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In the summer of 1988 a friend handed me this book (minus this 
foreword, of course) and asked whether I had ever heard of Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer. I was on something of a spiritual search at that time and 
my friend obviously thought this book might provide some encourage-
ment and guidance. I confessed that I had never heard of  Bonhoeffer. 
Who was he, I wondered, besides the author of the book I was now 
 holding?

My friend knew of my German background and told me that 
 Bonhoeffer lived in Germany during the Third Reich. Because of Bon-
hoeffer’s Christian faith he valiantly spoke out against Hitler, hardly 
something many were doing in Germany then. In fact, because of 
Bonhoeffer’s conviction that a true Christian must help those who are 
suffering—and for him this was principally the Jews of  Germany—he 
eventually became involved in the resistance to Hitler, and then even in 
an assassination plot against him. This was not the typical path we would 
expect from a man of God, but I soon learned there was nothing typical 
about Dietrich Bonhoeffer. My friend also told me that Bonhoeffer was 
imprisoned and eventually murdered by the Nazis, just three weeks be-
fore the end of the war.

I was somewhat embarrassed not to know of this extraordinary fig-
ure. That a German Christian had publicly defended the Jews and was 
murdered for doing so was, for me, not less than astonishing. Even given 
my own skepticism toward Christianity at that time, I had to admit that 
this was the sort of Christian in whom I might be interested.

But for me the subject of the Nazis was also a deeply personal one. 
My mother grew up in Germany during the Third Reich. I knew that my 

3P_Bonhoeffer_CostOfDiscipleship_REP_MISC_MP.indd   5 7/18/18   9:03 AM



6

grandfather, for whom I was named, had dared to listen to the BBC in 
the evenings, with his ear pressed against the radio’s speaker, lest any-
one discover what he was doing, since such things could land one in a 
concentration camp. But my grandfather’s dislike of Hitler could not 
prevent him from being forced to serve in the army. He was killed on his 
way to the Russian front in April 1944, aged thirty-one when my mother 
was just ten. Her life was haunted by the agonies of those bitter years; 
and I couldn’t help but think that Bonhoeffer was also a voice for many 
Germans, too, who dared not speak out themselves.

My friend—his name is Ed Tuttle—also told me that Bonhoeffer had 
come to America twice, the second time in the summer of 1939, hoping 
to escape serving in Hitler’s army. But then Bonhoeffer had gone back, 
despite the obvious danger to his life. When the Nazis executed him, he 
was thirty-nine years old and engaged to be married. Who could fail to be 
fascinated by the life of such a brilliant and brave man?

And so I began reading this book. In the first line of the foreword of 
that edition, Bishop George Bell quotes something from Bonhoeffer that is 
at the heart of this book—and at the heart of all Bonhoeffer’s theology. It 
is as bracing a sentence as one may encounter: “When Christ calls a man, 
he bids him come and die.” If one wishes to recommend the Christian faith 
to someone, such a sentence might well be what one would avoid saying 
at all costs. But when Bonhoeffer wrote those words he had long since 
passed beyond niceties and bromides. He was a man of truth in word and 
deed, a man who would live out what he had written. So I was hooked im-
mediately. Whom had I ever read who wrote anything that was at once so 
blunt and off-putting, and yet so heartbreakingly beautiful and good and 
true? The sentence becomes that much more haunting in light of Bonhoef-
fer’s death eight years later. As I read the rest of this book, my life was 
forever changed. It was unlike anything I’d read before. Indeed, it was a 
revelation.

I wanted to know more about the man behind the words, but at that 
time there was no popular-level biography of Bonhoeffer—nor did I 
dream that twenty years in the future I would write one myself. So for 
a time I was forced to content myself with the most basic details of his 
life. But when at last I did write my own book, I discovered that his 
upbringing and his life are themselves fascinating and go a long way 
toward explaining how he came to write a book like this one.

To begin with, Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a genius. He was born in 
1906 into a celebrated family of similarly brilliant figures. Bonhoeffer’s 
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father was the most famous psychiatrist in Germany and for decades 
ranked among the most renowned scientists of Europe. One of Die-
trich’s brothers was a physicist who split atoms with Einstein, while 
another rose to become the legal head of Lufthansa. Dietrich was among 
the youngest of eight brothers and sisters, whose vibrant company dra-
matically honed the young Dietrich’s skills as a rigorous thinker. For the 
whole family, anything like the sloppiness of clichés was an embarrass-
ment and an anathema. In the Bonhoeffer home one was taught to know 
what one thought and never to speak unless one had something to say, 
and then to say it precisely and well. But it was hardly a harsh environ-
ment. The family reveled in literature and art and sports, and even had 
a musical night once a week, to which friends were invited. Reading of 
his early years cannot help make anyone somewhat jealous, because a 
better environment in which to be raised can hardly be imagined.

But then during the Great War Dietrich’s seventeen-year-old brother 
Walter was killed on the Eastern Front. This tragic news, as Dietrich was 
turning twelve, seemed to catapult him from his idyllic childhood into 
a sudden maturity. He was always thinking about the biggest questions, 
about God and eternity, but in his thirteenth year he decided he would 
do this for the rest of his life by becoming a theologian, though it took 
him a full year to admit this decision to the rest of his family. He knew 
that his scientifically minded brothers and father would not be pleased 
with this choice; but when they chided him for joining an institution as 
flawed as the church, he resolutely shot back, “Then I shall reform it!” 
Little did he know how much truth there was in this youthful boast.

Bonhoeffer’s maternal great-grandfather was a nationally distin-
guished theologian, and his mother’s father and brother both were pas-
tors, so his choice of profession was not as wild a departure for him as 
his brothers made it out to be. At seventeen Bonhoeffer entered Tübin-
gen University and then returned to Berlin, where, studying under such 
living legends as Adolf von Harnack, he earned his doctorate in theology 
at the astonishing age of twenty-one.

The subject of his dissertation was the question “What is the 
Church?”, which he answered with such academic luminosity that the 
finest theological minds of the era were astonished. No less than Karl 
Barth declared it “a theological miracle.” Even so, Bonhoeffer did not 
wish to limit himself to academia. It was his ambition also to be or-
dained as a Lutheran pastor. He wanted not only to think about God in a 
university setting but also to serve Him in an ecclesiastical one.
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Bonhoeffer believed that if one could not translate one’s theological 
ideas from the academic realm down to the layman in the pew—and not 
just to him but to his children—perhaps one did not understand much 
at all or have much to say. And beyond this, Bonhoeffer believed that 
whatever one said one believed was not as important as living what one 
believed. If you weren’t living it, did you really believe it? So taking his 
theology to real people, and not just to be understood but to be lived out 
as disciples of Christ, was for him paramount. This is of course what led 
him to write this book, published in 1937, whose German title, Nach-
folge, simply translated, is “discipleship,” but which literally means “to 
follow after.” Whom one is to follow is implicit.

But to be ordained a pastor in the Lutheran Church at that time was 
not possible until one was twenty-five years old, so Bonhoeffer occupied 
his time with many things. When he turned twenty-four he decided he 
would spend a year in America—specifically in New York City—on a 
fellowship to Union Theological Seminary.

Bonhoeffer did not expect to find much by way of theology at 
Union, and, alas, he was not disappointed. In fact, he wrote home: “there 
is no theology here.” After all, he had earned his doctorate in Berlin, 
among the greatest theological minds of that time. But in retrospect 
Bonhoeffer’s time in New York was not to be marked by what he learned 
at Union but rather by what he experienced at an African American 
church in Harlem. One Sunday in September 1930 a fellow student from 
Alabama took Bonhoeffer up to the Abyssinian Baptist Church. What 
the young German saw there took his breath away. The congregation 
was on fire with faith, shouting and rejoicing in the worship and during 
the sermon, too. And their many activities during the week reflected 
what they did on Sunday. Dietrich saw that they were not merely re-
ligious, but that they were real Christians, disciples of the Christ they 
worshiped. So they were not playing church but rather were the church, 
the people of God living out their faith with a joy Bonhoeffer had never 
seen, neither in the churches in Germany nor in the white Protestant 
churches in New York. From that Sunday on he went to the Abyssinian 
Baptist Church every week, even teaching Sunday school and becoming 
involved in the lives of many of the congregation. He would never be the 
same. Whatever faith resided in his head in the next months descended 
to his heart and from there suffused his whole being. When he returned 
to Germany in 1931, everyone saw that he was somehow different.

For one thing, he now attended church regularly. Although his 

3P_Bonhoeffer_CostOfDiscipleship_REP_MISC_MP.indd   8 7/18/18   9:03 AM



9

family had always taken God seriously and had had private devotions, 
regular church attendance was never a priority. But there was another as-
pect to his faith, too. Bonhoeffer had seen in New York how the  African 
American Christians spoke up about the injustices done to their breth-
ren, especially in the American South, and Bonhoeffer quickly saw a 
parallel with the Jews in Germany. While he had been away, the  political 
winds in Germany had shifted. The civilized nation of Goethe and Schil-
ler and Bach had in its economic agonies writhed in the direction of a 
vulgar fellow named Adolf Hitler. Under Hitler, the persecution of the 
Jews increased dramatically, and Bonhoeffer knew that it must be the 
church that led the way in opposing this.

Bonhoeffer himself took the lead very early on, giving a radio 
speech just days after Hitler’s election as chancellor in 1933. In it Bon-
hoeffer explained that the popular German idea of a strong leader—or 
Führer—was not based on God’s idea of leadership but on a mistaken 
idea that made an idol of the leader and that made him not a real leader 
at all but a misleader. And this was only the beginning. Bonhoeffer knew 
that God was calling him to wake up the church to what was happening. 
But as with the prophets before him, Bonhoeffer’s cries fell mostly on 
deaf ears. For one thing, the church in Germany was not used to stand-
ing against governmental authorities. The Lutheran church and the Ger-
man state had long had an amicable history, so when Hitler became the 
head of the German state, almost no one could see the troubles that lay 
ahead. The typical religious pieties—that it was not the role of Chris-
tians to be involved in politics or that it was their role only to pray and 
“preach the gospel”—were all trotted out and firmly believed. By the 
time some church leaders saw what was happening, it was simply too 
late to do anything. By then, Hitler had consolidated his power to the 
extent that it was impossible to oppose him. The window of religious 
liberty in Germany had been shut.

Bonhoeffer was deeply grieved by the inaction of the German 
church, but he vowed to do all he could nonetheless. In 1935 he started 
an illegal seminary to train men who were not mere ecclesiastical types 
but who understood what it meant to follow Jesus with their whole be-
ings—to be real disciples. When, two years later, the Gestapo shut this 
seminary down, Bonhoeffer took it underground. The Nazis, however, 
were relentless. Eventually they forbade Bonhoeffer to teach at all, 
and then even to speak in public. His options for serving God were 
being winnowed down to nothing. When in 1939 he had the temerity 
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to publish a book on the Psalms, titling it The Prayerbook of the Bible, 
the Nazis had had enough. They forbade him now even to publish in the 
Third Reich. After all, from their point of view, the entire Old Testa-
ment was far too Jewish for National Socialist purposes. A book on the 
Psalms simply wouldn’t do.

By this time, however, everyone could see that war was coming, and 
this presented other problems. Bonhoeffer knew he could never fight in 
Hitler’s war, so he had to get out of fighting in a way that did not draw 
too much attention to himself. He was willing to pay whatever price 
necessary for his convictions, but he didn’t want others to pay for his 
bold stand. But what could he do? At this time well-meaning friends in 
America came to the rescue, pulling what strings they could to invite 
him to return to New York, where he could teach at the Union Theologi-
cal Seminary. His friend Paul Lehman in Chicago would also arrange 
lectures for him around the country. They knew that his life was in dan-
ger in Germany. In America he could be safe from the Nazis.

So Bonhoeffer accepted the offer. But no sooner had he boarded the 
ship to cross the Atlantic in early June of 1939 than he began to have 
second thoughts. During the journey he felt increasingly unsettled, com-
plaining in letters to his friends back home that because the ship crossed 
a time zone every day it became more and more confusing and difficult 
to keep his promise of praying with them at the same hour each day, in 
order to remain with them in spirit, as it were. It was as though each day 
of the journey carried him further and further from himself. By the time 
he arrived at the beautifully appointed apartment assigned to him—the 
so-called Prophet’s Chamber—at Union Theological Seminary, he was 
already scheming how to tell his hosts he could not stay as long as they 
had hoped. What had been a promise to stay three years soon became 
one year. Soon he felt staying through the fall might be the limit of what 
he could do.

All that June in New York he searched the scriptures for an answer 
to the strange but unshakable feeling of being in the wrong place, and 
afterward he walked the lonely, sweltering streets of Manhattan like 
a man divided from himself, like an exile and a ghost. He wandered 
through museums; he took in a newsreel in Times Square; but even that 
only reminded him of what was happening at home and made him long 
to return. One day he boarded the subway to Queens to visit the 1939 
World’s Fair. But in the end his distance from Germany felt to him like 
an escape and a mistake. He knew he must return, and the sooner the 
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better. When at last he boarded the ship to go back to Germany, Bon-
hoeffer had been in New York no more than twenty-six days.

When in mid-July he suddenly appeared to his friends in Germany, 
they were shocked. To what was he returning now, other than to danger? 
What would he do that he couldn’t do before he had left? But he couldn’t 
even tell them. That’s because he had decided that he would accept his 
brother-in-law Hans von Dohnányi’s invitation to work for the Abwehr, 
the German Military Intelligence. This would enable Bonhoeffer to give 
the appearance of having come to his senses and being willing to serve his 
nation during a time of war. But even that was not the whole answer. He 
would indeed be working for the Abwehr, but in reality he would become 
a double agent. Dohnányi had invited his brilliant young brother-in-law 
to join the conspiracy against Hitler, which was centered in the Abwehr. 
Bonhoeffer would now be working with those brave souls plotting the end 
of the Nazi government—and the assassination of Hitler.

Bonhoeffer’s dramatic decision to become a spy and enter the con-
spiracy to kill Hitler has been the subject of decades-long debate and 
controversy. But Bonhoeffer knew that to sit on the sidelines while in-
nocents were being murdered was to be complicit in their murders. He 
believed that God would have us defend the innocent, even if it meant 
becoming involved in killing, although he by no means took such a thing 
lightly. But David’s killing of Goliath was not something David ever 
repented of; and those who have valued the teachings of the Bible have 
never seen that victory as an act of murder. Nor did Bonhoeffer believe 
that having an armed military or a police force was wrong. The idea that 
a pastor was not required to take action the way anyone else would be 
required to take action if he could prevent killing was one of those theo-
logically sloppy and “religious” ideas for which Bonhoeffer had little 
patience. In fact, he knew that because other Christians in Germany had 
such ideas was the very reason Germany had descended into the mad-
ness of National Socialism. As Bonhoeffer saw it, it was the church’s 
duty to call the state to account for its actions; and in the end, if the state 
did not do the right thing, it was the duty of the church to oppose the 
state with action. Most Christian leaders in Germany were unwilling to 
follow Bonhoeffer in this, and what had been a lonely road for him now 
became lonelier still.

But Bonhoeffer knew that if serving God meant doing so outside the 
church, so be it. He knew that much of what God had done in history 
was done without the help of—or sometimes in spite of—those who 
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called themselves God’s people. And sometimes it involved the kinds 
of behavior that “religious” people thought beneath them. After all, was 
it not Rahab, a prostitute, who deceived her own people to enable the 
Israelites to conquer Jericho?

Bonhoeffer knew that the mere religiosity of the Pharisees whom 
Jesus condemned was not the kind of faith God wanted. In fact, Bon-
hoeffer wrote a letter to his friend Eberhard Bethge in which he coined 
the term “religionless Christianity,” a Christian faith that was more than 
mere “religion,” that consisted of far more than simply avoiding sins and 
 attending a church service once a week. Rather, it was the kind of faith 
Bonhoeffer had seen among the African Americans in Harlem. But Bon-
hoeffer did not find this kind of faith in Germany when Germany needed 
it most. And so now Bonhoeffer felt more alone than ever, but he knew 
that in the end he answered to his audience of One, the only One whose 
opinion mattered. Bonhoeffer also knew that in the end that was where 
each of us must find himself.

In his day, Bonhoeffer was thought a radical, but isn’t that the point 
of his popularity ever since? He actually believed what the Bible said and 
proved that by living his faith all the way, and indeed “unto death,” to use 
the traditional parlance. He bade us all follow him in this, just as Jesus 
bade us all “pick up our crosses and follow him.” In both of these exhor-
tations there is an inescapably prophetic element, for how is it that Jesus 
spoke of his cross so long before there was any talk of crucifying him, 
long before the grim specter of that horrific Roman death? Just so, when 
Bonhoeffer in this book wrote of Christ bidding us come and die, we can 
hardly now help hearing it in the context of Bonhoeffer’s own future death.

But this is where the radical quality of Bonhoeffer and Jesus be-
comes attainable to all of us: we see that they did not merely believe or 
merely hope that there was heaven on the other side of their sufferings 
and death. They knew there was a life beyond this pale and preliminary 
life. They had no doubt of that effulgent reality beyond what looks like 
human death, and they knew that what looks to us like death is in fact a 
portal to the very antithesis of death.

This is the magnificent witness of those who have gone before us, 
whom we call saints, because they show us with their lives that they know 
something we too can know but may not yet know; and in the act of their 
dying they show us that there really is nothing to be feared, that we are 
fools not to know it and to rejoice in it as they have done. But who can 
hear such things? Bonhoeffer believed that we could. And in writing this 
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book he hoped to enliven that spark in us and to give it fuel, so that we too 
might grasp that what he says is not only true, but is Truth itself.

In the decades since Bonhoeffer’s death some put forth the idea that this 
book merely represented a transitional phase in Bonhoeffer’s life and 
that some of his wartime letters showed a new Bonhoeffer emerging, 
one who was finding his way past the thinking of this book toward a 
kind of humanism that was nearly agnostic. This even led many to see 
him as a prophet of the trendy “God is dead” movement of the early six-
ties. We now know this was a grave mistake and that most of it was cen-
tered around Bonhoeffer’s use of the phrase “religionless Christianity” 
in a letter to Bethge. Bethge himself, who knew Bonhoeffer better than 
anyone, publicly bristled at this distortion of Bonhoeffer’s legacy, writ-
ing: “The isolated use and handing down of the famous term ‘religion-
less Christianity’ has made Bonhoeffer the champion of an undialectical 
shallow modernism which obscures all that he wanted to tell us about 
the living God.”

Furthermore, for Bonhoeffer, swerving and lurching from one way 
of thinking to another was unthinkable. This was why he thought and 
wrote so exceedingly carefully, processing each thought to its logical 
conclusion. In fact, as though presciently to head off such irresponsible 
speculations in the future, he wrote—around the very time of his letter 
containing the phrase “religionless Christianity”—that he stood by every 
word of this book you are holding. That he might have more to add, and 
that he might wish to make some further observations and annotations, 
should go without saying, for his active mind was in his last months far 
from having spent itself. And this is of course the great tragedy. There was 
so much more he might have said. But what we have, we have. And it is so 
glorious that to quibble about what might have been Bonhoeffer himself 
would have thought faithless and beneath us. We have this lapidary and 
magnificent book, one of the most vital ever written, by one of the most 
extraordinary figures in modern history. Let us rejoice in that by reading it 
with all the care it demands, and then celebrating that we have done so by 
living out what it says in our own lives. Amen.

Eric Metaxas
New York City

March 2018
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