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Foreword
By G. K. A. Bell, late Bishop of Chichester

“WHEN CHrusT calls a man,” says Dietrich
Bonhoeffer, “he bids him come and die.” There are
different kinds of dying, it is true; but the essence of
discipleship is contained in those words. And this
marvellous book is a commentary on the cost. Dietrich
himself was a martyr many times before he died. He
was one of the first as well as one of the bravest wit-
nesses against idolatry. He understood what he chose,
when he chose resistance. I knew him in London in
the early days of the evil régime: and from him, more
than from any other German, I learned the true char-
acter of the conflict, in an intimate friendship. I have
no doubt that he did fine work with his German con-
gregation: but he taught many besides his fellow-
countrymen while a pastor in England. He was crystal
clear in his convictions; and young as he was, and
humble-minded as he was, he saw the truth, and
spoke it with a complete absence of fear. In Stockholm
when he came so unexpectedly to see me in 1942, as
an emissary from the Opposition, he was exactly the
same, completely candid, completely regardless of

7



8 FOREWORD

personal safety, while deeply moved by the shame of
the country he loved. Wherever he went, with whom-
ever he was, with students, with those of his own age,
or with his elders, he was undaunted, detached from
himself, devoted to his friends, to his home, to his
country as God meant it to be, to his Church, to his
Master. I am very glad that the full text of Nachfolge
appears in this latest edition of The Cost of Disciple-
ship. The book will show men by what fire this young
German churchman was possessed. It will also show
the cost at which discipleship, in all nations, is to be
won,

G.K. A. BELL
January 1958 Bp.
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Memoir
by G. Leibholz

1

DieTricH BONHOEFFER was born in Bres-
lau on February 4th, 1906, the son of a university pro-
fessor and leading authority on psychiatry and neurol-
ogy. His more remote ancestors were theologians,
professors, lawyers, artists. From his mother’s side
there was also some aristocratic blood in his veins.

His parents were quite outstanding in character and
general outlook. They were very clear-sighted, cul-
tured people and uncompromising in all things which
matter in life. From his father, Dietrich Bonhoeffer
inherited goodness, fairness, self-control and ability;
from his mother, his great human understanding and
sympathy, his devotion to the cause of the oppressed,
and his unshakable steadfastness.

Both his father and mother brought up their son
Dietrich with his three brothers, his twin sister and
three other sisters, in Breslau and (from 1912) in
Berlin, in that Christian, humanitarian and liberal
tradition which to the Bonhoeffers was as native as

11



12 MEMOR

the air they breathed. It was that spirit which deter-
mined Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s life from the beginning.

Bonhoeffer was as open as any man could be to all
the things which make life beautiful. He rejoiced in
the love of his parents, his sisters and brothers, his
fiancée, his many friends. He loved the mountains,
the flowers, the animals—the greatest and the simplest
things in life. His geniality and inborn chivalry, his
love of music, art and literature, the firmness of his
character, his personal charm and his readiness to
listen, made him friends everywhere. But what marked
him most was his unselfishness and preparedness to
help others up to the point of self-sacrifice. Whenever
others hesistated to undertake a task that required
special courage, Bonhoeffer was ready to take the risk.

Theology itself was somehow in his blood. On his
mother’s side Bonhoeffer’s grandfather, von Hase, had
been a chaplain to the Emperor, whose displeasure he
incurred when he allowed himself to differ from his
political views. When the Emperor stopped attending
his services, Hase was urged to tender his resignation.
His great-grandfather was Carl von Hase, the most
distinguished Church historian in the Germany of the
nineteenth century, who tells us in his autobiography
of his visit to Goethe in Weimar in 1830, and who
(just as Dietrich Bonhoeffer's grandfather on his
father’s side) was himself imprisoned for his sub-
versive liberal views in the fortress of the High Asperg
in 18251 On his father’s side he belonged to an old
Swabian family which had been living in Wiirttemberg
since 1450 and which was also able to claim not a
few theologians in previous generations.

! For further details on C. von Hase, cf. Encyclopaedia

Britannica, vol. 11, p. 241. Von Hase has made Jena an attrac-
tive place for theology and men of learning all over the world.
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This tradition of the Bonhoeffer family may explain
why Dietrich Bonhoeffer had already made up his
mind at the age of fourteen, when he was still at
school, to read theology. At the age of seventeen he
entered Tiibingen University. A year later he attended
courses at Berlin University, and sat at the feet of
Adolf von Harnack, R. Seeberg, Lietzmann and others.
Harnack soon formed a very high opinion of his
character and abilities. Later he came under the influ-
ence of Karl Barth’s theology which, though he never
went to his lectures or studied under him, left its
mark on Bonhoeffer’s first book, Sanctorum Com-
munio. In 1928 he went as a curate to Barcelona for
a year and in 1930 at the age of twenty-four he became
a lecturer in Systematic Theology in Berlin University.
But before actually starting with his academic career
he went to Union Theological Seminary in New York
as “a brilliant and theologically sophisticated young
man.” ! His writings > quickly gave him a firm reputa-
tion in the theological world, especially his Nachfolge
which through his death gained a new and deep
significance; this book greatly impressed theologians
throughout the world at the time when it first made
its appearance. Some of his other books, especially his
Ethics, written by him in prison, are published in
English, and others will appear before long.

A splendid career in the realm of theological schol-

1 Niebuhr in Union Seminary Quarterly Review, vol. 1, no. 3,
March 1946, p. 3.

2 Sanctorum Communio: eine Dogmatische Untersuchung zur
Soziologie der Kirche, 1930; Akt und Sein, 1931; Schopfung
und Fall, 1933 (Eng. trans.: Creation and Fall, 1959); Nach-
folge, 1937. (Eng. trans.: The Cost of Discipleship, 1948);
Versuchung, 1937 (Eng. trans.: Temptation, 1955); Gemein-
sames Leben, 1939 (Eng. trans.: Life Together, 1954); Ethik,
1943 (Eng trans.: Ethics, 1955).
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arship lay thus open before him. In the light of his
achievement and in the prospect of what he might
have achieved, his death is a great tragedy. But
worldly standards cannot measure the loss adequately.
For God had chosen him to perform the highest task
a Christian can undertake. He has become a

“And seekest thou great things for thyself? Seek them
not. For behold, I will bring evil upon all flesh; but
thy life will I give unto thee for a prey in all places
whither thou goest.” “I cannot get away from Jere-
miah 45,” wrote Bonhoeffer from the prison cell.

2

Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a great realist. He was one
of the few who quickly understood, even before Hitler
came to power, that National Socialism was a brutal
attempt to make history without God and to found
it on the strength of man alone. Therefore in 1933,
when Hitler came to power, he abandoned his aca-
demic career, which seemed to him to have lost its
proper meaning. He was not, however, expelled from
the University until 1936 and even lectured there in
the summer and winter of 1935-36. As late as February
1933 he denounced on the wireless a political system
which corrupted and grossly misled a nation and made
the “Fiihrer” its idol and god. In October 1933, after
six months of the Church struggle, he decided to leave
Berlin for London, where, as a pastor, he ministered
to two congregations and tried to explain to his British
friends, among them especially the Bishop of Chich-
ester, the true character of the German Church strug-
gle. He quickly realized that in the situation in which
the world and the Churches found themselves in the
’thirties nothing was gained any longer for the
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Churches by citing their old credal statements. The
ecumenical movement seemed to him to offer the only
way of reuniting the various members of the body of
Christ. This explains why Bonhoeffer considered it
the duty of the Churches to listen anew to the message
of the Bible and to put themselves in the context of
the whole Church. Therefore no wonder that Bon-
hoeffer soon played a remarkable réle in the ecumen-
ical movement! and that it was he who, more than
any other teacher in a German university or theolog-
ical seminary, had made German students familiar
with the life, the history and development of the non-
Lutheran Churches.

In 1935 Bonhoeffer, already one of the leaders of
the Confessional Church, returned to Germany. He
went to Pomerania to direct an illegal Church Train-
ing College, first in a small peninsula in the Baltic,
later on in Finkenwalde near Stettin. This College
was not formed after any existing model. It was not
an order comprising men living in ascetic seclusion;
nor was it a Training College in the ordinary sense
of the word. The attempt was made here to live the
“community life” of a Christian as described in one
of Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s shorter writings. Young minis-
ters who came from all over the Reich learned here
what is so sorely needed to-day—namely, how in the
twentieth century a Christian life should be lived in
a spirit of genuine brotherhood, and how such a
life could naturally and freely grow if there were only
men who entirely belonged to the Lord and, therefore,

1 He was a member of the Youth Commission of the World
Council of Churches and of the World Alliance for International
Friendship through the Churches. He was elected (with Prises
Koch) to be a member of the Ecumenical Christian Council for
Life and Work at Fano, Denmark, in 1934.
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in brotherly love to one another. It was not until 1940
that the College was finally closed down by the
Gestapo.

When war seemed inevitable, Bonhoeffer’s friends
abroad wanted him to leave Germany to save his life,
for he was unalterably opposed to serving in the
Army in an aggressive war. When asked by a Swede
at the Ecumenical Conference at Fand, Denmark, in
1934, “What will you do when war comes?” he an-
swered: “I shall pray to Christ to give me the power
not to take up arms.” In June 1939, American friends
got him out of Germany. But soon he felt that he
could not stay there, but that he had to return to
his country. When he came to England on his return
from the United States, his friends quickly realized
that Bonhoeffer’s heart belonged to his oppressed and
persecuted fellow Christians in Germany and that he
would not desert them at a time when they needed
him most.

The reasoning which brought Bonhoeffer to his deci-
sion belongs, as Reinhold Niebuhr ! says, “to the finest
logic of Christian martyrdom.” “I shall have no right,”
Bonhoeffer wrote to Niebuhr before leaving America,
“to participate in the reconstruction of Christian life
in Germany after the war if I do not share the trials
of this time with my people. . . . Christians in Ger-
many will face the terrible alternative of either will-
ing the defeat of their nation in order that Christian
civilization may survive, or willing the victory of their
nation and therby destroying our civilization. I know
which of these alternatives I must choose; but I can-
not make this choice in security.” Dietrich Bonhoeffer

1 Niebuhr, op. cit.,, p. 3. Cf. also Niebuhr, “Death of a Mar-
tvr,” in Christianity and Crisis, June 25th, 1945.
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never regretted this decision, not even in prison, where
he wrote in later years: “I am sure of God’s hand and
guidance. . . . You must never doubt that I am thank-
ful and glad to go the way which I am being led. My
past life is abundantly full of God’s mercy, and, above
all sin, stands the forgiving love of the Crucified.”
At the outbreak of the war friends in Germany
managed to spare him the ordeal of serving in the
Army, so that he was able to go on with the work
for the Confessional Church and to combine it with
some activity for the political underground movement
to which the war had given its chance. Bonhoeffer,
qualified both by character and general outlook, soon
belonged to the few who had a strong spiritual influ-
ence on the growing opposition in Germany.
Bonhoeffer (together with his sister Christel and her
husband, Hans von Dohnanyi) was arrested by the
Gestapo in the house of his parents on April 5th,
1943. In prison and concentration camps, Bonhoeffer
greatly inspired by his indomitable courage, his un-
selfishness and his goodness, all those who came in
contact with him. He even inspired his guards with
respect, some of whom became so much attached to
him that they smuggled out of prison his papers and
poems written there, and apologized to him for hav-
ing to lock his door after the round in the courtyard.
His own concern in prison was to get permission to
minister to the sick and to his fellow prisoners, and
his ability to comfort the anxious and depressed was
amazing. We know what Bonhoeffer’s word and reli-
gous assistance meant to his fellow prisoners, espe-
cially during their last hours ( even to Molotov’s nephew
Kokorin, who was imprisoned with Bonhoeffer in
Biichenwald and to whom the teaching of Christ was
brought home); we know what Bonhoeffer’s practical
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aid meant in prison (Tegel) during political trials to
those men of whom ten or twenty were sentenced to
death by a military court every week in 1943 and
1944. Some of these (among them a British soldier),
charged with sabotage, were saved by him (and his
father and solicitor ') from certain death. We have
heard that his fellow prisoners were deeply impressed
by the calmness and self-control which Bonhoeffer
displayed even in the most terrible situations. For
instance, during the very heavy bombings of Berlin,
when the explosions were accompanied by the howl-
ing of his fellow prisoners, who beat with their fists
against the locked doors of their cells clamouring to
be transferred to the safe bunkers, Bonhoeffer stood,
we have been told, like a giant before men.

But this is only the one side of the picture. The
other side is that Bonhoeffer was a man who lived in,
and loved, this world. He, a giant before man, was
but a child before God. While he was in the body, the
fight between flesh and spirit, Adam and Christ, was
going on in him. Sometimes he seemed to have be-
come a riddle to himself. One day he gave expression
to this conflict in his soul in a moving poem written
from the prison-cell and entitled:

WHO AM 1?2

Who am I? They often tell me

I stepped from my cell’'s confinement
calmly, cheerfully, firmly,

like a Squire from his country house.

1 Kurt Wergi Kurt Weg,m Berlin.
2 Translated by J. B. Leishman.
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Who am IP They often tell me
I used to speak to my warders
freely and friendly and clearly,
as though it were mine to command.

Who am IP They also tell me
I bore the days of misfortune
equably, smilingly, proudly,
like one accustomed to win.

Am I then really that which other men tell of?

Or am 1 only what 1 myself know of myself?

Restless and longing and sick, like a bird in a
cage,

struggling for breath, as though hands were com-
pressing my throat,

yearning for colours, for flowers, for the voices of
birds,

thirsting for words of kindness, for neighbourli-
ness,

tossing in expectation of great events,

powerlessly trembling for friends at an infinite
distance,

weary and empty at praying, at thinking, at
making,

faint, and ready to say farewell to it all.

Who am I? This or the Other?

Am I one person to-day and to-morrow another?

Am I both at onceP A hypocrite before others,

and before myself a contemptible woebegone
weakling?

Or is something within me still like a beaten
army

fleeing in disorder from victory already achieved?

19
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Who am I? They mock me, these lonely questions
of mine.

Whoever I am, Thou knowest, O God, I am
thinel

On October 5th, 1944, Bonhoeffer was transferred
from Tegel to the main Gestapo prison in the Prinz
Albrechtstrasse in Berlin. Although fully aware of
what he had to expect there, he was perfectly calm,
saying goodbye to his friends as though nothing had
happened, but, as a fellow prisoner remarked, “his
eyes were quite unnatural.” The direct contact hith-
erto maintained with the outside world was now cut.
One of the last messages received from him was a
poem composed at the Gestapo prison in Berlin dur-
ing the very heavy air raids on Berlin. It was entitled
“New Year 1945” and reads as follows: !

With every power for good to stay and guide me,
comforted and inspired beyond all fear,

I'll live these days with you in thought beside me,
and pass, with you, into the coming year.

The old year still torments our hearts, unhastening:
the long days of our sorrow still endure.

Father, grant to the soul thou hast been chastening
that thou hast promised—the healing and the cure.

Should it be ours to drain the cup of grieving
even to the dregs of pain, at thy command,
we will not falter, thankfully receiving

all that is given by thy loving hand.

1 Translated by Geoffrey Winthrop Young.
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But, should it be thy will once more to release us
to life’s enjoyment and its good sunshine,

that we’ve learned from sorrow shall increase us
and all our life be dedicate as thine.

To-day, let candles shed their radiant greeting:
lo, on our darkness are they not thy light,
leading us haply to our longed-for meeting?
Thou canst illumine €'en our darkest night.

When now the silence deepens for our harkening,
grant we may hear thy children’s voices raise

from all the unseen world around us darkening
their universal paean, in thy praise.

While dll the powers of Good aid and attend us,
boldly we'll face the future, be it what may.

At even, and at morn, God will befriend us,
And oh, most surely on each new year’s dayl!

In February, when the Gestapo prison in Berlin was
destroyed by an air raid, Bonhoeffer was taken to the
concentration camp of Biichenwald and from there
to other places until he was executed by special order
of Himmler at the concentration camp at Flossenburg
on April 9th, 1945, just a few days before it was
liberated by the Allies. This happened just about the
time when his brother Klaus and his sisters’ hus-
bands, Hans von Dohnanyi and Riidiger Schleicher,
met their execution at the hands of the Gestapo in
Berlin and in the concentration camp at Sachsen-
hausen.
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3

The guiding force in Bonhoeffer’s life, underlying
all that he did, worked and suffered for, was his faith
and love of God, in whom he found peace and happi-
ness. From his faith the breadth of vision came which
enabled him to separate the gold in life from the dross
and to differentiate what was and what was not es-
sential in the life of man. From it came the constancy
of mind, persistency of purpose, love of suffering
humanity and of truth, justice and goodness. But it
was not enough for him to seek justice, truth, honesty
and goodness for their own sake and patiently to
suffer for them. No, accoraing to Bonhoeffer, we have
to do so in loyal obedience to Him who is the source
and spring of all goodness, justice and truth and on
whom he felt absolutely dependent.

It is the same call of God which also obliges us only
to make use of freedom with a deep feeling of respon-
sibility. Bonhoeffer believed in man as a free spir-
itual being, but this freedom was conferred and in-
spired by divine grace and granted man, not for his
glorification, but for the conservation of the divine
ordering of human life. If Christian teaching does
not guide us in the use of freedom and God is denied,
all obligations and responsibilities that are sacred and
binding on man are undermined. A Christian has then
no other choice but to act, to suffer and—if it has to
be—to die. As he put it in his poem, “Stations on the
Road to Freedom,” composed in prison when he real-
ized that his death was certain, the last verse of
which runs as follows:
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DEATH!

Come now, solemnest feast on the road to eternal freedom,

Death, and destroy those fetters that bow, those walls
that imprison

this our transient life, these souls that linger in darkness,

so that at last we see what is here withheld from our vision.

Long did we seek you, freedom, in discipline, action and
suffering.

Now that we die, in the face of God himself we behold
you.

It was his brotherly love of his fellow-men which
also caused Bonhoeffer to believe that it was not
enough to follow Christ by preaching, teaching and
writing. No, he was in deadly earnest when he called
for Christian action and self-sacrifice. This explains
why Bonhoeffer always acted spontaneously, “in hid-
ing,” far from all publicity, and why he considered
self-righteousness and complacency great sins against
the Holy Spirit, and regarded ambition and vanity as
the start of the road to hell.

Bonhoeffer stood for what is called Christian Hu-
manism to-day. For he offered his life for a new under-
standing of the personal life which has its roots in
the Christian faith. It was he who made true the word
that “the spirit of man is the lamp of the Lord” (Prov.
20.27) and that God’s revelation is through man and
for man only. To Bonhoeffer, Christianity was not the
concern of the believing, pious soul who shuts himself
up and keeps himself within the bounds of the sacra-

1 Translated by J. B. Leishman,
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mental sphere. No, according to him Christianity has
its place in this world and the Church as the Body of
Christ, and the fellowship in him can only be the
visible Church. Man must follow him who has served
and passed through this world as the living, the dying
and the risen Lord. Therefore, wherever it pleases God
to put man in this world, the Christian must be ready
for martyrdom and death. It is only in this way that
man learns faith,

As he himself has put it: “The Christian is not a
homo religiosus, but simply a man as Jesus (in distinc-
tion from John the Baptist) was a man. . . . Not the flat
and banal ‘This-sidedness’ of the Enlightened, of the
deep ‘This-sidedness’ which is full of discipline and in
which the knowledge of the Death and Resurrection
is always present, this it is what I mean.! When a man
really gives up trying to make something out of him-
self—a saint, or a converted sinner, or a churchman
(a so-called clerical somebody ), a righteous or unright-
eous man, . . . when in the fullness of tasks, questions,
success or ill-hap, experiences and perplexities, a man
throws himself into the arms of God . . . then he wakes
with Christ in Gethsemane. That is faith, that is
metanoia and it is thus that he becomes a man and
Christian. How can a man wax arrogant if in a this-
sided life he shares the suffering of God?r”2

The idea that God himself has been suffering
through Christ in this world and from its remoteness
from him, had occupied Bonhoeffer's mind again and
again. Bonhoeffer frequently felt strongly that God

10n the term “this-sidedness” see Schonherr, “Die Zeichen
der Zeit,” Evangelische Monatsschrift, 1947, pp. 307-12.

2 The full text in German can be found in Das Zeugnis eines
Boten, ed. by Visser 't Hooft, Geneva, 1945, pp. 46-47.
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himself shared his suffering. In the second verse of
the poem “Christian and Unbeliever,” composed by
Bonhoeffer a few months before his death, this feeling
is expressed as follows:

Men go to God when he is sore bested:

find him poor and scorned, without shelter and bread,

whelmed under weight of the wicked, the weak, the
dead.

Christians stand by God in his hour of grieving.!

Bonhoeffer’s standing with God in his hour of griev-
ing explains, ultimately, why he did not take his own
suffering seriously and why his courage was so great
and uncompromising. ,

This steadfastness of mind and preparedness to
sacrifice everything has been proved on many occa-
sions. For instance, when in the summer of 1940
despair had seized most of those who were actively
hostile to the Nazi régime and when the proposal was
made that further action should be postponed so as to
avoid giving Hitler the air of a martyr, Bonhoeffer
unswervingly and successfully opposed this sugges-
tion: “If we claim to be Christians, there is no room for
expediency.” Thus the group led by him went on with
its activities at a time when the world inside and out-
side Germany widely believed in a Naz victory. Or
when the question arose as to who was prepared to
inform the British Government, through the Bishop of
Chichester, of the exact details of the German re-
sistance movement, it was again Bonhoeffer who, as
early as May 3lst, 1942, at the risk of his life, under-
took this task at the instigation of his brother-in-law

1 Translated by Geoffrey Winthrop Young.
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Hans von Dohnanyi in the hope of a sympathetic
understanding on the part of the British Government.

Further, in his hearing before the Gestapo during
his imprisonment, defenceless and powerless as he then
was and only fortified by the word of God in his heart,
he stood erect and unbroken before his tormentors.
He refused to recant, and defied the Gestapo machine
by openly admitting that, as a Christian, he was an
implacable enemy of National Socialism and its totali-
tarian demands towards the citizen—defied it, although
he was continually threatened with torture and with
the arrest of his parents, his sisters and his fiancée,
who all had a helping hand in his activities. We know
of another scene in October 1944, when friends made
an attempt to liberate him and to take him to safety
abroad, and he decided to remain in prison in order
not to endanger others.

We also know from the testimony of a British officer,
a fellow-prisoner, of the last service which Dietrich
Bonhoeffer held on the day before his death and which
“moved all deeply, Catholics and Protestants alike, by
his simple sincerity.” When trying afterwards to keep
the imprisoned wives of men executed for their leader-
ship in the plot against Hitler from depression and
anxiety, he was taken away. We know that Dietrich
Bonhoeffer, who was never tried, went steadfastly on
his last way to be hanged, and died with admirable
calmness and dignity.

God heard his prayer and granted him the “costly
grace”—that is, the privilege of taking the cross for
others and of affirming his faith by martyrdom.

1 The Bishop of Chichester tells us of his conversations in
Sweden with Bonhoeffer in an article published in the Con-
temporary Review, 1945, no. 958, pp. 203 ff.
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4

Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s life and work has far-reaching
implications. First, Bonhoeffer’s and his friends’ politi-
cal activities show that the still widely-held view that
the plot of July 1944 was simply a “conspiracy of a
small clique of reactionaries and discouraged officers,”
who saw that Hitler was losing the war and had made
a mess of their profession, is wrong. There also was in
the German opposition movement another strand of
uncorrupted spiritual forces which opposed all that
Hitler and National Socialism stood for on grounds of
Christianity and the basic values of life, of truth,
justice, goodness and decency. This trend drew its
members from quite different political parties and
religious groups. None of these men stood for a special
party belief, but for a certain way of life, the destruc-
tion of which was the avowed purpose of National
Socialism. Here there was the “other Germany” of
which there was so much talk in the ’thirties. These
men were in truth the upholders of the European and
Western tradition in Germany, and it was Dietrich
Bonhoeffer who more than anybody else realized that
nothing less than a return to the Christian faith could
save Germany. The failure of these men was not only a
tragedy for Germany, but for Europe as a whole, and
historians may well come one day to the conclusion
that the consequences of this failure cannot be made

ood.

& The existence of this strand within the German op-
position movement confirms that the last war was,
ultimately, ideological in its basic character and that
we are living to-day in a primarily ideological age.
Only thus can we fully understand the motives of
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Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s action. No doubt, Bonhoeffer was
a great patriot and he loved his country so much that
he preferred death to safety. But he was also too astute
a political analyst not to see that Germany would be
engulfed in the coming catastrophe. The fanatical
devilish forces within National Socialism left no alter-
native. They were aiming at the destruction of Ger-
many as a European and Christian country. By planned
political action he hoped to avoid this tragic disaster.
As he used to say: it is not only my task to look after
the victims of madmen who drive a motorcar in a
crowded street, but to do all in my power to stop their
driving at all.

Ultimately, it was the allegiance which he owed to
God and his master which forced upon him the ter-
rible decision, not merely to make a stand against
National Socialism (all the underground movements
in the German-occupied countries did that), but also—
and this in contradistinction to all the underground
movements which appealed to nationalism—to work for
the defeat of his own country, since only thus could
Germany as a Christian and European country be
saved from extinction. For this very reason Bon-
hoeffer and his friends were -tortured, hanged and
murdered. It was Bonhoeffer and his friends who
proved by their resistance unto death that even in the
age of the nation-state there are loyalties which trans-
cend those to state and nation. They proved that even
in this age nationalism stands under God and that it is
a sin against him and his call for fellowship with other
nations if it degenerates into national egotism and
greed. This message, which implies the virtual death
sentence of the still prevailing materialistic concept of
nationalism, belongs to the spiritual inheritance of
Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s and his friends” martyrdom. Only
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from this point of view can it be proved that Hitler
and his gang were not only the destroyers of Europe
but also traitors to their own country; and, further,
that men can lose their country if it is represented by
an anti-Christian régime.

True, it cannot be said that the war had actually
been waged by the Western countries on these ideol-
ogical lines. We know that in the later stages of the
war, when the regrettable “unconditional surrender”
policy of Casablanca was accepted by the Western
countries, the war had gradually lost its ideological
character and taken on a more and more nationalistic
outlook. This was due to the fact that the West and
its political leaders were, ultimately, not confronted
with the tragic conflict of loyalties to which Christians
in Germany were exposed. Of course, there were in the
Western countries outstanding Christians and non-
Christians who felt this conflict weighing heavily on
their conscience and their thought and courageously
refused during the war to bow down to public
opinion.! These men raised the claims of a higher
loyalty than the national, and challenged politicians
and churchmen alike. But they had not experienced the
full weight of the tragic issue at stake. Only those who
paid with their lives for the tragic conflict of loyalties
can claim to be the martyrs of a new age.

5

Secondly, the religious implications concern the

1 Cf., for instance, the speeches delivered by the late Bishop
of Chichester in the House of Lords during the war, his essays
and addresses which are now embodied in his book, The
Church and Humanity, 1939-1946 (1947).
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Protestant Church in Germany especially, but also
affect the Church as a whole.

In the earlier stages of his career Bonhoeffer ac-
cepted the traditional Lutheran view that there was a
sharp distinction between politics and religion. Gradu-
ally, however, he revised his opinion, not because he
was a politician or because he refused to give Caesar
his due, but because he came to recognize that the
political authority in Germany had become entirely
corrupt and immoral and that a false faith is capable
of terrible and monstrous things. For Bonhoeffer
Hitler was the Antichrist, the arch-destroyer of the
world and its basic values, the Antichrist who enjoys
destruction, slavery, death and extinction for their
own sake, the Antichrist who wants to pose the nega-
tive as positive and as creative.

Bonhoeffer was firmly and rightly convinced that it
is not only a Christian right but a Christian duty to-
wards God to oppose tyranny, that is, a government
which is no longer based on natural law and the law
of God. For Bonhoeffer this followed from the fact
that the Church as a living force in this world en-
tirely depends on her this-sidedness. Of course, Bon-
hoeffer understood this term neither in the sense of
modern liberal theology nor in the sense of the Na-
tional Socialist creed. Both modern liberal theology
and secular totalitarianism hold pretty much in com-
mon that the message of the Bible has to be adapted,
more or less, to the requirements of a secular world.
No wonder, therefore, that the process of debasing
Christianity as inaugurated by liberal theology led, in
the long run, to a complete perversion and falsifica-
tion of the essence of Christian teaching by National
Socialism. Bonhoeffer was firmly convinced that “this
side” must be fully related to, and permeated by,
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Christian love, and that the Christian must be pre-
pared, if necessary, to offer his life for this. Thus all
kinds of secular totalitarianism which force man to
cast aside his religious and moral obligations to God
and subordinate the laws of justice and morality to
the State are incompatible with his conception of
life.

This explains why Bonhoeffer did not take the paci-
fist line, although his aristocratic noble-mindedness
and charming gentleness made him, at the bottom of
his heart, a pacifist. But to refrain from taking any
part in the attempt to overcome the National Socialist
régime conflicted too deeply with his view that Chris-
tian principles must in some way be translated into
human life and that it is in the sphere of the material,
in state and society, that responsible love has to be
manifested.

Again, it was typical of Bonhoeffer that he did not
commit the Church by his actions. The responsibility
was his and not that of the Church, and therefore he
cannot, alas, be said to have represented by his action
the Confessional Church as a whole. True, the Bar-
men Declaration had committed the Church to action
in the political as well as in the religious sphere, and
Bonhoeffer left no doubt that deciding for or against
Barmen was deciding for or against the Confessional
Church in Nazi Germany. As he once said: “He who
severs himself from the Confessional Church severs
himself from the Grace of God.” But there were only
a few of its members who took the Barmen message
so seriously that they were prepared courageously to
act upon the practical consequence of their conclu-
sions. Therefore we cannot be surprised that Bon-
hoeffer was filled with increasing sorrow about the
course the Confessional Church took in the later years



32  MEMOIR

of the National Socialist régime. He felt that the Con-
fessional Church was more concerned with her own
existence and inherited rights than with preaching
against the war and with the fate of the persecuted
and oppressed. Thus it was Bonhoeffer who first
brought home the full lesson of the Oxford Confer-
ence to the Lutheran Church in Germany, namely,
that the life of the Church must be linked with the life
of the people. This is the deeper meaning of Bon-
hoeffer’s martyrdom and death for the Protestant
Church in Germany. Her future depends on her right
understanding of them.

6

Those who attended the service held at Holy Trin-
ity in London at the instigation of the late Bishop of
Chichester on July 27th, 1945, felt that, on April Oth,
1945, when Dietrich Bonhoeffer met his death at the
hands of the S.S. Black Guards, something had hap-
pened in Germany that could not be measured by
human standards. They felt that God himself had in-
tervened in the most terrible struggle the world has
witnessed so far by sacrificing one of his most faithful
and courageous sons to expiate the crimes of a dia-
bolical régime and to revive the spirit in which the
civilization of Europe has to be rebuilt.

Indeed, if self-sacrifice is the highest fulfilment of
the human being, and if the value of man with his
bodily existence depends on the measure of sacrifice
he is called to exercise for the sake of responsible love

1 Cf. Bonhoeffer, Gedenkheft, Berlin, 1947. Another memorial
service was held at Berlin on April 9th, 1946; cf. op. cit., pp.
18-36.
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in the material environment in which he has been set,
then Bonhoeffer’s life and death belong to the annals
of Christian martyrdom, or, as Niebuhr said, “to the
modern Acts of the Apostles.” His good fight has been
a living symbol that the spiritual has the primacy over
the material. His story has become the story of the
victory of the spirit of the loving and truly human
person over evil, evil which was not able to break the
last stronghold of responsible spiritual freedom. “The
life of the spirit is not that which shuns death and
keeps clear of destruction: rather it endureth death
and in death it is sustained. It only achieves its truth
in the midst of utter destruction.”

It has often been said that those of the many who
are not directly guilty for the crimes of the former
régime in Germany must be punished for their passive
attitude towards it. In a modern dictatorship, how-
ever, with its subterranean ubiquity and all-embracing
instruments of oppression, a revolt means certain death
to all who support it. To reproach in a modern tyr-
anny a people as a whole for failing to revolt is as if
one would reproach a prisoner for failing to escape
from a heavily guarded prison. The majority of the
people in all nations alike does not consist of heroes.
What Dietrich Bonhoeffer and others did cannot be
expected from the many. The future in modern so-
ciety depends much more on the quiet heroism of the
very few who are inspired by God. These few will
greatly enjoy the divine inspiration and will be pre-
pared to stand for the dignity of man and true free-
dom and to keep the law of God, even if it means mar-
tyrdom or death. These few perform the law because
they “look not at the things which are seen, but at the
things which are unseen: for the things which are seen
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are temporal, but the things that are unseen are
eternal.”

Bonhoeffer often asked himself about the deeper
meaning of his life, which seemed to him so discon-
nected and confused. A few months before his death,
when coming events cast their shadows before, he
wrote in prison: “It all depends on whether or not the
fragment of our life reveals the plan and material of
the whole. There are fragments which are only good
to be thrown away, and others which are important
for centuries to come because their fulfilment can
only be a divine work. They are fragments of neces-
sity. If our life, however remotely, reflects such a
fragment . . . we shall not have to bewail our frag-
mentary life, but, on the contrary, rejoice in it.”

Indeed, we have to rejoice in God’s mercy. We have
not found Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s grave, but the mem-
ory of his life will safely be guarded, not only in the
hearts of those who are indissolubly united with him,
but also in the heart of the Church who draws her
life-blood again and again from those who “follow
him.”

Beyond that we know that the time will come when
we shall have to realize that we owe it to the inspira-
tion of Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s life and death, and of
those who died with him, that Western civilization
can be saved. For not only in its material standards,
but also in its spiritual vitality, has Western civiliza-
tion been falling steadily and with increasing rapidity
into ruin and desolation. The good message of Diet-
rich Bonhoeffer’s life and death is that Western civi-
lization must not die. It will be born again to youth.
It has already recaptured faith and vitality. What was
said of Moses as he went to his death, “And the Lord
showed him all the land” (Deut. 34.1), applies to
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Bonhoeffer and to those who have given their lives
for the new humanity which will arise through their
martyrdom.

Thus Bonhoeffer’s life and death have given us
great hope for the future. He has set a model for a
new type of true leadership inspired by the gospel,
daily ready for martyrdom and death and imbued by
a new spirit of Christian humanism and a creative
sense of civic duty. The victory which he has won was
a victory for us all, a conquest never to be undone, of
love, light and liberty.






Introduction

Revivar oF church life always brings in
its train a richer understanding of the Scriptures. Be-
hind all the slogans and catchwords of ecclesiastical
controversy, necessary though they are, there arises a
more determined quest for him who is the sole object
of it all, for Jesus Christ himself. What did Jesus mean
to say to us? What is his will for us to-day? How can
he help us to be good Christians in the modern
world? In the last resort, what we want to know is
not, what would this or that man, or this or that
Church, have of us, but what Jesus Christ himself
wants of us. When we go to church and listen to the
sermon, what we want to hear is his Word—and that
not merely for selfish reasons, but for the sake of the
many for whom the Church and her message are for-
eign. We have a strange feeling that if Jesus himself
—Jesus alone with his Word—could come into our
midst at sermon time, we should find quite a different
set of men hearing the Word, and quite a different
set rejecting it. That is not to deny that the Word of
God is to be heard in the preaching which goes on in

387
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our church. The real trouble is that the pure Word
of Jesus has been overlaid with so much human ballast
—burdensome rules and regulations, false hopes and
consolations—that it has become extremely difficult to
make a genuine decision for Christ. Of course it is
our aim to preach Christ and Christ alone, but, when
all is said and done, it is not the fault of our critics
that they find our preaching so hard to understand,
so overburdened with ideas and expressions which
are hopelessly out of touch with the mental climate in
which they live. It is just not true that every word of
criticism directed against contemporary preaching is a
deliberate rejection of Christ and proceeds from the
spirit of Antichrist. So many people come to church
with a genuine desire to hear what we have to say,
yet they are always going back home with the un-
comfortable feeling that we are making it too difficult
for them to come to Jesus. Are we determined to have
nothing to do with all these people? They are con-
vinced that it is not the Word of Jesus himself that
puts them off, but the superstructure of human, insti-
tutional, and doctrinal elements in our preaching. Of
course we know all the answers to these objections,
and those answers certainly make it easy for us to slide
out of our responsibilities. But perhaps it would be
just as well to ask ourselves whether we do not in fact
often act as obstacles to Jesus and his Word. Is it not
possible that we cling too closely to our own favourite
presentation of the gospel, and to a type of preaching
which was all very well in its own time and place and
for the social set-up for which it was originally in-
tended? Is there not after all an element of truth in
the contention that our preaching is too dogmatic,
and hopelessly irrelevant to life? Are we not constantly
harping on certain ideas at the expense of others
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which are just as important? Does not our preaching
contain too much of our own opinions and convictions,
and too little of Jesus Christ? Jesus invites all those
that labour and are heavy laden, and nothing could
be so contrary to our best intentions, and so fatal to
our proclamation, as to drive men away from him by
forcing upon them man-made dogmas. If we did so, we
should make the love of Jesus Christ a laughing-stock
to Christians and pagans alike. It is no use taking
refuge in abstract discussion, or trying to make ex-
cuses, so let us get back to the Scriptures, to the Word
and call of Jesus Christ himself. Let us try to get away
from the poverty and pettiness of our own little con-
victions and problems, and seek the wealth and splen-
dour which are vouchsafed to us in Jesus Christ.

We propose to tell how Jesus calls us to be his dis-
ciples. But is not this to lay another and still heavier
burden on men’s shoulders? Is this all we can do when
the souls and bodies of men are groaning beneath the
weight of so many man-made dogmas? If we recall
men to the following of Jesus, shall we not be driving
a still sharper goad into their already troubled and
wounded consciences? Are we to follow the practice
which has been all too common in the history of the
Church, and impose on men demands too grievous
to bear, demands which have little to do with the
centralities of the Christian faith, demands which may
be a pious luxury for the few, but which the toiling
masses, with their anxiety for their daily bread, their
jobs and their families, can only reject as utter blas-
phemy and a tempting of God? Is it the Church’s con-
cern to erect a spiritual tyranny over men, by dictat-
ing to them what must be believed and performed in
order to be saved, and by presuming to enforce that
belief and behaviour with the sanctions of temporal
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and eternal punishment? Shall the word of the Church
bring new tyranny and oppression over the souls of
men? It may well be that this is what many people
want. But could the Church consent to meet such a
demand?

When the Bible speaks of following Jesus, it is pro-
claiming a discipleship which will liberate mankind
from all man-made dogmas, from every burden and
oppression, from every anxiety and torture which
afflicts the conscience. If they follow Jesus, men escape
from the hard yoke of their own laws, and submit to
the kindly yoke of Jesus Christ. But does this mean
that we ignore the seriousness of his commands? Far
from it. We can only achieve perfect liberty and en-
joy fellowship with Jesus when his command, his call
to absolute discipleship, is appreciated in its entirety.
Only the man who follows the command of Jesus
single-mindedly, and unresistingly lets his yoke rest
upon him, finds his burden easy, and under its gentle
pressure receives the power to persevere in the right
way. The command of Jesus is hard, unutterably hard,
for those who try to resist it. But for those who will-
ingly submit, the yoke is easy, and the burden is light.
“His commandments are not grievous” (I John 5.3).
The commandment of Jesus is not a sort of spiritual
shock treatment. Jesus asks nothing of us without giv-
ing us the strength to perform it. His commandment
never seeks to destroy life, but to foster, strengthen
and heal it.

But one question still troubles us. What can the call
to discipleship mean to-day for the worker, the busi-
ness man, the squire and the soldier? Does it not lead
to an intolerable dichotomy between our lives as
workers in the world and our lives as Christians? If
Christianity means following Christ, is it not a religion
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for a small minority, a spiritual élite? Does it not
mean the repudiation of the great mass of society, and
a hearty contempt for the weak and the poor? Yet
surely such an attitude is the exact opposite of the
gracious mercy of Jesus Christ, who came to the pub-
licans and sinners, the weak and the poor, the erring
and the hopeless. Are those who belong to Jesus only
a few, or are they many? He died on the cross alone,
abandoned by his disciples. With him were crucified,
not two of his followers, but two murderers. But they
all stood beneath the cross, enemies and believers,
doubters and cowards, revilers and devoted followers.
His prayer, in that hour, and his forgiveness, was
meant for them all, and for all their sins. The mercy
and love of God are at work even in the midst of his
enemies. It is the same Jesus Christ, who of his grace
calls us to follow him, and whose grace saves the mur-
derer who mocks him on the cross in his last hour.

And if we answer the call to discipleship, where
will it lead us? What decisions and partings will it
demand? To answer this question we shall have to go
to him, for only he knows the answer. Only Jesus
Christ, who bids us follow him, knows the journey’s
end. But we do know that it will be a road of bound-
less mercy. Discipleship means joy.

In the modern world it seems so difficult to walk
with absolute certainty in the narrow way of ecclesi-
astical decision and yet remain in the broad open
spaces of the universal love of Christ, of the patience,
mercy and “philanthropy” of God (Titus 3.4) for the
weak and the ungodly. Yet somehow or other we must
combine the two, or else we shall follow the paths of
men. May God grant us joy as we strive earnestly to
follow the way of discipleship. May we be enabled to
say “No” to sin and “Yes” to the sinner. May we with-



42  INTRODUCTION

stand our foes, and yet hold out to them the Word of
the gospel which woos and wins the souls of men.
“Come unto me, all ye that labour and are heavy
laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon
you, and learn of me, for I am meek and lowly in
heart: and ye shall find rest unto your souls. For my
yoke is easy, and my burden is light” (Matt. 11.28 ff).



I

Grace and Discipleship






1
Costly Grace

CHEAP GRACE is the deadly enemy of our
Church. We are fighting to-day for costly grace.
Cheap grace means grace sold on the market like
cheapjacks’ wares. The sacraments, the forgiveness of
sin, and the consolations of religion are thrown away
at cut prices. Grace is represented as the Church’s in-
exhaustible treasury, from which she showers bless-
ings with generous hands, without asking questions or
fixing limits. Grace without price; grace without cost!
The essence of grace, we suppose, is that the account
has been paid in advance; and, because it has been
paid, everything can be had for nothing. Since the
cost was infinite, the possibilities of using and spend-
ing it are infinite. What would grace be if it were not
cheap?
Cheap grace means grace as a doctrine, a principle,
a system. It means forgiveness of sins proclaimed as a
general truth, the love of God taught as the Christian
“conception” of God. An intellectual assent to that
idea is held to be of itself sufficient to secure remis-
sion of sins. The Church which holds the correct doc-
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trine of grace has, it is supposed, ipso facto a part in
that grace. In such a Church the world finds a cheap
covering for its sins; no contrition is required, still less
any real desire to be delivered from sin. Cheap grace
therefore amounts to a denial of the living Word of
God, in fact, a denial of the Incarnation of the Word
of God.

Cheap grace means the justification of sin without
the justification of the sinner. Grace alone does every-
thing, they say, and so everything can remain as it was
before. “All for sin could not atone.” The world goes
on in the same old way, and we are still sinners “even
in the best life” as Luther said. Well, then, let the
Christian live like the rest of the world, let him model
himself on the world’s standards in every sphere of
life, and not presumptuously aspire to live a different
life under grace from his old life under sin. That was
the heresy of the enthusiasts, the Anabaptists and their
kind. Let the Christian beware of rebelling against
the free and boundless grace of God and desecrating
it. Let him not attempt to erect a new religion of the
letter by endeavouring to live a life of obedience to
the commandments of Jesus Christl The world has
been justified by grace. The Christian knows that, and
takes it seriously. He knows he must not strive against
this indispensable grace. Therefore—let him live like
the rest of the world! Of course he would like to go
and do something extraordinary, and it does demand a
good deal of self-restraint to refrain from the attempt
and content himself with living as the world lives. Yet
it is imperative for the Christian to achieve renuncia-
tion, to practise self-effacement, to distinguish his life
from the life of the world. He must let grace be grace
indeed, otherwise he will destroy the world’s faith in
the free gift of grace. Let the Christian rest content
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with his worldliness and with this renunciation of any
higher standard than the world. He is doing it for the
sake of the world rather than for the sake of grace.
Let him be comforted and rest assured in his posses-
sion of this grace—for grace alone does everything.
Instead of following Christ, let the Christian enjoy
the consolations of his gracel That is what we mean
by cheap grace, the grace which amounts to the jus-
tification of sin without the justification of the re-
pentant sinner who departs from sin and from whom
sin departs. Cheap grace is not the kind of forgiveness
of sin which frees us from the toils of sin. Cheap grace
is the grace we bestow on ourselves.

Cheap grace is the preaching of forgiveness with-
out requiring repentance, baptism without church dis-
cipline, Communion without confession, absolution
without personal confession. Cheap grace is grace
without discipleship, grace without the cross, grace
without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate.

Costly grace is the treasure hidden in the field; for
the sake of it a man will gladly go and sell all that he
has. It is the pearl of great price to buy which the
merchant will sell all his goods. It is the kingly rule
of Christ, for whose sake a man will pluck out the
eye which causes him to stumble, it is the call of Jesus
Christ at which the disciple leaves his nets and fol-
lows him.

Costly grace is the gospel which must be sought
again and again, the gift which must be asked for, the
door at which a man must knock.

Such grace is costly because it calls us to follow, and
it is grace because it calls us to follow Jesus Christ.
It is costly because it costs a man his life, and it is
grace because it gives a man the only true life. It is
costly because it condemns sin, and grace because it
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justifies the sinner. Above all, it is costly because it
cost God the life of his Son: “ye were bought at a
price,” and what has cost God much cannot be cheap
for us. Above all, it is grace because God did not
reckon his Son too dear a price to pay for our life, but
delivered him up for us. Costly grace is the Incarna-
tion of God.

Costly grace is the sanctuary of God; it has to be
protected from the world, and not thrown to the dogs.
It is therefore the living word, the Word of God,
which he speaks as it pleases him. Costly grace con-
fronts us as a gracious call to follow Jesus, it comes as
a word of forgiveness to the broken spirit and the
contrite heart. Grace is costly because it compels a
man to submit to the yoke of Christ and follow him,; it
is grace because Jesus says: “My yoke is easy and my
burden is light.”

On two separate occasions Peter received the call,
“Follow me.” It was the first and last word Jesus
spoke to his disciple (Mark 1.17; John 21.22). A whole
life lies between these two calls. The first occasion was
by the lake of Gennesareth, when Peter left his nets
and his craft and followed Jesus at his word. The sec-
ond occasion is when the Risen Lord finds him back
again at his old trade. Once again it is by the lake of
Gennesareth, and once again the call is: “Follow me.”
Between the two calls lay a whole life of discipleship
in the following of Christ. Half-way between them
comes Peter’s confession, when he acknowledged Jesus
as the Christ of God. Three times Peter hears the same
proclamation that Christ is his Lord and God—at the
beginning, at the end, and at Caesarea Philippi. Each
time it is the same grace of Christ which calls to him
“Follow me” and which reveals itself to him in his
confession of the Son of God. Three times on Peter’s
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way did grace arrest him, the one grace proclaimed in
three different ways.

This grace was certainly not self-bestowed. It was
the grace of Christ himself, now prevailing upon the
disciple to leave all and follow him, now working in
him that confession which to the world must sound
like the ultimate blasphemy, now inviting Peter to the
supreme followship of martyrdom for the Lord he had
denied, and thereby forgiving him all his sins. In the
life of Peter grace and discipleship are inseparable.
He had received the grace which costs.

As Christianity spread, and the Church became
more secularized, this realization of the costliness of
grace gradually faded. The world was Christianized,
and grace became its common property. It was to be
had at low cost. Yet the Church of Rome did not alto-
gether lose the earlier vision. It is highly significant
that the Church was astute enough to find room for
the monastic movement, and to prevent it from laps-
ing into schism. Here on the outer fringe of the
Church was a place where the older vision was kept
alive. Here men still remembered that grace costs,
that grace means following Christ. Here they left all
they had for Christ’s sake, and endeavoured daily to
practise his rigorous commands. Thus monasticism be-
came a living protest against the secularization of
Christianity and the cheapening of grace. But the
Church was wise enough to tolerate this protest, and
to prevent it from developing to its logical conclusion.
It thus succeeded in relativizing it, even using it in
order to justify the secularization of its own life.
Monasticism was represented as an individual achieve-
ment which the mass of the laity could not be ex-
pected to emulate. By thus limiting the application of
the commandments of Jesus to a restricted group of
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specialists, the Church evolved the fatal conception
of the double standard—a maximum and a minimum
standard of Christian obedience. Whenever the Church
was accused of being too secularized, it could always
point to monasticism as an opportunity of living a
higher life within the fold, and thus justify the other
possibility of a lower standard of life for others. And
so we get the paradoxical result that monasticism,
whose mission was to preserve in the Church of Rome
the primitive Christian realization of the costliness of
grace, afforded conclusive justification for the secular-
ization of the Church. By and large, the fatal error of
monasticism lay not so much in its rigorism (though
even here there was a good deal of misunderstanding
of the precise content of the will of Jesus) as in the
extent to which it departed from genuine Christianity
by setting up itself as the individual achievement of a
select few, and so claiming a special merit of its own.

When the Reformation came, the providence of
God raised Martin Luther to restore the gospel of
pure, costly grace. Luther passed through the cloister;
he was a monk, and all this was part of the divine
plan. Luther had left all to follow Christ on the path
of absolute obedience. He had renounced the world
in order to live the Christian life. He had learnt obedi-
ence to Christ and to his Church, because only he who
is obedient can believe. The call to the cloister de-
manded of Luther the complete surrender of his life.
But God shattered all his hopes. He showed him
through the Scriptures that the following of Christ is
not the achievement or merit of a select few, but the
divine command to all Christians without distinction.
Monasticism had transformed the humble work of
discipleship into the meritorious activity of the saints,
and the self-renunciation of discipleship into the fla-



Costly Grace 51

grant spiritual self-assertion of the “religious.” The
world had crept into the very heart of the monastic
life, and was once more making havoc. The monk’s
attempt to flee from the world turned out to be a
subtle form of love for the world. The bottom having
thus been knocked out of the religious life, Luther
laid hold upon grace. Just as the whole world of mo-
nasticism was crashing about him in ruins, he saw God
in Christ stretching forth his hand to save. He grasped
that hand in faith, believing that “after all, nothing we
can do is of any avail, however good a life we live.”
The grace which gave itself to him was a costly grace,
and it shattered his whole existence. Once more he
must leave his nets and follow. The first time was
when he entered the monastery, when he had left
everything behind except his pious self. This time even
that was taken from him. He obeyed the call, not
through any merit of his own, but simply through the
grace of God. Luther did not hear the word: “Of
course you have sinned, but now everything is for-
given, so you can stay as you are and enjoy the con-
solations of forgiveness.” No, Luther had to leave the
cloister and go back to the world, not because the
world in itself was good and holy, but because even
the cloister was only a part of the world.

Luther’s return from the cloister to the world was
the worst blow the world had suffered since the days
of early Christianity. The renunciation he made when
he became a monk was child’s play compared with
that which he had to make when he returned to the
world. Now came the frontal assault. The only way to
follow Jesus was by living in the world. Hitherto the
Christian life had been the achievement of a few
choice spirits under the exceptionally favourable con-
ditions of monasticism; now it is a duty laid on every
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Christian living in the world. The commandment of
Jesus must be accorded perfect obedience in one’s
daily vocation of life. The conflict between the life of
the Christian and the life of the world was thus thrown
into the sharpest possible relief. It was a hand-to-
hand conflict between the Christian and the world.

It is a fatal misunderstanding of Luther’s action to
suppose that his rediscovery of the gospel of pure
grace offered a general dispensation from obedience
to the command of Jesus, or that it was the great dis-
covery of the Reformation that God’s forgiving grace
automatically conferred upon the world both right-
eousness and holiness. On the contrary, for Luther the
Christian’s worldly calling is sanctified only in so far
as that calling registers the final, radical protest
against the world. Only in so far as the Christian’s
secular calling is exercised in the following of Jesus
does it receive from the gospel new sanction and jus-
tification. It was not the justification of sin, but the
justification of the sinner that drove Luther from the
cloister back into the world. The grace he had received
was costly grace. It was grace, for it was like water on
parched ground, comfort in tribulation, freedom from
the bondage of a self-chosen way, and forgiveness of
all his sins. And it was costly, for, so far from dispens-
ing him from good works, it meant that he must take
the call to discipleship more seriously than ever be-
fore. It was grace because it cost so much, and it cost
so much because it was grace. That was the secret of
the gospel of the Reformation—the justification of the
sinner.

Yet the outcome of the Reformation was the victory,
not of Luther’s perception of grace in all its purity
and costliness, but of the vigilant religious instinct of
man for the place where grace is to be obtained at the
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cheapest price. All that was needed was a subtle and
almost imperceptible change of emphasis, and the
damage was done. Luther had taught that man can-
not stand before God, however religious his works and
ways may be, because at bottom he is always seeking
his own interests. In the depth of his misery, Luther
had grasped by faith the free and unconditional for-
giveness of all his sins. That experience taught him
that this grace had cost him his very life, and must
continue to cost him the same price day by day. So
far from dispensing him from discipleship, this grace
only made him a more earnest disciple. When he
spoke of grace, Luther always implied as a corollary
that it cost him his own life, the life which was now
for the first time subjected to the absolute obedience
of Christ. Only so could he speak of grace. Luther
had said that grace alone can save; his followers took
up his doctrine and repeated it word for word. But
they left out its invariable corollary, the obligation of
discipleship. There was no need for Luther always to
mention that corollary explicitly for he always spoke
as one who had been led by grace to the strictest fol-
lowing of Christ. Judged by the standard of Luther’s
doctrine, that of his followers was unassailable, and
yet their orthodoxy spelt the end and destruction of
the Reformation as the revelation on earth of the
costly grace of God. The justification of the sinner
in the world degenerated into the justification of sin
and the world. Costly grace was turned into cheap
grace without discipleship.

Luther had said that all we can do is of no avail,
however good a life we live. He had said that nothing
can avail us in the sight of God but “the grace and
favour which confers the forgiveness of sin.” But he
spoke as one who knew that at the very moment of
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his crisis he was called to leave all that he had a sec-
ond time and follow Jesus. The recognition of grace
was his final, radical breach with his besetting sin, but
it was never the justification of that sin. By laying hold
of God’s forgiveness, he made the final, radical re-
nunciation of a self-willed life, and this breach was
such that it led inevitably to a serious following of
Christ. He always looked upon it as the answer to a
surn, but an answer which had been arrived at by
God, not by man. But then his followers changed the
“answer” into the data for a calculation of their own.
That was the root of the trouble. If grace is God’s an-
swer, the gift of Christian life, then we cannot for a
moment dispense with following Christ. But if grace
is the data for my Christian life, it means that I set
out to live the Christian life in the world with all my
sins justified beforehand. I can go and sin as much
as I like, and rely on this grace to forgive me, for
after all the world is justified in principle by grace. I
can therefore cling to my bourgeois secular existence,
and remain as I was before, but with the added assur-
ance that the grace of God will cover me. It is under
the influence of this kind of “grace” that the world
has been made “Christian,” but at the cost of secular-
izing the Christian religion as never before. The an-
tithesis between the Christian life and the life of bour-
geois respectability is at an end. The Christian life
comes to mean nothing more than living in the world
and as the world, in being no different from the world,
in fact, in being prohibited from being different from
the world for the sake of grace. The upshot of it all
is that my only duty as a Christian is to leave the world
for an hour or so on a Sunday morning and go to
church to be assured that my sins are all forgiven. I
need no longer try to follow Christ, for cheap grace,
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the bitterest foe of discipleship, which true disciple-
ship must loathe and detest, has freed me from that.
Grace as the data for our calculations means grace at
the cheapest price, but grace as the answer to the
sum means costly grace. It is terrifying to realize what
use can be made of a genuine evangelical doctrine.
In both cases we have the identical formula—*“justifi-
cation by faith alone.” Yet the misuse of the formula
leads to the complete destruction of its very essence.

At the end of a life spent in the pursuit of knowl-
edge Faust has to confess:

“I now do see that we can nothing know.”

That is the answer to a sum, it is the outcome of a
long experience. But as Kierkegaard observed, it is
quite a different thing when a freshman comes up to
the university and uses the same sentiment to justify
his indolence. As the answer to a sum it is perfectly
true, but as the initial data it is a piece of self-decep-
tion. For acquired knowledge cannot be divorced from
the existence in which it is acquired. The only man
who has the right to say that he is justified by grace
alone is the man who has left all to follow Christ.
Such a man knows that the call to discipleship is a
gift of grace, and that the call is inseparable from the
grace. But those who try to use this grace as a dis-
pensation from following Christ are simply deceiving
themselves.

But, we may ask, did not Luther himself come peril-
ously near to this perversion in the understanding of
grace? What about his Pecca fortiter, sed fortius fide
et gaude in Christo (“Sin boldly, but believe and
rejoice in Christ more boldly still”)? You are a sinner,
anyway, and there is nothing you can do about it.
Whether you are a monk or a man of the world, a
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religious man or a bad one, you can never escape
the toils of the world or from sin. So put a bold face
on it, and all the more because you can rely on the
opus operatum of grace. Is this the proclamation of
cheap grace, naked and unashamed, the carte blanche
for sin, the end of all discipleship? Is this a blasphe-
mous encouragement to sin boldly and rely on grace?
Is there a more diabolical abuse of grace than to sin
and rely on the grace which God has given? Is not
the Roman Catechism quite right in denouncing this
as the sin against the Holy Ghost?

If we are to understand this saying of Luther’s,
everything depends on applying the distinction be-
tween the data and the answer to the sum. If we
make Luther’s formula a premiss for our doctrine of
grace, we are conjuring up the spectre of cheap grace.
But Luther’s formula is meant to be taken, not as the
premiss, but as the conclusion, the answer to the sum,
the coping-stone, his very last word on the subject.
Taken as the premiss, pecca fortiter acquires the char-
acter of an ethical principle, a principle of grace to
which the principle of pecca fortiter must correspond.
That means the justification of sin, and it turns
Luther’s formula into its very opposite. For Luther
“sin boldly” could only be his very last refuge, the
consolation for one whose attempts to follow Christ
had taught him that he can never become sinless,
who in his fear of sin despairs of the grace of God. As
Luther saw it, “sin boldly” did not happen to be a
fundamental acknowledgement of his disobedient life;
it was the gospel of the grace of God before which we
are always and in every circumstance sinners. Yet that
grace seeks us and justifies us, sinners though we are.
Take courage and confess your sin, says Luther, do not
try to run away from it, but believe more boldly still.
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You are a sinner, so be a sinner, and don’t try to be-
come what you are not. Yes, and become a sinner
again and again every day, and be bold about it. But
to whom can such words be addressed, except to those
who from the bottom of their hearts make a daily re-
nunciation of sin and of every barrier which hinders
them from following Christ, but who nevertheless are
troubled by their daily faithlessness and sin? Who
can hear these words without endangering his faith but
he who hears their consolation as a renewed summons
to follow Christ? Interpreted in this way, these words
of Luther become a testimony to the costliness of
grace, the only genuine kind ot grace there is.

Grace interpreted as a principle, pecca fortiter as a
principle, grace at a low cost, is in the last resort sim-
ply a new law, which brings neither help nor free-
dom. Grace as a living word, pecca fortiter as our
comfort in tribulation and as a summons to disciple-
ship, costly grace is the only pure grace, which really
forgives sins and gives freedom to the sinner.

We Lutherans have gathered like eagles round the
carcase of cheap grace, and there we have drunk of
the poison which has killed the life of following
Christ. It is true, of course, that we have paid the
doctrine of pure grace divine honours unparalleled
in Christendom, in fact we have exalted that doctrine
to the position of God himself. Everywhere Luther’s
formula has been repeated, but its truth perverted
into self-deception. So long as our Church holds the
correct doctrine of justification, there is no doubt
whatever that she is a justified Church! So they said,
thinking that we must vindicate our Lutheran heritage
by making this grace available on the cheapest and
easiest terms. To be “Lutheran” must mean that we
leave the following of Christ to legalists, Calvinists
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and enthusiasts—and all this for the sake of grace. We
justified the world, and condemned as heretics those
who tried to follow Christ. The result was that a
nation became Christian and Lutheran, but at the cost
of true discipleship. The price it was called upon to
pay was all too cheap. Cheap grace had won the day.

But do we also realize that this cheap grace has
turned back upon us like a boomerang? The price we
are having to pay to-day in the shape of the collapse
of the organized Church is only the inevitable con-
sequence of our policy of making grace available to all
at too low a cost. We gave away the word and sacra-
ments wholesale, we baptized, confirmed, and ab-
solved a whole nation unasked and without condition.
Our humanitarian sentiment made us give that which
was holy to the scornful and unbelieving. We poured
forth unending streams of grace. But the call to follow
Jesus in the narrow way was hardly ever heard.
Where were those truths which impelled the early
Church to institute the catechumenate, which enabled
a strict watch to be kept over the frontier between the
Church and the world, and afforded adequate protec-
tion for costly grace? What had happened to all those
warnings of Luther’s against preaching the gospel in
such a manner as to make men rest secure in their
ungodly living? Was there ever a more terrible or dis-
astrous instance of the Christianizing of the world
than thisP What are those three thousands Saxons put
to death by Charlemagne compared with the millions
of spiritual corpses in our country to-day? With us it
has been abundantly proved that the sins of the
fathers are visited upon the children unto the third
and fourth generations. Cheap grace has turned out to
be utterly merciless to our Evangelical Church.

This cheap grace has been no less disastrous to our
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own spiritual lives. Instead of opening up the way to
Christ it has closed it. Instead of calling us to follow
Christ, it has hardened us in our disobedience. Per-
haps we had once heard the gracious call to follow
him, and had at this command even taken the first
few steps along the path of discipleship in the disci-
pline of obedience, only to find ourselves confronted
by the word of cheap grace. Was that not merciless
and hard? The only effect that such a word could have
on us was to bar our way to progress, and seduce us
to the mediocre level of the world, quenching the joy
of discipleship by telling us that we were following
a way of our own choosing, that we were spending
our strength and disciplining ourselves in vain—all of
which was not merely useless, but extremely danger-
ous. After all, we were told, our salvation had already
been accomplished by the grace of God. The smoking
flax was mercilessly extinguished. It was unkind to
speak to men like this, for such a cheap offer could
only leave them bewildered and tempt them from the
way to which they had been called by Christ. Having
laid hold on cheap grace, they were barred for ever
from the knowledge of costly grace. Deceived and
weakened, men felt that they were strong now that
they were in possession of this cheap grace—whereas
they had in fact lost the power to live the life of dis-
cipleship and obedience. The word of cheap grace has
been the ruin of more Christians than any command-
ment of works.

In our subsequent chapters we shall try to find a
message for those who are troubled by this problem,
and for whom the word of grace has been emptied of
all its meaning. This message must be spoken for the
sake of truth, for those among us who confess that
through cheap grace they have lost the following of
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Christ, and further, with the following of Christ, have
lost the understanding of costly grace. To put it quite
simply, we must undertake this task because we are
now ready to admit that we no longer stand in the
path of true discipleship. We confess that, although
our Church is orthodox as far as her doctrine of grace
is concerned, we are no longer sure that we are mem-
bers of a Church which follows its Lord. We must
therefore attempt to recover a true understanding of
the mutual relation between grace and discipleship.
The issue can no longer be evaded. It is becoming
clearer every day that the most urgent problem be-
setting our Church is this: How can we live the Chris-
tian life in the modern world?

Happy are they who have reached the end of the
road we seek to tread, who are astonished to discover
the by no means self-evident truth that grace is costly
just because it is the grace of God in Jesus Christ.
Happy are the simple followers of Jesus Christ who
have been overcome by his grace, and are able to sing
the praises of the all-sufficient grace of Christ with
humbleness of heart. Happy are they who, knowing
that grace, can live in the world without being of it,
who, by following Jesus Christ, are so assured of their
heavenly citizenship that they are truly free to live
their lives in this world. Happy are they who know
that discipleship simply means the life which springs
from grace, and that grace simply means discipleship.
Happy are they who have become Christians in this
sense of the word. For them the word of grace has
proved a fount of mercy.



2
The Call to Discipleship

And as he passed by he saw Levi, the son of Alphzus,
sitting at the place of toll, and he saith unto him, Follow
me. And he arose and followed him. (Mark 2.14)

THE caLL goes forth, and is at once fol-
lowed by the response of obedience. The response of
the disciples is an act of obedience, not a confession
of faith in Jesus. How could the call immediately evoke
obedience? The story is a stumbling-block for the
natural reason, and it is no wonder that frantic at-
tempts have been made to separate the two events.
By hook or by crook a bridge must be found between
them. Something must have happened in between,
some psychological or historical event. Thus we get
the stupid question: Surely the publican must have
known Jesus before, and that previous acquaintance
explains his readiness to hear the Master’s call. Unfor-
tunately our text is ruthlessly silent on this point, and
in fact it regards the immediate sequence of call and
response as a matter of crucial importance. It displays
not the slightest interest in the psychological reasons
for a man’s religious decisions. And why? For the sim-
ple reason that the cause behind the immediate follow-
ing of call by response is Jesus Christ himself. It is
Jesus who calls, and because it is Jesus, Levi follows
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at once. This encounter is a testimony to the absolute,
direct, and unaccountable authority of Jesus. There is
no need of any preliminaries, and no other conse-
quence but obedience to the call. Because Jesus is the
Christ, he has the authority to call and to demand
obedience to his word. Jesus summons men to follow
him not as a teacher or a pattern of the good life, but
as the Christ, the Son of God. In this short text Jesus
Christ and his claim are proclaimed to men. Not a
word of praise is given to the disciple for his decision
for Christ. We are not expected to contemplate the
disciple, but only him who calls, and his absolute au-
thority. According to our text, there is no road to faith
or discipleship, no other road—only obedience to the
call of Jesus.

And what does the text inform us about the content
of discipleship? Follow me, run along behind mel
That is all. To follow in his steps is something which
is void of all content. It gives us no intelligible pro-
gramme for a way of life, no goal or ideal to strive
after. It is not a cause which human calculation might
deem worthy of our devotion, even the devotion of
ourselves. What happens? At the call, Levi leaves all
that he has—but not because he thinks that he might
be doing something worth while, but simply for the
sake of the call. Otherwise he cannot follow in the
steps of Jesus. This act on Levis part has not the
slightest value in itself, it is quite devoid of signifi-
cance and unworthy of consideration. The disciple
simply burns his boats and goes ahead. He is called
out, and has to forsake his old life in order that he
may “exist” in the strictest sense of the word. The old
life is left behind, and completely surrendered. The
disciple is dragged out of his relative security into a
life of absolute insecurity (that is, in truth, into the
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absolute security and safety of the fellowship of
Jesus), from a life which is observable and calculable
(it is, in fact, quite incalculable) into a life where
everything is unobservable and fortuitous (that is, into
one which is necessary and calculable), out of the
realm of finite (which is in truth the infinite) into the
realm of infinite possibilities (which is the one liberat-
ing reality). Again it is no universal law. Rather is it
the exact opposite of all legality. It is nothing else
than bondage to Jesus Christ alone, completely break-
ing through every programme, every ideal, ever set
of laws. No other significance is possible, since Jesus
is the only significance. Beside Jesus nothing has any
significance. He alone matters.

When we are called to follow Christ, we are sum-
moned to an exclusive attachment to his person. The
grace of his call bursts all the bonds of legalism. It is
a gracious call, a gracious commandment. It tran-
scends the difference between the law and the gospel.
Christ calls, the disciple follows: that is grace and
commandment in one. “I will walk at liberty, for I
seek thy commandments” (Ps. 119.45).

Discipleship means adherence to Christ, and, be-
cause Christ is the object of that adherence, it must
take the form of discipleship. An abstract Christology,
a doctrinal system, a general religious knowledge on
the subject of grace or on the forgiveness of sins,
render discipleship superfluous, and in fact they posi-
tively exclude any idea of discipleship whatever, and
are essentially inimical to the whole conception of
following Christ. With an abstract idea it is possible
to enter into a relation of formal knowledge, to be-
come enthusiastic about it, and perhaps even to put it
into practice; but it can never be followed in personal
obedience. Christianity without the living Christ is
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inevitably Christianity without discipleship, and
Christianity without discipleship is always Christian-
ity without Christ. It remains an abstract idea, a myth
which has a place for the Fatherhood of God, but
omits Christ as the living Son. And a Christianity of
that kind is nothing more or less than the end of dis-
cipleship. In such a religion there is trust in God, but
no following of Christ. Because the Son of God became
Man, because he is the Mediator, for that reason alone
the only true relation we can have with him is to
follow him. Discipleship is bound to Christ as the
Mediator, and where it is properly understood, it
necessarily implies faith in the Son of God as the
Mediator. Only the Mediator, the God-Man, can call
men to follow him.

Discipleship without Jesus Christ is a way of our
own choosing. It may be the ideal way. It may even
lead to martyrdom, but it is devoid of all promise.
Jesus will certainly reject it.

And they went to another village. And as they went in the
way, a certain man said unto him, I will follow thee wither-
soever thou goest. And Jesus said unto him, The foxes
have holes, and the birds of heaven have nests, but the
Son of man hath not where to lay his head. And he said
unto another, Follow me. But he said, Lord, suffer me first
to go and bury my father. But he said unto him, Leave
the dead to bury their dead, but go thou and publish
abroad the kingdom of God. And another said, I will fol-
low thee, Lord; but suffer me first to bid farewell to them
that are at my house. But Jesus said unto him, No man,
having put his hand unto the plough, and looking back, is
fit for the kingdom of God. (Luke 9.57-62)

The first disciple offers to follow Jesus without wait-
ing to be called. Jesus damps his ardour by warning
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him that he does not know what he is doing. In fact
he is quite incapable of knowing. That is the meaning
of Jesus’ answer—he shows the would-be disciple what
life with him involves. We hear the words of One
who is on his way to the cross, whose whole life is
summed up in the Apostles’ Creed by the word “suf-
fered.” No man can choose such a life for himself.
No man can call himself to such a destiny, says Jesus,
and his word stays unanswered. The gulf between a
voluntary offer to follow and genuine discipleship is
clear.

But where Jesus calls, he bridges the widest gulf.
The second would-be disciple wants to bury his father
before he starts to follow. He is held bound by the
trammels of the law. He knows what he wants and
what he must do. Let him first fulfil the law, and then
let him follow. A definite legal ordinance acts as a
barrier between Jesus and the man he has called. But
the call of Jesus is stronger than the barrier. At this
critical moment nothing on earth, however sacred,
must be allowed to come between Jesus and the man
he has called—not even the law itself. Now, if never
before, the law must be broken for the sake of Jesus; it
forfeits all its rights if it acts as a barrier to disciple-
ship. Therefore Jesus emerges at this point as the op-
ponent of the law, and commands a man to follow
him. Only the Christ can speak in this fashion. He
alone has the last word. His would-be follower cannot
kick against the pricks. This call, this grace, is irre-
sistible.

The third would-be disciple, like the first, thinks
that following Christ means that he must make the
offer on his own initiative, as if it were a career he
had mapped out for himself. There is, however, a dif-
ference between the first would-be disciple and the
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third, for the third is bold enough to stipulate his own
terms. Unfortunately, however, he lands himself in a
hopeless inconsistency, for although he is ready
enough to throw in his lot with Jesus, he succeeds in
putting up a barrier between himself and the Master.
“Suffer me first.” He wants to follow, but feels obliged
to insist on his own terms. Discipleship to him is a
possibility which can only be realized when certain
conditions have been fulfilled. This is to reduce dis-
cipleship to the level of the human understanding.
First you must do this and then you must do that.
There is a right time for everything. The disciple
places himself at the Master’s disposal, but at the
same time retains the right to dictate his own terms.
But then discipleship is no longer discipleship. but a
programme of our own to be arranged to suit our-
selves, and to be judged in accordance with the stand-
ards of a rational ethic. The trouble about this third
would-be disciple is that at the very moment he ex-
presses his willingness to follow, he ceases to want
to follow at all. By making his offer on his own terms,
he alters the whole position, for discipleship can tol-
erate no conditions which might come between Jesus
and our obedience to him. Hence the third disciple
finds himself at loggerheads not only with Jesus, but
also with himself. His desires conflict not only with
what Jesus wants, but also with what he wants him-
self. He judges himself, and decides against himself,
and all this by saying, “suffer me first.” The answer of
Jesus graphically preves to him that he is at variance
with himself and that excludes discipleship. “No man,
having put his hand to the plough and looking back,
is fit for the kingdom of God.”
If we would follow Jesus we must take certain def-
inite steps. The first step, which follows the call, cuts
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the disciple off from his previous existence. The call
to follow at once produces a new situation. To stay in
the old situation makes discipleship impossible. Levi
must leave the receipt of custom and Peter his nets in
order to follow Jesus. One would have thought that
nothing so drastic was necessary at such an early
stage. Could not Jesus have initiated the publican
into some new religious experience, and leave them
as they were before? He could have done so, had he
not been the incarnate Son of God. But since he is the
Christ, he must make it clear from the start that his
word is not an abstract doctrine, but the re-creation
of the whole life of man. The only right and proper
way is quite literally to go with Jesus. The call to
follow implies that there is only one way of believing
on Jesus Christ, and that is by leaving all and going
with the incarnate Son of God.

The first step places the disciple in the situation
where faith is possible. If he refuses to follow and
stays behind, he does not learn how to believe. He
who is called must go out of his situation in which he
cannot believe, into the situation in which, first and
foremost, faith is possible. But this step is not the
first stage of a career. Its sole justification is that it
brings the disciple into' fellowship with Jesus which
will be victorious. So long as Levi sits at the receipt of
custom, and Peter at his nets, they could both pursue
their trade honestly and dutifully, and they might
both enjoy religious experiences, old and new. But
if they want to believe in God, the only way is to
follow his incarnate Son.

.Until that day, everything had been different. They
could remain in obscurity, pursuing their work as the
quiet in the land, observing the law and waiting for
the coming of the Messiah. But now he has come, and
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his call goes forth. Faith can no longer mean sitting
still and waiting—they must rise and follow him. The
call frees them from all earthly ties, and binds them
to Jesus Christ alone. They must burn their boats and
plunge into absolute insecurity in order to learn the
demand and the gift of Christ. Had Levi stayed at his
post, Jesus might have been his present help in trouble,
but not the Lord of his whole life. In other words
Levi would never have learnt to believe. The new
situation must be created, in which it is possible to
believe on Jesus as God incarnate; that is the impos-
sible situation in which everything is staked solely on
the word of Jesus. Peter had to leave the ship and
risk his life on the sea, in order to learn both his own
weakness and the almightly power of his Lord. If
Peter had not taken the risk, he would never have
learnt the meaning of faith. Before he can believe,
the utterly impossible and ethically irresponsible situ-
ation on the waves of the sea must be displayed. The
road to faith passes through obedience to the call of
Jesus. Unless a definite step is demanded, the call
vanishes into thin air, and if men imagine that they
can follow Jesus without taking this step, they are
deluding themselves like fanatics.

It is an extremely hazardous procedure to distinguish
between a situation where faith is possible and one
where it is not. We must first realize that there is
nothing in the situation to tell us to which category
it belongs. It is only the call of Jesus which makes
it a situation where faith is possible. Secondly, a situ-
ation where faith is possible can never be demon-
strated from the human side. Discipleship is not an
offer man makes to Christ. It is only the call which
creates the situation. Thirdly, this situation never
possesses any intrinsic worth or merit of its own. It is
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only through the call that it receives its justification.
Last, but not least, the situation in which faith is pos-
sible is itself only rendered possible through faith.

The idea of a situation in which faith is possible is
only a way of stating the facts of a case in which the
following two propositions hold good and are equally
true: only he who believes is obedient, and only he
who is obedient believes.

It is quite unbiblical to hold the first proposition
without the second. We think we understand when we
hear that obedience is possible only where there is
faith. Does not obedience follow faith as good fruit
grows on a good tree? First, faith, then obedience.
If by that we mean that it is faith which justifies, and
not the act of obedience, all well and good, for that
is the essential and unexceptionable presupposition of
all that follows. If, however, we make a chronological
distinction between faith and obedience, and make
obedience subsequent to faith, we are divorcing the
one from the other—and then we get the practical
question, when must obedience begin? Obedience re-
mains separated from faith. From the point of view of
justification it is necessary thus to separate them, but
we must never lose sight of their essential unity. For
faith is only real when there is obedience, never with-
out it, and faith only becomes faith in the act of
obedience.

Since, then, we cannot adequately speak of obedi-
ence as the consequence of faith, and since we must
never forget the indissoluble unity of the two, we must
place the one proposition that only he who believes
is obedient alongside the other, that only he who is
obedient believes. In the one case faith is the condi-
tion of obedience, and in the other obedience the con-
dition of faith. In exactly the same way in which
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obedience is called the consequence of faith, it must
also be called the presupposition of faith.

Only the obedient believe. If we are to believe, we
must obey a concrete command. Without this pre-
liminary step of obedience, our faith will only be pious
humbug, and lead us to the grace which is not costly.
Everything depends on the first step. It has a unique
quality of its own. The first step of obedience makes
Peter leave his nets, and later get out of the ship; it
calls upon the young man to leave his riches. Only
this new existence, created through obedience, can
make faith possible.

This first step must be regarded to start with as an
external work, which effects the change from one
existence to another. It is a step within everybody’s
capacity, for it lies within the limits of human free-
dom. It is an act within the sphere of the natural law
(fustitia civilis) and in that sphere man is free. Al-
though Peter cannot achieve his own conversion, he
can leave his nets. In the gospels the very first step
a man must take is an act which radically affects his
whole existence. The Roman Catholic Church de-
manded this step as an extraordinary possibility which
only monks could achieve, while the rest of the faith-
ful must content themselves with an unconditional
submission to the Church and its ordinances. The
Lutheran  confessions also significantly recognize the
first step. Having dealt effectively with the danger of
Pelagianism, they find it both possible and necessary
to leave room for the first external act which is the
essential preliminary to faith. This step there takes the
form of an invitation to come to the Church where
the word of salvation is proclaimed. To take this step
it is not necessary to surrender one’s freedom. Come
to church! You can do that of your own free will. You
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can leave your home on a Sunday morning and come to
hear the sermon. If you will not, you are of your own
free will excluding yourself from the place where
faith is a possibility. Thus the Lutheran confessions
show their awareness of a situation where faith is a
possibility, and of a situation where it is not. Admit-
tedly they tend to soft-pedal it as though they were
almost ashamed of it. But there it is, and it shows that
they are just as aware as the gospels of the importance
of the first external step.

Once we are sure of this point, we must add at once
that this step is, and can never be more than, a purely
external act and a dead work of the law, which can
never of itself bring a man to Christ. As an external
act the new existence is no better than the old. Even
at the highest estimate it can only achieve a new law
of life, a new way of living which is poles apart from
the new life with Christ. If a drunkard signs the
pledge, or a rich man gives all his money away, they
are both of them freeing themselves from their slavery
to alcohol or riches, but not from their bondage to
themselves. They are still moving in their own little
orbit, perhaps even more than they were before. They
are still subject to the commandment of works, still as
submerged in the death of the old life as they were
before. Of course, the work has to be done, but of
itself it can never deliver them from death, disobedi-
ence and ungodliness. If we think our first step is the
pre-condition for faith and grace, we are already
judged by our work, and entirely excluded from grace.
Hence the term “external work” includes everything
we are accustomed to call “disposition” or “good in-
tention,” everything which the Roman Church means
when it talks of facere quod in se est. If we take the
first step with the deliberate intention of placing our-
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selves in the situation where faith is possible, even
this possibility of faith will be nothing but a work.
The new life it opens to us is still a life within the
limits of our old existence, and therefore a complete
misapprehension of the true nature of the new life.
We are still in unbelief.

Nevertheless the external work must be done, for we
still have to find our way into the situation where faith
is possible. We must take a definite step. What does
this mean? It means that we can only take this step
aright if we fix our eyes not on the work we do, but
on the word with which Jesus calls us to do it. Peter
knows he dare not climb out of the ship in his own
strength—his very first step would be his undoing.
And so he cries, “Lord, bid me come to thee upon the
waters,” and Jesus answers: “Come.” Christ must first
call him, for the step can only be taken at his word.
This call is his grace, which calls him out of death
into the new life of obedience. But when once Christ
has called him, Peter has no alternative—he must leave
the ship and come to him. In the end, the first step of
obedience proves to be an act of faith in the word of
Christ. But we should completely misunderstand the
nature of grace if we were to suppose that there was
no need to take the first step, because faith was al-
ready there. Against that we must boldly assert that
the step of obedience must be taken before faith can
be possible. Unless he obeys, a man cannot believe.

Are you worried because you find it so hard to be-
lieve? No one should be surprised at the difficulty of
faith, if there is some part of his life where he is con-
sciously resisting or disobeying the commandment of
Jesus. Is there some part of your life which you are
refusing to surrender at his behest, some sinful pas-
sion, maybe, or some animosity, some hope, perhaps
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your ambition or your reason? If so, you must not be
surprised that you have not received the Holy Spirit,
that prayer is difficult, or that your request for faith
remains unanswered. Go rather and be reconciled with
your brother, renounce the sin which holds you fast—
and then you will recover your faith! If you dismiss
the word of God’s command, you will not receive his
word of grace. How can you hope to enter into com-
munion with him when at some point in your life you
are running away from him? The man who disobeys
cannot believe, for only he who obeys can believe.
The gracious call of Jesus now becomes a stern
command: Do this! Give up that! Leave the ship and
come to me! When a man says he cannot obey the call
of Jesus because he believes, or because he does not
believe, Jesus says: “First obey, perform the external
work, renounce your attachments, give up the obstacles
which separate you from the will of God. Do not say
you have not got faith. You will not have it so long
as you persist in disobedience and refuse to take the
first step. Neither must you say that you have faith,
and therefore there is no need for you to take the
first step. You have not got faith so long as and because
you will not take the first step but become hardened
in your unbelief under the guise of humble faith.” It
it a malicious subterfuge to argue like this, a sure sign
of lack of faith, which leads in its turn to a lack of
obedience. This is the disobedience of the “believers”;
when they are asked to obey, they simply confess their
unbelief and leave it at that (Mark 9.24). You are
trifling with the subject. If you believe, take the first
step, it leads to Jesus Christ. If you don’t believe, take
the first step all the same, for you are bidden to take
it. No one wants to know about your faith or unbelief,
your orders are to perform the act of obedience on the
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spot. Then you will find yourself in the situation where
faith becomes possible and where faith exists in the
true sense of the word.

This situation is therefore not the consequence of
our obedience, but the gift of him who commands
obedience. Unless we are prepared to enter into that
situation, our faith will be unreal, and we shall deceive
ourselves. We cannot avoid that situation, for our
supreme concern is with a right faith in Jesus Christ,
and our objective is, and always will be faith, and faith
alone (“from faith to faith,” Rom. 1.17). If anyone
rushes forward and challenges this point in an excess
of Protestant zeal, let him ask himself whether he is
not after all allowing himself to become an advocate of
cheap grace. The truth is that so long as we hold both
sides of the proposition together they contain nothing
inconsistent with right belief, but as soon as one is
divorced from the other, it is bound to prove a stum-
bling-block. “Only those who believe obey” is what we
say to that part of a believer’s soul which obeys, and
“only those who obey believe” is what we say to that
part of the soul of the obedient which believes. If the
first half of the proposition stands alone, the believer
is exposed to the danger of cheap grace, which is an-
other word for damnation. If the second half stands
alone, the believer is exposed to the danger of salva-
tion through works, which is also another word for
damnation.

At this point we may conveniently throw in a few
observations of a pastoral character. In dealing with
souls, it is essential for the pastor to bear in mind both
sides of the proposition. When people complain, for
instance, that they find it hard to believe, it is a sign
of deliberate or unconscious disobedience. It is all

too easy to put them off by offering the remedy of
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cheap grace. That only leaves the disease as bad as it
was before, and makes the word of grace a sort of self-
administered consolation, or a self-imparted absolu-
tion. But when this happens, the poor man can no
longer find any comfort in the words of priestly ab-
solution—he has become deaf to the Word of God.
And even if he absolves himself from his sins a thou-
sand times, he has lost all capacity of faith in the true
forgiveness, just because he has never really known
it. Unbelief thrives on cheap grace, for it is determined
to persist in disobedience. Clergy frequently come
across cases like this nowadays. The outcome is usually
that self-imparted absolution confirms the man in his
disobedience, and makes him plead ignorance of the
kindness as well as of the commandment of God. He
complains that God’s commandment is uncertain, and
susceptible of different interpretations. At first he was
aware enough of his disobedience, but with his in-
creasing hardness of heart that awareness grows ever
fainter, and in the end he becomes so enmeshed that
he loses all capacity for hearing the Word, and faith is
quite impossible. One can imagine him conversing
thus with his pastor: “I have lost the faith I once had.”
“You must listen to the Word as it is spoken to you
in the sermon.” “I do; but I cannot get anything out
of it, it just falls on deaf ears as far as I'm concerned.”
“The trouble is, you don’t really want to listen.” “On
the contrary, I do.” And here they generally break off,
because the pastor is at a loss what to say next. He
only rememb