not situate 
that in the first place in the inadequacies of language as a means to describe 
reality. Rather,  he looks for the cause in the "pragmatic context" in which God is 
spoken of. It is a context that is determined by  

(a) the speakers, who in their personal attitude of faith stand for the truth that they 
proclaim;  

(b) the church, that turns speaking about God into one of its own conventions and 
thus robs itself of the possibility of speaking a different language (that of a "risk for 
others") than its institutional urge towards self-preservation so that every word 
spoken from the pulpit is powerless, even before it is spoken; and  

(c) the culture, that undergoes significant changes so that Christian proclamation 
runs the risk of becoming unintelligible to people who, "simple as they are," can no 
longer be religious.  

   

(2.)       In addition we saw that Bonhoeffer also expressed his faith in the profusion 
of the Word of God, so that “the world will be changed and renewed by it.” His 
recognition that Christian speaking lags far behind (its deficiency) does not arise 
out of an insight into the impotence of human speaking about God as such (cf. 
negative theology), but out of his persistent belief in the power of God’s word. The 
precariousness of human speaking about God lies for Bonhoeffer in a theology that 
emanates from a God who speaks, a theology of the Word.  
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(3.)       Finally, in the baptismal sermon we encounter Bonhoeffer's recognition of 
the limits of language, that characterize both the deficiency and the profusion of 
speaking about God. Speaking of God requires first of all silence and listening, 
prayerful listening. It receives power only when supported by doing justice. If 
Bonhoeffer defends a theology of the Word, then at any rate a theology that does 
not limit itself to words alone.  

   

             In the following chapters we want to deal with a number of questions that 
arise out of these explorations. We will do that by allowing the Bonhoeffer from 
before the letters from prison to speak. We will put our questions to him with regard 
to the deficiency and profusion of speaking about God that have been noted. What 
conditions have to be met to speak well of God? What are the potentialities and 
what are the limits of language in this respect? We assume that in the baptismal 
sermon we find a crossroads of Bonhoeffer's views on speaking of God. With the 
help of his earlier theology we will attempt a sort of reconstruction of the genesis of 
the baptismal sermon.  

             We seek a further answer to the following questions: How can someone 
who is so convinced of the reality-transforming dynamic of the Word of God be so 
aware of the incapability to still let it resound in a liberating manner? What does 
Bonhoeffer actually mean by the Word of God and wherein lies its effective power? 
And if Bonhoeffer so exalts the Word of God and, at the same time, so emphasizes 
the limits of human words, how does he relate the two, divine word and human 
word, to each other?  

             In order to answer these questions the third chapter that follows will focus 
on Bonhoeffer's treatment of human words in general. His family, more than the 
church, seems to be his tutor in this case. The careful treatment of words practiced 
there expressed itself primarily in the art of refraining from words when necessary. 
Does Bonhoeffer hold that which is true for human words to be the case for the 
divine as well?  

             In the fourth chapter we ask the question what Bonhoeffer meant by the 
"Word of God," and what according to him makes a word liberating. Was his 
theology a theology of the Word, like that of Karl Barth? Or did Bonhoeffer have 
more of an eye for the contextuality of the Word that determine its limits and 
potentialities?  

             In the fifth chapter we look into Bonhoffer's views on church proclamation, 
particularly as he developed them in the thirties at Finkenwalde. In the Reformation 
tradition in which Bonhoeffer stood the sermon is the supreme moment in which 
God is spoken of, in his commandments and promises. What is Bonhoeffer's 
position in relation to that tradition? Did the word of God resound for him only from 
the pulpit, or elsewhere as well?  

             In the last and sixth chapter we return to the situation of resistance and 
imprisonment, out of which the baptismal sermon was written, and ask what the 
significance of that context might be for the development of Bonhoeffer's views on 
speaking about God. Does it really become impossible in his view to speak a 
Christian word to another? Or does he only want to strip Christian speech of its 
supposed self-evidence and bind it to stricter conditions?  
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Teacher of Prayer) (Würzburg: Echter Verlag, 1976); E. Bethge, Zwischen 
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