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Series: For All the Saints
Sermon: Dietrich Bonhoeffer

Jeremiah 45:1-5 (NIV)
When Baruch son of Neriah wrote on a scroll the words Jeremiah the prophet dictated in the fourth year of
Jehoiakim son of Josiah king of Judah, Jeremiah said this to Baruch: 2 “This is what the Lord, the God of Israel,
says to you, Baruch: 3 You said, ‘Woe to me! The Lord has added sorrow to my pain; I am worn out with
groaning and find no rest.’ 4 But the Lord has told me to say to you, ‘This is what the Lord says: I will
overthrow what I have built and uproot what I have planted, throughout the earth. 5 Should you then seek great
things for yourself? Do not seek them. For I will bring disaster on all people, declares the Lord, but wherever
you go I will let you escape with your life.’”

Sermon
Back in the dark ages when I played baseball, my friends and I would call each other by the names of Big
League players at the time.  During a game, we would call out to each other to the names like Jose Canseco,
Dwight Gooden, Ryne Sanburg.  Not that we were as good, but we had our dreams, our aspirations of how we
wanted to play.  No matter what we did, we all had our heros.  In basketball, we had to have the shoes worn by
so and so.  With music, we wanted to be like this singer or that band.  With celebrities, we had to have this
hairstyle, that kind of clothing.  We modeled ourselves after the people who we wished to emulate.  There is
something about having role models and heros that move us beyond ourselves and transforms us into something
else.  Now, this could be good and this could be bad.  Plenty of us have picked bad role models in the past and
we have discovered that it doesn’t lead to good results.  But the good role models that we take change us into
becoming the people that we wish to become.  In terms of a religious life, I think that we have hundreds upon
thousands of positive role models that we could study and learn from.  For the most part, we call these people
saints.  When I think of saints, I usually think of the Catholic view of saints.  Super saints, if you will.  St.
Augustine, St. Jude, St. Mary, St. Anthony.  And I think we have gotten away from what the purpose of the
saints were meant to be.  Nowadays, if you lose something, you pray to St. Anthony to help you find it.  St. Jude
is the patron Saint of lost causes, so you pray to him when you are backed up against the wall.  St. Joseph is the
patron saint of fathers, you pray to him when you need help with fathering.  St. Luke is the patron saint of
doctors, so you pray to him when you want your doctor to have a steady hand.  You pray to the saint to help you. 
To have supernatural assistance in your time of need.  Now, understand, I am a United Methodist Pastor who
doesn’t quite understand all things Roman Catholic, but I believe that the saints were never intended to be used
that way.  I don’t believe that the saints were meant to be at our beck and call to get us out of a jam.  What I
believe their true intent was was to be heros of the faith.  Someone to look up to, someone in which to receive
guidance and help - by examining their life of faith and gleaning insights as to how to shape your own life. 
They were meant to be emulated, not ordered around because we have a problem.  The saints have power
because they can transform us, not because they mystically come down to help us find our car keys.  I think we
need heros in the faith, because it is heros that make us want to grow and learn and people the people that we
want to be.  Today and for the next several weeks, we will be looking at several heros of the faith.  Not that they
were great people, but because of their faithfulness to a great and wonderful God.

By all accounts, the name Dietrich Bonhoeffer holds a special place in the hearts of the German faithful.  And
throughout the word, he is a hero to many who know his story.  He was born in 1906, the son of a well to do
Lutheran family in Germany.  He came from a powerful heritage filled with traditions and character.  His
parents and ancestors were teachers, doctors, psychiatrists, theologians, aristocracy, those in the social upper
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crusts.  Some of his relation were chaplains to the Emperor in the old days.  People knew the Bonhoeffer name. 
And it wasn’t just associated with prestige, these were nice folks.  There were clear-sighted, cultured, kind,
compassionate, steadfast, all of the things that you hoped you could be.  Bonhoeffer was born into such a family. 
At an early age, Dietrich decided to go into theology.  He studied in Berlin under some of the best theologians of
the day, names who are still required reading while I was in Seminary.  Within a short while, Bonhoeffer was in
the forefront of one of the best up and comers of his generation for the Protestant faith.  He would be on the
same level as C.S. Lewis, a contemporary in England.  He was one of the most promising theologians who
would be called great.  He studied and taught in England and in New York’s Union Theological Seminary, still
one of the most prominent seminaries in the United States.  All of this while he was in his 20's.  With his proud
past and promising future, with his love and God and love of his beloved Germany, Dietrich Bonhoeffer might
well have been the best known theologian of the 20  Century, except for the timing and location of his life.  Atth

the age of 27, with his academic career just about to go big time, Adolf Hitler and the National Socialist Party
came into power.  The humiliation of World War I had left Germany weary, weakened and without heros.  The
country embraced this new found hope in a man who could bring back the pride of Germany to what she could
and ought to be.  And the nation went with Hitler through the patriotism and promises that He made.  And the
church in Germany went right along with the party lines of the new Nazi party.  The church did not want to
seem unpatriotic.  The church said, “the saving of our nation by our leader Adolf Hitler as a gift from God’s
hand.”  Even now, 80 years later, that seems very frightening.  From the very beginning, Bonhoeffer began his
dissent from the leadership of his homeland.  As we know, the changes to Germany did not happen overnight,
but is was a slow, systematic denial of rights to the undesirables of the land.  At first, the church just denied
ordination of clergy who were not of Aryan descent.  Bonhoeffer tried to lead a union-type strike of all clergy in
protest.  When the Jews were officially labeled as something subhuman, he began a Confessing Church
movement that refused to believe such lies and continued to minister to all, regardless of creed.  When the
Jewish businesses were boycotted and boarded up, signaling that the worst was just around the corner,
Bonhoeffer called all churches to “not only to help the victims who have fallen under the wheel, but if necessary
to fall into the spokes of the wheel itself.  But the church did not listen.  They continued to support their leader,
despite the glaring contradictions between faith and tyranny.  Dietrich continued to preach and lecture around
the world, but now much of his message was about what was going on in his own nation.  The brutality of
oppression that was unfolding before his very eyes.  He spent some time in New York studying and teaching. 
He pastured a large church in London, even though he was offered a better job in Berlin.  Then it seemed that
the world was on the brink of war.  The national office of foreign affairs ordered Bonhoeffer back and told him
to cut all ties with his overseas contacts.  His little seminary was closed down for being anti-Nazi and Dietrich
had to travel in secret to the little churches of his Confessing Movement.  But these churches were being hunted
down as well.  Offerings were stolen, spies were returning to the Gestapo with sermon notes and Church
newsletters, people were being arrested for acts of treason.  In June of 1939, Bonhoeffer gave up on his beloved
country.  Some of his friends from England and the states snuck him out of Germany and he landed a safe
teaching position at Union Theological Seminary in New York.  For him to stay in Germany meant to fight a
battle that he could not win.  But once he got settled into his New York surroundings, he discovered his mistake. 
He put it like this, “I have made a mistake in coming to America.  I shall have no right to take part in the
restoration of Christian life in Germany after the war unless I share the trials of this time with my people.”  One
month after leaving Germany, Bonhoeffer was back, this time as a fugitive.  For several years, he pastured and
led the resistance of Nazi Germany and the Church that blindly followed.  Within a few years, after smuggling
many Jews out of the country, Bonhoeffer was caught and arrested as a traitor.  One year was spent in prison,
much of it in insolation.  He continued to write and minister to those around him.  He even ministered to the
guards who held him captive.  It was from those guards that many of his writings still survive.  It was during this
time that he wrote love letters to his Fiancé, some would argue the best collection of love letters found
anywhere.  In his second year he went to a much more secluded Gestapo prison camp.  But they could hear the
American guns booming in the distance.  Surely the war would be over soon.  It was Easter, 1945 and
Bonhoeffer was celebrating the Resurrection of Christ with his fellow prisoners.  He wrote, “One must
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completely abandon any attempt to make something of oneself.  In so doing so we throw ourselves completely
into the arms of God, taking seriously, not our own sufferings, but those of God in the world...that is how one
becomes a man.”  “I cannot get away from Jeremiah 45.”  Bonhoeffer would have found success at a different
time, at a different place, but we all live in the times we live, and we cannot transcend to somewhere else.  The
words of Jeremiah 45 spoke to Dietrich Bonhoeffer.  “As for you, are you seeking great things for yourself? 
Stop that, for look, I am bringing disaster on everyone,” says the Lord, “But I have given to you your life as a
reward wherever you go.”  God has no use for great people.  God doesn’t look for great people in the world. 
Chances are, God is somewhat against a great person in the world.  It isn’t greatness that God seeks in us.  He
searches for faithful people.  People who have trust and obedience and faith in him.  He doesn’t make the
faithful out of great people - He makes greatness out of the people of faith.  Hundreds had come to Christ
through Bonhoeffer, through his trials and tireless ambition to justice and mercy under Hitler’s nightmarish
tyranny.  What makes a man great?  His faithfulness to a God that calls him into action when the world seems to
go the other way.  The following Sunday, Bonhoeffer and several other prisoners were put into a van and driven
out into the countryside.  The American Advance was only a few miles away.  They stopped at a little tiny
country schoolhouse where Dietrich led a small worship service.  At the final word of Amen, a guard said to the
group, “Prisoner Bonhoeffer, come with us.”  There was a doctor on duty who finished the story for us. 
“Through the half-open door in one room of the huts, I saw Pastor Bonhoeffer, before taking off his prison garb,
kneeling on the floor praying fervently to his God.  I was most deeply moved by the way this lovable man
prayed, so devout and so certain that God heard his prayer.  At the place of execution, he again said a short
prayer and then climbed the steps to the gallows, brave and composed.  His death ensued after a few seconds.  In
the almost fifty years I have worked as a doctor, I have hardly ever seen a man die so entirely submissive to the
will of God.”  God doesn’t make the faithful out of great people - He makes greatness out of the people of faith. 
May we be people of faith, no matter what time and place we live.  Amen.
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