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Dietrich Bonhoeffer    1906 - 1945 

• Theologian, pastor,  musician, author, traveler;  family was 
prominent, well-to-do, cultured 

 

• At age 14, told family he would be theologian.  Rec’d doctorate 
(equivalent), Berlin U., 1927 @ age 21. 

 

• Highly visible efforts to save Christianity in Germany from 
Hitler and the Nazis. 

 

• Imprisoned 3/43 in Berlin; executed 4/45 for role in plot to 
assassinate Hitler. 

 



Bonhoeffer  ??? 

•  =  ‘bean farmer’ 

 

• Lineage dates from 
1403 – Netherlands 

 

• Family moved  to   
Schwäbisch Hall, 
Germany in 1513  

 

 

• Coat of Arms:  left-
facing, standing lion 
holding a beanstalk; on 
a light blue background 
 

• Still seen on public 
bldgs. in Sch. Hall 

 

• Dietrich’s signet ring 
bore crest 

 



Family Crest 



Parents 

KARL – Dr. of Psychiatry & Neurology; U. Berlin 
dept. head. Family dates to 1400’s  … prominent 
for 300+ years:  goldsmiths, jurists, professors, 
municipal leaders & pastors …. 
 

 

PAULA  –  (nee von Hase);  teacher ...  cultured 
family of musicians, artists, attorneys and 
religious leaders.   
 



Family Environment 

• 4 boys, 4 girls.  Warm love … strict rules.   Paula ran the 
household w/Karl’s full support.  Not  ‘religious’ per se;  
Paula’s Lutheran beliefs, values taught.  

 

• Children very active in sports, music, nature; loved the 
outdoors.  Home schooled to  7-8  then Gymnasium 

 

• Staff :  governess, nursemaid, housemaid, parlor maid, cook. 
 

BTW:  family anecdotes suggest the children respected, loved 
the staff and did not look down  on them. 



Paula & Karl   1898 



The Sibs  

  Karl Friedrich 1899 (Jan) 

  Walter 1899 (Dec) 

  Klaus 1901 

  Ursula 1902 

  Christine 1903 

  Dietrich 1906 

  Sabine 1906  twin 

  Susanne 1909   
  



Paula & the Children 
Dietrich’s ‘the blonde’ 2nd from R 

 



Young Dietrich 

• Keen interest in MUSIC, reading, outdoors / nature, 
sports (incl. fighting per his Father). 

 

• Central figure in family music (piano) and holiday 
productions. 

 

• At 14, told family he would be a theologian. 

 

 

 

 

 



Familie  at  Woelfelsgrund   1911 

Country retreat while living in Breslau 

 



Home  …  When in Berlin 



Dietrich @ 17 in College 



College & Italy 

College at Tubingen U. at 17.  At 18 he  sold parents on 
value of cultural trip to Italy (accompanied by Klaus)…  
Rome, Naples, Sicily.  
 

• was overwhelmed by arts / antiquity everywhere ; … 
‘could hardly move beyond Adam’ (Sistine Chapel) … 
struck by God’s  ‘colossal power and tender love’. 

 

• Palm Sunday -  ‘began to understand the concept of 
church’  &  ‘transcendence of race and national 
identity’.  



Doctor  Bonhoeffer 

Berlin U. at 18.  Doctorate at 21 in 1927. 
 

• Strong faculty:  liberal and conservative theologians.  
Dietrich described as  ‘free, critical and independent’ 
theological thinker. 

 

• Chose to  know  about  God,  … rely on revelation 
from God.  (fit w/ Luther’s  doctrine of Grace). 

 

• Accepted temporary vicarage position to German 
church in Barcelona.  

 



Berlin - 1929 

After Barcelona, in Berlin for  less than a year, he was: 
 

• Made eligible to lecture at University after 
defending his 2nd dissertation  (Act and Being), 

 

• Awarded a Sloane Fellowship to attend Union 
Theological Seminary in NYC. 

 

He was 23. 

 

 



America  1930-31 

Sailed into NY  …  dazzled by harbor, sky-
scrapers,  pace,  architecture  … 

• it was the end of the Jazz Age … a year after 
the Market Crash … and 

 

• two days later  (unbeknownst to DB), Hitler’s 
National Socialist party vaulted from  12 
Reichstag members to 107  and became the 
2nd largest party  



Union Theological Seminary 

Very disappointed in school AND students:  NO 
theology, no legitimate debates, no dogma.   Took 
classes but opted to see  all he could; no interest in a 
degree. 
 

 

• “ the Gospel of Jesus, the cross, sin, forgiveness, 
death and life” were simply absent” 

 



American Friends Share Culture 

Albert ‘Frank’ Fisher, African American, introduced 
Dietrich to American negro religion … would change 
Dietrich’s perspectives. 
 

• Saw black America’s plight, and the spirituality from 
NYC to DC to the deep South. 
 

• took DB to Abyssinian Baptist Church (Harlem) … 14,000 
mbrs … built on tithes … DB taught SS class to teen 
boys. 

 

• At home in Germany, DB would see the similarities to how 
Nazis treated the Jews. 



Visibility Increases:  Berlin  ‘31-’33 

Back in Germany  …. with Hitler & Nazi presence 
heightening … Dietrich picked up tempo and visibility. 
 

• preached more often and severely .  He noted 

–  ‘… the Protestant Church in  its 11th hour …’   

– ‘… wake up and stop playing church … 
 

• friends sensed DB’s faith had deepened ; his sense of  
… self  being called by God  was becoming clearer 

 
 

 

 



Dietrich re Self    c. 1933 

LETTER to Elizabeth Zinn describing self … “ 
 

• I plunged into work in a very unchristian way.  (ambition) 

• FOR THE FIRST TIME I DISCOVERED THE BIBLE  … I had often 
preached.  I had seen a great deal of the Church, and talked 
and preached about it – BUT I HAD NOT YET BECOME A 
CHRISTIAN. 

• … I had turned the doctrine of Jesus Christ into something of 
personal advantage for myself … 

• I pray to God that will never happen again.  Also I HAD 
NEVER PRAYED, OR PRAYED ONLY VERY LITTLE.” 



Dietrich Continues   -  1933 

“ ... For all my loneliness, I was quite pleased with myself.  
Then the Bible, and in particular the  Sermon on the Mount, 
freed me from that. 
 

• …. It became clear to me that the life of a servant of Jesus 
Christ must belong to the Church, and step by step it became 
plainer to me how far that must  go. 

 

• … Then came the crisis of 1933. … This strengthened me in it.  
Also I now found others who shared that aim with me.  The 
revival of the Church and of the ministry became my 
supreme concern … 

continued …. 



Dietrich Continues re Self  - 1933 

“ ...  My calling  is quite clear to me.  What God will 
make of it I do not know … I must follow the path.  
Perhaps it will not be such a long one  (Phil 1:23).  But 
it is a fine thing to have realized my calling … I believe 
its nobility will become plain to us only in coming 
times and events.  If only we can hold out. “ 

 

• Dietrich became a regular churchgoer for the first time in 

his life and  took communion as often as possible.   



Dietrich’s Guidance 

• “ … when you read the Bible, you must think that 
here and now  God is speaking with me.” 

 

 

• “I believe that the Bible alone is the answer to all 
our questions, and that we need only to ask 
repeatedly and a little humbly, in order to receive 
this answer.   One must be prepared really to 
enquire of it.  Only thus will it reveal itself.” 

 

 
 



German  Christianity’s  Change 

• Hitler’s  Deutsche Christen   practiced  positive Christianity  
(i.e.  defeat godless & degenerate forces of Bolshevism) & 
opposed all who didn’t agree w/them.    

 

• The Aryan Paragraph  said employees must be of Aryan 
stock.   Jewish descent  =  job & status loss.    

 

- all pastors w/Jewish blood would be excluded 
from ministry. 



Dietrich’s  PEACE SPEECH 

Given at the closing of the ecumenical 
conference on 8/28/34 at Fano, Denmark.  He 
said: 
 

“ …  Peace means giving oneself completely to 
God’s commandment, wanting no security, but 
in faith and obedience laying the destiny of the 
nations in the hand of Almighty God, not trying 
to direct it for selfish purposes.  Battles are 
won, not with weapons, but with God.  They 
are won when the way leads to the cross.” 

 



Underground Seminary   4/35 

Rather than swear allegiance to Hitler, the Pastors’ 
Emergency League was formed.  Out of that came a 
group of clergy who would not accept Hitler’s taking 
over the Church.  And Dietrich was named to lead an 
underground seminary, to train pastors; began in ‘35. 
 

• Begun at Zingst near the shore; moved to Finkenwalde in 
Pomerania. 

• Closed by Gestapo in ‘37; 27 seminarians arrested 
• Dietrich continued preparing pastors into ‘39 
 

Two of Dietrich’s major works came from this period: 
• The Cost of Discipleship 
• Life Together 

 



Dietrich at  29   (1936) 



Maria 



Hitler’s  WAR PLANS  Spark  Action 

NOV ’37  Generals stunned by scope, violence and 
madness when Hitler presented war plans. 

 

• THREE major plots undertaken to kill Hitler . [OPERATION 
FLASH, OVERCOAT, STAUFFENBERG  (which only injured his 
arm … Hitler would claim that was providence. 

 

• ‘41  -  Dietrich persuaded to join plot(s) as agent of ABWEHR; 
traveled Europe widely seeking aid for ‘resistance’ group. 

 

• Dietrich opted to keep engagement to Maria a secret. 

 

 



The Spy 

Feb ‘42  -  DB & Hans Dohnanyi learned Gestapo 

watching them … phones tapped, mail intercepted. 
 

• Even letters to family written in (family designed) codes. 
 

• Gestapo interrogated Wilhelm Schmidhuber re currency 
smuggling.  He implicated Dohnanyi and Bonhoeffer in a plot 
against Hitler.  

 

 



Cell 92, Tegel Prison 

Engaged  to Maria in January … JAILED  by the 
Gestapo 4/5/43;  would spend 18 mos @ Tegel. 
 

• Also arrested that day: 
o Hans Dohnanyi (Abwehr, conspiracist) 

o Joseph Muller (Abwehr, conspiracist) & his wife 

o Christine Bonhoeffer  (sister,  conspiracist) 
 

• Treated as a felon  first 12 days … but w/o being told 
charges. 



Tegel Prison 



CELL  92 



Tegel Prison  Perspective   

• daily prayers, meditation, writing; guards befriended; cell 
left open for guards & fellow prisoner access. 

 

• could write / receive one-letter/10 days; guards snuck others 
in/out (200 pages 11/43 - 8/44 to Eberhard Bethge alone) 

 

• Family visits  (wkly as permitted) and Maria (17 over 18 mos) 
 

• Allowed NO self-pity; was repulsed by it in others. 
 

• Gave opportunity to escape to another prisoner. 



Fallout of  7/20/44  Bomb 

Everyone remotely involved in the conspiracy was 
arrested / interrogated; many were tortured. 
 

• Trials in the People’s Court were perfunctory  
 

• Gen Paul von Hase  (Dietrich’s uncle in Paula’s family,) 
sentenced / hung Aug 8. 

 

• Hans Dohnanyi’s files & records seized 9/20/44;  his fate & 
Dietrich’s were sealed from that point on. 



The Road to Flossenbürg 

From Tegel prison, where he spent 18 months, it was 
just a question of time before he would be one of the 
victims of the assassination investigations ... 
 

• Oct 8, 1944  -  moved to Gestapo  prison - Berlin 
 

• Feb 7, 1945  -  to Buchenwald (en route to Flossenbürg) 
 

• Apr 8, 1945  - Arrived Flossenbürg Sunday evening.  Was 
sentenced then executed Mon morning, 4/9. 

 



Flossenbürg  Prison 



Thank you, Dietrich 

1906 - 1945 

“This is the end . . .  For me the  beginning of life.” 


