
Bonhoeffer: Martyr of Faith 
 

If your opponent has a conscience, 
then follow Ghandi and non-violence. 
But if your enemy has no conscience, 
like Hitler, then follow Bonhoeffer. 

 
- Martin Luther King, Jr. 

(Attributed) 
 

SUICIDAL RESISTANCE 

At Flossenburg, a Nazi concentration camp, everyone knew the words a soldier 
spoke to a condemned prisoner: "Make ready and come with us." On Sunday, 
April 8, 1945, a Nazi soldier directed those words to Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a 
German pastor who resisted Hitler and the Nazi regime. He had just concluded 
a worship service.  

Bonhoeffer spent the last months of his life at this place of torment. While at 
Flossenburg, he tried to be a pastor to anguished souls. According to Payne 
Best, an English prisoner who survived, "His soul really shone in the dark 
desperation of our prison. He was one of the very few men I have ever met to 
whom God was real and ever close to him." (Scroll down 60% to the English 
translation.) 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, like Martin Luther King, was murdered at age 39. Both 
men of God were killed during the month of April: King, the victim of an 
assassin whose rifle he did not see; Bonhoeffer, the victim of an executioner 
whose rope he did not fear. 

Like King, a preacher whose words indicted a system of racial prejudice, 
Bonhoeffer was a preacher whose actions defied a system of racial murder. 
Cautioned that he could be killed for his words, King would not be silent. 
Warned that he could be executed for his actions, Bonhoeffer would not be 
passive. 

Both men left a legacy of profound accomplishments. Most people remember 
King and what he did for civil rights. Many people do not remember Bonhoeffer 
and what he did for human rights. 

UNLIKELY CHOICE 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer and his twin sister Sabine were born in Breslau, Germany 
on February 4, 1906. An extremely bright young man, he shocked his family 
when he decided to become a theologian. No Bonhoeffer had ever chosen the 
Christian church as a profession.  

Life in the beautiful town of Breslau, on the Oder River, was pleasant for young 
Dietrich. Karl, his father, was a well-known professor of psychiatry and 
neurology. Paula, his mother, was a university graduate who home-schooled 
Dietrich while he was young. The Bonhoeffers had eight children; Dietrich was 
the sixth. 

A BUDDING INTELLECTUAL 

Following in the footsteps of his parents, Bonhoeffer attended the best 
academic institutions in Germany. He received a doctorate, with honors, from 
the University of Berlin in 1927. During his time as a student, he devoured the 
writings of Karl Barth.  

A man of many talents, Bonhoeffer pastored a Lutheran church for a short time 
in the late 1920s. Following a year of post-graduate study at Union Theological 
Seminary in New York City, he became a lecturer in systematic theology at the 
University of Berlin. 

As an educated German theologian, living during the rise of Hitler, Bonhoeffer 
began to question the ethics of both his country and his church. On radio 
broadcasts he spoke out against the increasing influence of the Nazis and their 
anti-Semitism before Hitler assumed power. In intellectual circles he spoke 
against the complacency of Christians who thought Jews were cursed for killing 
Christ. 

Banned by the government from instructing students at the University of 
Berlin, Bonhoeffer formed a kind of underground seminary. For two years he 
continued to teach his students as he traveled from village to village. Believing 
the German church was not taking a sufficient stand against Nazism, he co-
founded the Confessing Church. It became a center of German Protestant 
resistance to the growing power of the Third Reich. 
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But mere intellectual pursuits and theories did not satisfy Bonhoeffer. Although 
a pacifist, he decided to actively resist the perverse effects Adolf Hitler and his 
regime wrought on the laws and lives of the German people. 

HITLER'S 'FINAL SOLUTION' 

Within a year after Bonhoeffer and his colleagues started the Confessing 
Church, the Nazis were no longer content to merely humiliate Jews. Why 
merely humiliate when one has the power to do more?  

In 1935, the Third Reich did much more. The government passed race laws 
called the "Nuremberg Laws" that specifically targeted Jews, a step that should 
have surprised no one who had listened to Hitler long before he ruled 
Germany. He had earlier set forth his plan in the book Mein Kampf (My 
Struggle) and in the 25-Point Program of his party. 

The "Nuremberg Laws" stripped all German Jews of their citizenship, making 
Jews "subjects," not citizens. "Legally" enabling the Nazis to begin their 
atrocities against the Jews, the laws specified who was a Jew and prescribed 
how they would be treated in Germany. In his speech about the Nuremberg 
Laws, Hitler even addressed the potential need for a "final solution" to the 
Jewish "problem." The Holocaust had begun. 

Trying to stop the ever-widening influence of Nazi tyranny, Bonhoeffer joined 
the Abwehr, a German military intelligence organization led by Admiral 
Wilhelm Canaris. Its "agents" had access to vital war information. People 
working against the Third Reich, like Dietrich Bonhoeffer, were able to pass key 
information to anti-Nazi contacts. 

STALKING A MADMAN 

With their increasing "legal" authority, Nazis began direct attacks against Jews 
on Kristallnacht, "the Night of Broken Glass." Engineered by Joseph Goebbels, 
Hitler's troops began a virulent rampage against Jewish businesses and 
synagogues, on the evening of November 9, 1938, and continuing into the next 
day. That night, the Nazis burned nearly 200 synagogues throughout Germany.  

The following day - next to Psalm 74:8 in his Bible - Bonhoeffer penned in the 
date of Kristallnacht. It is the only date contained anywhere in his Bible. The 
verse reads: "They said in their hearts, let us plunder their goods! They burn all 

the houses of God in the land...Oh God, how long is the foe to scoff? How long 
will the enemy revile your name?" 

As Nazi oppression worsened, Bonhoeffer stepped up his activism. He became 
involved in the plot to assassinate Hitler. He explained this apparent 
inconsistency with Christian beliefs to his sister-in-law, Emmi Bonhoeffer: 

If I see a madman driving a car into a group of innocent bystanders, then I 
can't, as a Christian, simply wait for the catastrophe and then comfort the 
wounded and bury the dead. I must try to wrestle the steering wheel out of 
the hands of the driver. 

By June of 1939, Bonhoeffer was able to get out of the country. Originally 
fleeing to the safety of America, he returned to Germany in a few weeks. His 
reason: 

I have come to the conclusion that I made a mistake in coming to America...I 
shall have no right to take part in the restoration of Christian life in Germany 
after the war unless I share the trials of this time with my people. 

Keeping his work undercover, Bonhoeffer continued his political resistance and 
helped to smuggle 15 Jews to Switzerland in a mission called "Operation 7." 
The Nazis arrested him in 1943, at his family home, for his anti-Nazi resistance. 
Weeks earlier, he had announced his engagement to Maria von Wedemeyer. 

ATTEMPTED ASSASSINATION OF HITLER 

Taken to Tegel Prison, Bonhoeffer began what would ultimately be the most 
prolific part of his life. Already a respected author, Cost of Discipleship became 
an apt title for his new life as a prisoner of the Third Reich. The central theme 
of that 1939 book - true Christians must do all they can to follow Christ - must 
have resonated through Bonhoeffer as he lived his life in Cell 92.  

By July 1944, many high-ranking government officials had long been convinced 
Hitler and his cohorts were leading Germany down a path of ultimate 
destruction. Even though economic conditions in Germany had drastically 
improved under Hitler's regime, his opponents could see the future with Hitler. 
It was a terrible vision. 
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The Germans had been upset with the way the victors of World War I had dealt 
with their country at the end of that war. The Nazis had capitalized on this 
smoldering resentment. The Treaty of Versailles (ending WWI) had required 
Germany to give up some of its territories. Germans had wanted that land 
back. 

Hitler had seen an opportunity. By playing into the fears of the German people, 
Hitler had used his considerable oratory skills to convince many people that he 
and his party were the best thing for the country.  

But now some of the military commanders who originally thought Hitler could 
help Germany realized he had to go. The only way to get rid of him - in the 
minds of many high-ranking people - was to assassinate him. 

Members of Bonhoeffer's resistance group and German officers with access to 
Hitler - like Colonel Claus von Stauffenberg - took part in the plot (code-named 
"Operation Valkyrie") to assassinate the Fuhrer. The plan had been years in the 
making. 

The plot came to fruition while Bonhoeffer was already in prison for smuggling 
Jews out of the country. On July 20, 1944, Colonel von Stauffenberg left a 
briefcase bomb in Hitler's heavily fortified planning room at the now-ruined 
Wolf's Lair (then in East Prussia, now Poland). The bomb exploded, but Hitler 
survived the attempt. Had Hitler and his staff been in their normal meeting 
place (a bunker) instead of a room with windows (where pressure from the 
explosion was not confined), the blast would have killed everyone.  

The Nazis shot Von Stauffenberg the same evening in Berlin. Two days after the 
assassination attempt, the Nazi Party's newspaper demanded that German 
people make greater sacrifices and give absolute obedience to the party and to 
government leaders. Officials in charge of trials, orchestrated to condemn the 
plot's leaders, had one object in mind: demonstrate their own loyalty to Hitler. 
Rules required for a just trial were completely ignored. 

The Nazis implicated thousands of people in the assassination plot, including 
Bonhoeffer and three members of his immediate family (his brother Klaus and 
two brothers-in-law). Incriminating documents, hidden by his sister's husband 
Hans von Dohnanyi, had been found by the Gestapo. Although he did not yet 
realize the secret papers were in the hands of his enemies, Bonhoeffer was a 
condemned man. 

Transferred to the Berlin Gestapo Prison in February 1945, Bonhoeffer knew he 
would be executed. His correspondence from prison - smuggled out and 
published as Letters and Papers From Prison - reflect the knowledge of his 
impending death. Few martyrs have so vividly painted a picture of events 
leading to their final act of courage. 

But prison was not the end for Dietrich Bonhoeffer. The Gestapo had other, 
more brutal plans in store for him. He was transferred to Buchenwald, the 
infamous concentration camp. 

HITLER'S HORRORS WORSEN 

Hitler had charged Heinrich Himmler with carrying out the "Final Solution" - the 
Nazis' plan to rid Germany of all Jews and other political undesirables. A master 
of terror, Himmler was more than adept at carrying out his assignment. The 
"Final Solution," in part, included concentration camps that practiced genocide 
on a daily basis.  

Unspeakable horrors were occurring in concentration camps. Some of the 
camps were nothing more than places of execution where innocent people 
were exterminated because of race or political status. At other camps prisoners 
performed backbreaking work - slave labor - and even those camps had 
crematoria. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer was now a political undesirable. Initially sent to 
Buchenwald, a German death camp northeast of Frankfurt, Bonhoeffer was 
soon transferred south to Flossenburg, the concentration camp nearest 
Nuremberg. Flossenburg inmates either toiled in a nearby Messerschmidt plane 
factory or labored at a stone quarry. 

Crammed inside flimsy barracks, as many as 1,500 people tried to live with 
some shred of dignity. Nearly 4,000 people had to use the same outside latrine. 
Most did not feel the heat of the single stove located at the end of each 
building. 

Eight hundred S.S. troops ran Flossenburg. Camp officials piled into supply 
rooms the clothing of prisoners who could not survive the harsh conditions. 
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Like most concentration camps, Flossenburg had a crematorium and a 
courtyard where prisoners were shot. It also had a working gas chamber. In the 
last 14 months of its operation, about 14,000 people died at Flossenburg. 

A MARTYR'S DEATH 
 

Before he walked out of his concentration camp barracks for the last time, 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer whispered to a fellow prisoner: "This is the end. For me, 
the beginning of life." 

He was right. Unknown to Bonhoeffer, Nazi officials had discovered the diary of 
Admiral Canaris. Hitler himself ordered the annihilation of Canaris and his 
entire resistance group - a group that included Dietrich Bonhoeffer. 

In spite of his firsthand experience with evil, Bonhoeffer went to the gallows 
with confidence, strengthened by the faith that kept him calm. In spite of the 
prospect of death at the hands of evil men, he clung to the beliefs he 
articulated in his books. Beliefs like: 

 Only God is the final arbiter of good and evil 
 What we despise in others is never absent from ourselves 
 Face death daily and learn the true miracle of life 

As he stripped naked on April 9, 1945, Bonhoeffer knew his life on earth was 
over. He also knew that two other high-profile resisters would die that day: 
Admiral Canaris and his chief of staff, Hans Oster. What Bonhoeffer did not 
know was that the Nazis had also targeted three members of his immediate 
family. His brother Klaus and two brothers-in-law (including Hans) were 
executed days later in different camps. All had fallen within the net of Hitler's 
rage over his attempted assassination. 

FINAL MONSTROUS ACTS 

As Bonhoeffer hanged from the gallows, American troops nearby already 
threatened the fatal blow to the Third Reich. As bodies burned in the camp's 
oven, Bonhoeffer's killers saw the coming end of their unchecked brutality. 
They had one last monstrous act to supervise: They ordered Flossenburg 
prisoners to march south to Dachau. Sick, emaciated and barely able to move, 
many people dropped dead on the journey.  

Within days, Flossenburg was liberated. Hitler was dead by his own hand in his 
heavily fortified bunker in Berlin. (Follow this link to the current whereabouts 
of his remains.) 

Within weeks the war in Europe was over. American soldiers made the 
Germans who lived near Flossenburg see firsthand what their government had 
done. General Patton issued orders that required Germans to exhume and bury 
bodies of victims who had died during the Flossenburg death march. 

Records which the liberators found at the camp indicated the following facts: 
Eight hundred German SS troops supervised Flossenburg which was opened in 
1939.  54,890 men and over 10,000 women were held prisoner there during its 
years in operation. The prisoners at Flossenberg worked in stone quarries and 
at the nearby Messerschmidt Airplane Factory.  In the fourteen months period 
preceding the death march (20 April, 1945) approximately 14,000 inmates died 
from exhaustion, malnourishment, mistreatment and various diseases.  

On 20 April 1945, 15,000 inmates (including children and elderly people) were 
marched away. Those who could not keep up with the march were killed by the 
wayside. About 2,000 were left when U.S. troops arrived at the camp. Among 
those reported to have been in the camp were Kurt Von Schuschnig (former 
Chancellor of Austria), Leopold (King of the Belgians), Prince Albrecht of Austria 
and Hjalmar Schacht (Reich Minister of Finances). 

Bonhoeffer's family did not know he was dead. Not until they heard radio 
reports about a memorial service in London did they learn what had happened 
to him three months earlier. 

BONHOEFFER'S LEGACY 

Years after Bonhoeffer's death, people still recall the courage of a Christian 
pastor who was willing to actively resist the evils of the Third Reich.  

Decades after he wrote his last words, Bonhoeffer's books still give 
encouragement to those trying to make sense of their lives. In fact, his greatest 
influence came after his death, when people were able to read - and take 
comfort from - everything he wrote in prison. 
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In 1996, fifty-one years after Bonhoeffer's execution, a German court declared 
him not guilty of the treason charge that condemned him. The same is true for 
the men who died with him: Admiral Wilhelm Canaris and Hans Oster. 

The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum honored Bonhoeffer with a 
significant article on his life and legacy, while Westminster Abbey created a 
martyr's statue in his memory. 

POLITICALLY INCORRECT HEROES 

As scholars try to understand why organized churches did little to resist Hitler 
and his Third Reich, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the young Lutheran pastor, 
consistently stands apart. Not until the war was over, in the "Stuttgart 
Confession of Guilt" issued 19 October 1945, did the German churches express 
regret for failing to help. Here is the English translation of the German 
confession referred to as Stuttgarter Schuldbekenntnis: 

After the war, in Stuttgart on October 19, 1945, the newly formed counsel of 
the Protestant (Lutheran) church in Germany prepared an acknowledgment of 
guilt for the NS [National Socialist] time period. This was done despite the 
protest of many Germans. 

For many years, in the name of Jesus, we have fought against the spirit of the 
NS [National Socialist] under whose authority we lived. But we charge 
ourselves with not being more bravely known, not faithfully praying, not 
being more joyful in our beliefs, and not being more sincere in our love. 

The Stuttgart acknowledgment of guilt was accepted with much respect by 
churches in foreign countries. 

Not until later, however, did German churches publicly confess their own guilt 
for what had happened to the Jewish people. 

The words of Bonhoeffer's friend, Martin Niemoller, attempt to explain this 
apathy. After Niemoller survived the war (and lived to age 92), he talked about 
what happened and why he, Bonhoeffer and a few others formed the 
Confessing Church. The message with which he concluded most of his speeches 
applies equally today: 

First they came for the Communists 
and I did not speak out - 

because I was not a Communist. 

Then they came for the Jews 
and I did not speak out - 
because I was not a Jew. 

Then they came for the trade unionists 
and I did not speak out - 

because I was not a trade unionist. 

Then they came for me 
and there was no one left 

to speak for me. 

As Martin Luther King, Jr. spoke for the oppressed when it was the politically 
incorrect thing to do, Dietrich Bonhoeffer spoke for the oppressed when it was 
a suicidal thing to do. 

Who, will future generations say, were the "Martins" and "Dietrichs" of today? 
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