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1

CHAPTER 1
A LIFE WITH  
SCRIPTURE

As I am writing this book, Bonhoeffer has been dead eighty 
years. Why would such a historical figure, or any historical figure, 
matter today? Bonhoeffer himself repeatedly and urgently asked, 
“Who is Jesus Christ for us today?” How can a “today” long past 
impact our “today”? 

William Faulkner cleverly wrote that “the past is never dead. 
It’s not even past.”1 As people of faith, we understand how the past 
lingers and how people of the past aren’t stuck in the past but live 
on in the Communion of the Saints, our “great cloud of witnesses” 
(Hebrews 12:1). Even Protestants are blessed by saints, the heroes of 
faith, whom we need more than ever in our culture that is obsessed 
with celebrities. The glittering, shapely, athletic, and rich strut before 
us, and we gawk at them and harbor a wish to enjoy all they must 
enjoy. We forget that celebrities feed our narcissism, our cravings, our 
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superficial selves. Fawning over them will never make us wise or holy. 
Heroic saints ask something of us, like courage or living at odds with 
the culture.

Bonhoeffer would chafe at the way many think of him as a 
religious celebrity. He didn’t mind being the center of attention, but 
he would invite us to examine with him the lives of the saints in 
Scripture and history. 

I smile when I recall Frederick Buechner’s lovely thought: “In 
his holy flirtation with the world, God occasionally drops a pocket 
handkerchief. These handkerchiefs are called saints.”2 God wooed me 
when I was a young adult with Bonhoeffer’s life and words, which 
weren’t anything Bonhoeffer himself invented. I hope we’ll see in 
these chapters that Bonhoeffer was, above all else, someone who saw 
things we might have missed in Scripture. 

Shortly after I learned a little about Bonhoeffer, I saw a photo of 
him for the first time—the one with those round spectacles, peering 
not quite directly into the camera but just so very slightly above and 
slightly to the side, as if he could see beyond and deeply, even while 
being photographed, making me wonder less about him and instead 
about what he saw.

Luke 2:52:  
He Grew in Wisdom  

and in Stature
Let’s survey the basic story of the life of this great reader 

of Scripture. He was born in Breslau in Germany (today called 
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Wrocław and now in Poland) on February 4, 1906, alongside his 
twin sister, Sabine. He grew up in Berlin in an upper-middle-class 
family, all well educated, musical, and devoted to the Christian faith, 
even though they rarely attended church. A precocious, brilliant 
student, he always made high marks (except in penmanship!) and 
graduated early. He earned not one but two doctorates in theology 
and published academic works that would be counted as grand 
achievements had he not become better known for his resistance to 
the Nazis. He was a good athlete and tall. Why was I surprised when 
I learned he grew to 6'1"? 

He traveled much in his short life. His family wasn’t rich but 
privileged enough that, before his working life began, he traveled to 
Paris, Sicily, North Africa, Cuba, Mexico, and the Deep South of the 
United States. Rome thrilled him as a teenager, awakening in him 
a sense of the universality of the church; he was especially moved 
by nuns at prayer and in worship in the grand churches we tend to 
photograph for social media. Never was he just a sightseer. He was a 
keen observer of places and people, asking questions about God and 
“Who is Jesus Christ for us today?” in each peculiar place.

His first job was as an associate pastor in the German expatriate 
church in Barcelona. His sermons were more popular than the senior 
pastor’s, and he enjoyed success in youth work. He began to notice the 
poor, more so once he came home to Berlin and pastored a church in 
one of the city’s most impoverished neighborhoods. 

Bonhoeffer was granted a scholarship to study at Union 
Theological Seminary in New York. It’s telling that he traveled 
to the United States aboard a luxury liner! However he came, it 
is fortunate for us that he got here, as his nine-month stay in the 
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United States was a Damascus road experience for him. Bonhoeffer 
arrived in the fall of 1930, when the United States was reeling from 
the stock market (located in New York) crash, bank closures, and 
soaring unemployment. 

After finding most churches in America to be vapid and dull, 
he was invited to the Abyssinian Baptist Church in Harlem by a 
classmate. Frank Fisher was the first person of color Bonhoeffer had 
ever even spoken with—at age twenty-four! The joy and focus on 
Jesus in this Black church moved him. He taught Sunday school and 
visited in the homes of parishioners. Reared as a classical musician, he 
fell in love with spirituals and jazz. Abyssinian’s vital life of worship, 
learning, fellowship, and the transformation of a troubled society 
forever inspired his vision of Christianity.

Being far from home enabled him to understand more clearly the 
rising insanity back home in Germany. Reggie Williams thinks that 
“Bonhoeffer would not have seen the danger so clearly . . . and he may 
have avoided his fate . . . in solidarity with Christ, if it were not for his 
experience in Harlem.”3 The depth of racism in America was shocking 
to him and instilled in him a keen sensitivity to and determination 
not to tolerate the racist evil that would engulf Germany. Just as 
he was returning home, the earth was shifting on its axis with the 
tumultuous rise of Adolf Hitler to power. Bonhoeffer was the first of 
only a few pastors who called out the frenzy and giddy devotion to 
this psychopath for what it was: idolatry. 

Over the next decade, as we’ll see in other chapters, Bonhoeffer 
spoke out boldly for God and Christ and the church. He was harassed, 
threatened, censured, and censored. He got out of Germany to pastor 
a church in London for two years and was later offered a teaching 
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position in New York. Both times, safely ensconced at a distance from 

the grip of evil in his homeland, he heard God’s call to return, to be 

in the thick of things with his people, to try to stand up for God 

and church during the hour it was needed most—and under extreme 

pressure.

As faithful Christians were increasingly oppressed and as even 

the seminaries were pandering to Hitler, Bonhoeffer was asked to lead 

an alternative seminary in Finkenwalde. During his months leading 

and teaching, he wrote his great books, The Cost of Discipleship 

and Life Together. Even after the seminary was shut down by the 

government, Bonhoeffer continued to teach young clergy covertly for 

months. Eventually, he moved back into his parents’ home, where 

he was arrested on April 5, 1943. During his two years in prison, 

he corresponded with family and friends. Almost miraculously 

preserved, his smuggled mail we can now read in Letters and Papers 

from Prison. On April 9, 1945, just days before Germany surrendered, 

he was hanged in the Flossenbürg concentration camp.

As we will see in the rest of this book, it is impossible to envision 

Bonhoeffer at any of these dramatic moments of his life without his 

Bible in hand. Everywhere he went, from childhood through his final 

hours, he was turning its pages, digesting it slowly, not hunting for 

easy answers but asking hard, probing questions, lingering at length 

over what it all meant and the One who was behind all the words. 

What he found there was motivation to do what he did. What he 

found there enabled him to make sense of what was happening to him 

and in the world. And being ever the teacher, he still shares with us 

what he found there.
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1 Corinthians 13:  
Love in the World

Before we plunge into Bonhoeffer’s harder, more dizzyingly 
challenging words for us, let’s warm up by looking into the way he 
opens up some basic Bible texts that mark the passing of time in a 
person’s life, some familiar passages we think we’ve understood, and 
see if he invites us to a deeper, more joyful place. Let’s begin with a 
familiar one: 1 Corinthians 13. 

During the season he was a pastor in London, he preached a series 
of four sermons on Paul’s “love chapter”—without ever mentioning 
a wedding! His listeners were gripped with fearful uncertainty. The 
world was mired in an economic depression. Germans were mired 
in ambivalence, trying to figure out whether the rise of Hitler and 
the Nazis was the dawning of a marvelous new world or something 
sinister and even evil. 

Paul’s letter, like the rest of the New Testament, was written for 
and first read in a world where the massive might of Rome struck fear 
into every heart. How did Christianity manage not just to survive but 
even thrive in an environment where everyone loathed their rulers and 
were persecuted for what they believed? Why did those once hostile to 
the church convert? 

Pondering the opening verses of 1 Corinthians 13, Bonhoeffer 
observed that what impressed pagans about the first Christians wasn’t 
their ideas so much as this: “They could physically see with their 
own eyes that two neighbors, or a master and his slave, or estranged 
brothers or sisters suddenly were no longer against each other but 

9781791041670_INT_Layout.indd   69781791041670_INT_Layout.indd   6 7/2/26   11:04 AM7/2/26   11:04 AM

Copyright © by Abingdon Press. All rights reserved.



A Life with Scripture

7

rather with and for each other.”4 Finding themselves caught up in 
the seismic confusion that was Germany in the 1930s, Christians 
had failed miserably by knuckling under to Hitler. But their deeper 
failure was failure to love. Bonhoeffer envisioned God looking down 
on those who love and taking great pride in them.

But it’s not only the other guys who are failing to love. In the 
struggle to be the church in such times, the great temptation is “being 
self-assured, self-righteous and dogmatic, that is, the temptation to be 
unloving toward one’s enemy. And yet this enemy can never truly be 
overcome except by love.”5 Jesus never eases up on this necessity to 
love our enemies.

As we’ll see later, Bonhoeffer had much to say about love as 
the situation worsened in World War II Europe. In 1934, he was 
preaching to people sorely divided, with rising rancor toward their 
fellow German citizens who thought wrongly about politics. Sound 
familiar? 

Just as Paul had written that love is patient, kind, never arrogant 
or rude, that love does not insist on its own way, and that it bears 
all things, Bonhoeffer spoke to his parishioners—and to us: “Even 
when the other person turns out to be sinful and spiteful, love does 
not become bitter, because it is not looking to receive kindness. It 
is thinking not of itself at all but only of the other. It grieves over 
the other’s nastiness, is saddened by it, and loves him or her all the 
more.”6 We may well ask ourselves as Christians and as a church—
your church even—Are we loving out there in public? Or passing 
judgment? Do we try to be the world’s moral police, or are we known 
for our love? When will we see another Martin Luther King Jr., who 
spoke of love in the public square and about political issues?
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I love Bonhoeffer’s reflection (literally!) on “Now we see in a 
mirror dimly.” Did he spend time looking into a mirror as he prepared 
his sermon? 

The thoughts of God are only seen in the world as if reflected in a 
mirror. We see them only as if in mirror writing. And God’s mirror 
writing is hard to read. It says that the great is small and the small is 
great, that right is wrong and wrong is right, that a promise awaits 
the hopeless while judgment awaits those who are full of hope; it 
says that the cross signifies victory and death signifies life. We can 
read God’s mirror writing in Jesus Christ.

Now I see what I would never have seen had he not seen.
During seasons of intense political and economic turmoil (and, 

truth be told, even during times of prosperity and calm), well-meaning 
Christians have this habit of mixing up what is good and what isn’t, 
what is of God and what isn’t. Bonhoeffer named the problem and 
offered up the mirror in which we see and then know what to do: 
it’s Jesus, not the Jesus of our self-indulgent invention, but the one in 
Scripture. Bonhoeffer, at every turn, was careful to add “Jesus alone,” 
or “only Christ,” a not-so-subtle reminder that in 1934, Germans 
were fawning over another leader (a Führer) spouting fake truths with 
evil tucked inside.

Psalm 90:  
His Grandmother’s Funeral

When Bonhoeffer preached his series on 1 Corinthians 13, he 
could speak not only of our public responsibility to love. He had 
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enjoyed growing up in a marvelous, profoundly close, loving family, 
which he probably had in mind when, in the first sermon, he wrote, 
“Human life is only meaningful and worthwhile to the extent that it 
has love in it. . . . A life is worth as much as the love in it.” And then he 
alluded to what it’s like to stand at the grave of someone who did not 
love much and was not loved much, contrasting this with standing at 
the grave of one much beloved who’d loved much. 

As he spoke, his grandmother was in her final months of life. 
Remarkably, in her nineties, she defied Nazi boycotts of Jewish 
businesses, pushing past armed soldiers to buy fruit from a Jewish 
merchant. When she passed away, Bonhoeffer preached at her grave 
from Psalm 90, a text read every New Year’s in the Bonhoeffer 
household. I visited her grave—by chance!—on the ninetieth 
anniversary of her funeral. It was sixteen degrees, with snow and ice 
all over the ground. I pictured Bonhoeffer and his family, amid the 
chill, pondering this psalm, which asks questions like, What is the 
value of a life? “It is with enormous gratitude that we stand today at 
the grave of our dear deceased grandmother. God’s hand extended 
its beneficence to us by allowing her to live with us until today.”7 He 
spoke of her good cheer in the face of troubles, her wisdom, and that 
she made yet one more Christmas at age ninety-three.

The psalm’s opening line? “God is our refuge.” God had been her 
refuge when her father died young, as did two sons, and then three 
grandsons in World War I. The psalm meditates on the long passing 
of time and what remains. Bonhoeffer’s grandmother “mediated to 
us the inheritance of a different time”—a lovely thought, not that we 
inherit things but times long past. “With her, we are losing a world 
that all of us, in one way or another, bear within us and indeed want 
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to bear within us. The uncompromising nature of justice, the free 
word of the free person.” Can you hear his subtle jab at the toxic 
German world of that day? He named her anguish over the Jews. “She 
came from another age, from another spiritual world, and this world 
does not go down into the grave with her. This inheritance, for which 
we are grateful to her, obligates us.” What “lingering obligations” 
come our way at a funeral?

And finally, he riffed on the psalm’s plea to “number our days.” 
We all have some boundary. As God is beyond that boundary, we live 
now with courage as we labor for God in the world. Bonhoeffer, not 
quite thirty years old as he stood at her grave, could not have guessed 
that the number of days he had left was 3,372, quite a few in one way, 
but less than a decade. 

He would die far too young, just thirty-nine years old, one of 
an astonishing crowd of God’s best ones who died at thirty-nine, 
including Martin Luther King Jr., Frederic Chopin, Flannery 
O’Connor, Blaise Pascal, the Bible’s King Josiah, Malcolm X, Amelia 
Earhart, Cleopatra, and Dylan Thomas, among others. We’ll think 
together more about Bonhoeffer’s own dying in chapter 6. For now, 
he’s showing us that where you’re standing when you read a text 
matters. What time it is—in the world, and in your life—impacts 
how you read and understand.

Ephesians 5:14:  
Baptism of His Nephew

From the end of life, let’s turn to its beginning. Bonhoeffer 
preached a brief, eloquent homily for the baptism of his nephew, 
Friedrich, in 1932. What intrigues me is his choice of text. We might 
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READING THE BIBLE WITHBONHOEFFER
HOWELL

READ SCRIPTURE ALONGSIDE 
A COURAGEOUS DISCIPLE
Howell refuses to let Bonhoeffer remain safely out of reach. He uses Bonhoeffer’s 
example not as a singular extraordinary follower of Jesus but rather a fellow pilgrim 
on this journey who is asking the same questions, wrestling with the same text, and 
seeking to know the same God. For anyone longing to grow in their understanding 
of Scripture and their commitment to live it, do not walk past this study.

 — RACHEL BILLUPS, Senior Pastor, New Albany United Methodist Church; 
  author of An Unlikely Advent and An Unlikely Lent; cofounder of the 
  Hub4innovation.org

James Howell has written a readable, often poignant summary of Bonhoeffer’s 
theology as expressed through his sermons and writings. Reading the Bible with 
Bonhoeffer is an engaging book for clergy and lay Christians that addresses both 
timeless and timely issues.

 — VICTORIA J. BARNETT, General Editor of Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works

James C. Howell offers readers the gift of seeing Dietrich Bonhoeffer with new 
lenses. Weaving together a tapestry of Bonhoeffer’s sermons, reflections on the 
Bible, theological insights, and crucial moments of his life, Howell portrays a man 
who struggled not only to grasp what it means to be a Christian but what it means 
to be human in a dark time. 
 — JEFFREY C. PUGH is Distinguished University Professor Emeritus at 
  Elon University and the author of Religionless Christianity: Dietrich Bonhoeffer
  in Troubled Times

JAMES C. HOWELL is the senior pastor of Myers Park 
United Methodist Church in Charlotte, North Carolina, and 
the author of more than twenty books, including The Heart 
of the Psalms, Everywhere Is Jerusalem, Weak Enough 
to Lead, and Conversations with St. Francis. His podcast, 
Maybe I’m Amazed, blogs, and retreats are popular, as are 
his work on leadership and community activism.
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