


The Project  
 
This project is a dialectic, a conversation.  In the study of Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer and his writing, in this study I noticed some connections 
between his and Søren Kierkegaard's thinking about how people 
become persons... how humans become individuals. Here I have 
endeavored to put the two of them into dialog with each other.  You 
can read these essays on their own, as a monologue (reading all of 
one voice at a time), or as a dialectic.  It is undeniable that these two 
thinkers could have been friends, and disappointing that both died so 
young.  I hope that you find this conversation enlightening, uplifting, 
challenging, and provocative, in that is should provoke you to seek for 
yourself true individuality.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Melancholy Dane and the Guilty Pacifist 

Søren Aabye Kierkegaard was born in Copenhagen, Denmark on May 5, 1813. 

He was the youngest of seven children born to his wealthy aristocratic parents. 

Kierkegaard’s life was marked with suffering and death from an early age.  By the time 

he was 21, five of his six siblings had died.  His father confessed that he believed he 

had been cursed by God for some sin of his youth to have all of his children die before 

him.  His father was a stoic, often perceived as cold and unfeeling.  The man was 

staunchly religious and made sure to raise his children to be the same.   Watching his 1

siblings die caused Kierkegaard to believe he too would die young.  This informed much 

of the way he saw the world.  It compelled him to produce a large body of work at a 

young age and to develop a system of philosophy which would lead to the birth of 

Existentialism. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer was born roughly 50 years after Kierkegaard’s death in 

November of 1855.  A twin and one of eight children, Bonhoeffer grew up closely 

connected to his large family.  The Bonhoeffers were a historically aristocratic family, 

descendants of German nobility and military leaders.  Dietrich’s father was a strict and 

well-respected German academic who ran an orderly home.   This experience of 2

affluence, clout, and family was important in the formation of young Bonhoeffer, as was 

1 Kierkegaard, Søren. Either/or. Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ. Pr., 1987. - Intro  
 
2 Bonhoeffer, Dietrich, Geffrey B. Kelly, and F. Burton Nelson. A testament to freedom: 

the essential writings of Dietrich Bonhoeffer. San Francisco, CA: 
HarperSanFrancisco, 1995, 5. 



the loss of his oldest brother in the first World War, which visited pain, death, economic 

ruin, and shame upon all the households of the young nation of Germany.  

Kierkegaard - The Dizziness of Freedom 

Kierkegaard would come to be considered the grandfather of the philosophical 

school of thought known as Existentialism.  Though he lived a short life, he was a 

prolific producer and he continues to influence contemporary philosophy, literature, and 

theology.   Existentialism remains one of the most well known branches of philosophy, 3

at least in the sense that people have heard the term and attempt to use it in 

conversation more than other major philosophical brands.  Existentialism became a 

force in continental thought after the second world war, with the field being consolidated 

by Jean Paul Sartre, who consolidated Kierkegaard’s thought in the phrase “existence 

precedes essence. ”  4

“What we will be has not yet been made known.” (1 John 3:2)  Kierkegaard’s 

central concern was that of purpose.  With the presence of death assailing his family, 

and with his fear of dying without having made proper contributions to the world, 

Kierkegaard urgently assembled his work, all dealing with the question, “How do we 

know what our purpose is?”  The answer to the question, “What is our purpose?” for 

Kierkegaard, is that we have no purpose, no essence.  Prior to the existentialist 

movement in the world of philosophy, most thinkers held that humans had an essence 

which preceded their existence.  There was something you were made to do. Your 
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purpose was ready for you at the time of your birth, and it was your job to discern and 

live into that purpose.  In this way of thinking, the way to live a good and full life was to 

adhere to your essence.  Kierkegaard looked at the world around him and saw no 

purpose in what had been built.  He was disgusted by the 19th century European 

bourgeoisie, the established church, and the sense of certainty that was seeming to 

compel those in his context to follow the path of least resistance in their lives.  

When I was very young and in the cave of Trophonius (an idiom for being afraid) 
I forgot to laugh. Then, when I got older, when I opened my eyes and saw the 
real world, I began to laugh and I haven’t stopped since. I saw that the meaning 
of life was to get a livelihood, that the goal of life was to be a High Court judge, 
that the bright joy of love was to marry a well-off girl, that the blessing of 
friendship was to help each other out of a financial tight spot, that wisdom was 
what the majority said it was, that passion was to give a speech, that courage 
was to risk being fined ten [dollars], that cordiality was to say ‘You’re welcome’ 
after a meal, and that the fear of God was to go to communion once a year. 
That’s what I saw. And I laughed.   5

 
To Kierkegaard, for one to live the life that was expected of them and hope to find 

meaning in any of it was absolutely absurd.  None of these aspirations could grant you 

meaning, purpose, or fulfillment, at least not on their own.  A person’s true purpose 

could not be found in traditional pursuits because there was no purpose to be found at 

all.  In the test of life, there were no right answers.  

If you marry, you will regret it; if you do not marry, you will also regret it; if you 
marry or if you do not marry, you will regret both; whether you marry or you do 
not marry, you will regret both. Laugh at the world’s follies, you will regret it; weep 
over them, you will also regret it; if you laugh at the world’s follies or if you weep 
over them, you will regret both; whether you laugh at the world’s follies or you 
weep over them, you will regret both. Believe a girl, you will regret it; if you do not 
believe her, you will also regret it; if you believe a girl or you do not believe her,  
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you will regret both; whether you believe a girl or you do not believe her, you will 
regret both. If you hang yourself, you will regret it; if you do not hang yourself,  
you will regret it; if you hang yourself or you do not hang yourself, you will regret 
both; whether you hang yourself or you do not hang yourself, you will regret both. 
This, gentlemen, is the sum of all practical wisdom.   6

  
Wherever Kierkegaard looked he saw a cacophony of incongruent assertions of 

certainty and impossible questions with no right answers.  Still, decisions have to be 

made.  There is no way to understand all the variables in our complex world, nor to 

foresee the ramifications of our decisions in full.  Inevitably, for Kierkegaard, one must 

choose.  Kierkegaard suggests that most people choose not to choose at all.  They 

follow the crowd, the orders of their government, the teachings of their church, the 

expectations of their parents- anything to avoid their “angst.”  

Kierkegaard defines angst as “unfocused fear. ¨ It is the state of anxiety that 7

comes with realizing how much control you have over your own destiny though the 

decisions you make.  As the great 20th Century philosopher Sarah Connor once said, 

there is “no fate but what we make. ”  When we are faced with the freedom to create our 8

own future, to choose our fate, most of us are petrified by our anxiety.  “Anxiety may be 

compared with dizziness. He whose eye happens to look down the yawning abyss 

becomes dizzy. ”  This dizziness of freedom keeps most people from taking their future 9

6 Ibid., 54. 
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into their own hands, an act, for Kierkegaard, which is tantamount to philosophical 

suicide.  

Bonhoeffer - Das Kirchenkampf  

In 1933 there were 28 regional church bodies in the young nation of Germany. 

Two-thirds of the German people were Protestant, majoritively Lutheran.  Roman 

Catholics were in the minority, and a small group of Baptists and Evangelicals floated 

about the edges of church life.   The great Protestant traditions, however, were 10

uniquely given the distinction of being “state churches.”  They received funding from the 

government, and clergy were treated as state officials.  

As the Nazis came to power in Germany, they sought to take control of all 

aspects of the culture.  Adolf Hitler and his regime saw the church as an important 

ideological battleground.  As the new government began to exercise its power over the 

German Church, leaders like Bonhoeffer stood up to resist government involvement in 

the affairs of their local churches.  Rejected by the mainline leaders of the German 

Protestant Church as being too radical, Bonhoeffer and company departed to form Das 

Bekennende Kirche, The Confessing Church.   11

One of the first documents Bonhoeffer produced during the early days of The 

Confessing Church was “The Bethel Confession” of August 1933.  It was one of the first 

and one of the strongest negative responses to Nazi actions in the church.  “The Bethel 

Confession” was written in reaction to Nazi incursions into the territory of the church, 

10 Dill, Marshall, Germany: a modern history, University of Michigan Press, 1970, 365. 
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like the Aryan clause, which put into law the prohibition of Jewish and other non-Aryan 

persons serving as clergy in German Churches.  The document called for the church to 

not forsake its “kinship with Jewish Christians. ”  While in the end it was still boldly 12

anti-nazi, “The Bethel Confession” was edited into oblivion, and it left Bonhoeffer very 

dissatisfied with the fear displayed by the Confessing Church.   13

During the so-called Brown Synod of September of 1933, the Nazi party 

successfully flooded the church vote and put Nazi leaders into positions of authority in 

the German Church.   It was a major victory for the Nazis in the Church Struggle and 14

everyone knew it.  Bonhoeffer, rejecting an opportunity to serve in a German Church, 

moved to London, as a sort of self-imposed exile.  Karl Barth accused Bonhoeffer of 

abandoning his post and wasting his "splendid theological armory" while "the house of 

[his] church [was] on fire," and he chided him to return to Berlin "by the next ship. ”  15

Barth, a fellow German, was appealing to his friend’s sense of duty.  Duty ran 

deep in German culture - duty to church, duty to family, duty to authority, duty to state. 

When the horrors of the war came to an end, many of those who had participated in 

atrocities hid behind the excuse of it being their duty to follow orders.  Clearly, the sense 

of order and duty guided much of the German people’s ethics as well.  Duty to the state 

led to the atrocities on the eastern front and those of the Holocaust/Shoah.  Duty to 

12 Ibid., 137.  
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family often guided people’s professional choices.  Duty to the church led to many 

Christians keeping silent in response to the reign of the Nazi government.  

This sense of duty grounded the Germans and locked them into ways of thinking, 

acting, and being.  Bonhoeffer was very frustrated with people’s shirking of freedom in 

their keeping to duty.  “The neutrals are a particular problem...They belong on the other 

side.  But they themselves want to be neutral.  It is therefore impossible to have an 

unequivocal attitude toward them as their own attitude is not unequivocal. ”  He 16

claimed that the Confessing Church must break free of their connection with the now 

nazified German Church. “The Confessing Church can no longer avoid a clear decision.

”  Kierkegaard would have been equally frustrated by these German Christians.  He 17

would have called them out as surrendering their freedom in exchange for the 

alleviation of their angst.  He would have been particularly angry at the Christians for 

their forsaking of the call to love their neighbors.   Bonhoeffer engages in a similar 18

stream of thought, calling the church to its responsibility to protect the weak and care for 

its neighbors.   19

Kierkegaard and anxiety - Flip the Table! 

Kierkegaard believes the dizziness of freedom leads people to become 

overwhelmed by the infinite choices laid in front of them (anxiety of the infinite). At the 

16 Testament to freedom, 165.  
 
17 Ibid., 165 
 
18 Works of love, 63-5. 
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same time people are afraid if they make a choice they will be haunted by regret and 

the consequences of their choices (anxiety of the finite).   20

Most people become quite afraid when each is expected to be a separate 
individual. Thus the matter turns and revolves upon itself. One moment a man is 
supposed to be arrogant, setting forth this view of the individual, and the next, 
when the individual is about to carry it out in practice, the idea is found to be 
much too big, too overwhelming for him.  21

 
Anxiety is crippling; it puts people and organizations in a paralytic stupor of myopic 

tunnel vision.  Anxiety is poisonous. Perhaps the worst thing about it is that it kills 

slowly.  It does not cause a rapid decline, but rather a slow depletion of vitality, keeping 

those involved in an anxious state of confused terror for a painfully long period of time.  

If anxiety is a fear about something to come. It should be no surprise that two of 

its most common sources are the most absolute of future events: nonbeing and 

non-meaning. “Anxiety is the painful feeling of not being able to deal with the threat of a 

special situation. ”  The human situation brings this about in our own finitude: we know 22

that we can not last, yet we fear the time in which we no longer exist.  Calvin called the 

human mind a factory of idols, but Tillich suggests it is also a factory of fears.   23

The anxiety over death is a common and fairly obvious form of anxiety which 

most self-aware persons experience at some point in their lives. In the same way, 

20 Kierkegaard, Søren, Peter P. Rohde, and Gerda M. Andersen. The diary of Søren 
Kierkegaard. New York: Carol Pub. Group, 1993, 106-7. 
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institutions (like the German Church) experience this anxiety towards the end of their 

constitution and influence.  “The anxiety of fate and death is the most basic, most 

universal, and inescapable.  All attempts to argue it away are futile. ”  The fear of death 24

is powered and informed by the nervousness people experience in the anxiety of fate.  I 

am using the term fate in this section as meaning a perceived force of contingency.  The 

reason a sense of fate can so easily bring about anxiety is that fate is perceived as 

inescapable.   The forward motion of fate is made dangerous because the subject is 25

ultimately, uncontrollably propelled towards nonbeing.  Even concepts like the eternality 

of God and the immortality of the soul often fail to relieve such anxieties. 

 If fate and death threaten persons and organizations ontologically, emptiness 

and meaninglessness threaten them spiritually.   We each live inside a world of 26

constructed meaning.  These systems of meaning, whether self-created or imported 

from others, inform our spiritual identities, and we use them as lenses to govern the way 

we act ethically within our reality.  

 “The anxiety of meaninglessness is anxiety about the loss of an ultimate concern, 

of a meaning which gives meaning to all meanings. ”  Facing the possibility that our 27

innermost beliefs may be wrong can be a traumatic experience.  The anxiety of 

meaninglessness is brought on by this type of mythic loss.  The anxiety of emptiness is 

24 Courage to be, 42. 
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connected to this loss.  With loss of meaning, the loss of purpose is quick to follow.  The 

loss of purpose yields a loss of motivation, and as meaning vanishes, creativity and 

vitality wane as well. Creative energy transitions over time into repulsion and aversion.   28

 Guilt and condemnation aid in nonbeing’s attack on individuals and institutions by 

damaging their moral self-identity.  Both ontological and spiritual aspects of the 

individual’s or the organization’s self-identity are threatened by guilt and condemnation. 

The ontological and spiritual aspects of being require meaning and purpose. These 

work themselves out in our moral identity.  When we lose the centering element of our 

being, it devalues all our other aspects.  John Calvin said “The torture of a bad 

conscience is the hell of a living soul. ”  Living in meaninglessness and emptiness of 29

purpose leads to guilt in response to having lost one’s way.  

Kierkegaard thinks when people feel pushback in approaching situations which 

cause such anxieties in their lives, they are closing in on discovering their true selves, 

their individuality.  The more angst one feels, the closer they are to the discovery of 

purpose.  Yet still, there is no purpose other than that which we make for ourselves. So 

how do we make a choice? How do we escape philosophical suicide of indecision? 

How does someone win this game of the absurd?  Flip the table. 

The search for meaning is utterly absurd as there is no meaning to be found, so 

one must make one’s own.  “Truth exists for the particular individual only as he himself 

28 Ibid., 48. 
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produces it in action.”   Only when we reject the outside imposition of meaning and 30

create our own through discovery and action does life take on meaning.  To discover 

this meaning, Kierkegaard claims you must jump off of the metaphorical cliff of 

uncertainty; you must make a leap of faith.  

Bonhoeffer - Do Something  

“However it would have to happen soon.  We must learn to act differently from 

those who always hesitate, whose failure we know in a wider context.  We must be clear 

about what we want, we must ask whether we are up to it, and then we must do it with 

unshakable confidence. ”  These words come from an imprisoned Bonhoeffer in 31

December of 1943, as he is writing to his dear friend Eberhard Bethge.  Bonhoeffer 

laments here, as well as in other letters, the timidity of man to take action, especially 

meaningful action which could bring about the potential for terrible consequences.  

Daring to do what is right, not what fancy may tell you, valiantly grasping 
occasions, not cravenly doubting freedom comes only through deeds, not 
through thoughts taking wing. Faint not nor fear, but go out to the storm and the 
action, trusting in God whose commandment you faithfully follow; freedom, 
exultant, will welcome your spirit with joy.  32

 
Bonhoeffer demands action from the individual.  Regardless of potential consequences, 

the courageous act is required. To put off this action, this moment of decision is to stave 

off your own realization. 

30 The concept of anxiety, 37.  
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But to procrastinate and prevaricate simply because you're afraid of erring, when 
others - I mean our brethren in Germany - must make infinitely more difficult  
decisions every day, seems to me almost to run counter to love. To delay or fail 
to make decisions may be more sinful than to make wrong decisions out of faith 
and love.  33

 
Just days after the election of Adolf Hitler, Bonhoeffer gave a radio address (which was 

cut short by government interference) where he said “If the leader tries to become the 

idol the led are looking for–something the led always hope from their leader–then the 

image of the leader shifts to one of a mis-leader... ”  Throughout his work he makes the 34

case that we must never hand over our volition to, or allow it to be taken from us by, 

outside sources of power such as the church, the state, duty, tradition, or even ethics. 

We must act, even if it puts us at risk of being wrong.  He was horrified by the way 

people so willingly surrendered to the Nazi cult; people were so easily caught up in the 

frenzy of the dream of the thousand year reich.  

To participate in the Nazi dream, via commision or omission, active obedience or 

non-resistance, was to forfeit your intellectual personhood.  To join the Nazi cause was 

to buy into an alternative reality, with alternative values, alternative ethics, and 

alternative facts.  As time went on Bonhoeffer, along with many other Germans, became 

increasingly aware of the horrors and atrocities taking place under Hitler: the 

meatgrinder that was the eastern front, the cruelty in the west, the euthanizing of the 

German undesirables, and the nightmare of the concentration camps where the racially 

33 Bethge, Eberhard, and Victoria Barnett. Dietrich Bonhoeffer ;a biography: theologian, 
Christian, man for his times. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2007, 368. 
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impure were being exterminated en masse.  To remain silent in this world on fire was to 

reject your humanity, and to choose to live outside reality. 

 

 

 

Kierkegaard - The Cliff has a name 

“Not everyone has it in him to be an intellectual, but according to Kierkegaard 

every man has it in him to be an individual, and to become more and more an individual.

”  For Kierkegaard, everyone stands before God as a single person. Even if one’s 35

actions and beliefs are identical to one’s surrounding community, they will stand and be 

judged as a single person.  These popular ideas and ideals which are imposed upon the 

singular person are what Kierkegaard referred to as “duty.”  These are the orthodoxy 

and orthopraxy of the person’s context, but these things on their own cannot give a 

person individual personhood separate from the crowd, as it is sourced externally.   36

Duty cannot give a person true meaning.  For the existentialist thinker, a person’s 

meaning must come from within themselves.  Searching for meaning within yourself is 

of course just as absurd as searching for meaning in the external world.  Kierkegaard 

sought a means to ground meaning and purpose that would still give the person the 

responsibility necessary to become a true individual.  He comes to the conclusion that 

35Miller, Libuse Lukas., and Søren Kierkegaard. In Search of the Self. The individual in 
the thought of Kierkegaard, Muhlenberg Press: Philadelphia, 1962, 48 
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one must make a radical decision in order to achieve this status; one must take a leap 

of faith and choose to follow Christ.  

Humans, in Kierkegaard’s thought, are a mixture of the finite and the infinite, and 

our great despair comes when those two elements are thrown out of whack (normally by 

the favoring of the finite over the infinite.)  God, being infinite, reaches out to us in the 

finite though the incarnation and invites us to be tethered to God’s infinity, allowing for 

us to connect to a source of true meaning.   Kierkegaard names this meaning a person 37

can receive from a relationship with Jesus, “calling. ”  If you choose to follow a calling, 38

to let Jesus be the source of your ethical decisions and your relationship with God, and 

the lens through which you find the courage to move and make difficult choices in a 

potentially infinite world, you have in that moment become an individual.   This is not 39

the final stage of faith, but rather the start, the first surrender, the first act of obedience 

to the call is to leap.   40

Bonhoeffer - Reality has a name  

For Bonhoeffer, it is the willingness to live and act in relation to the reality of 

Christ which grants the title “individual” to humans.  “To be conformed to the Incarnate 

One, that is to be truly human.  It is our right and duty as persons that we should be 

37Sagi, Abraham. Kierkegaard, religion, and existence: the voyage of the self. 
Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2000, 137. 
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human… To be conformed with the Incarnate One means to be allowed to be the 

person we truly are. ”  It is in the renunciation and obedience to Jesus we engage in as 41

Christians which provides us access to a fuller reality.  In his exploration of the Sermon 

on the Mount, Bonhoeffer suggests that those who live in “renunciation and want” are 

living in the truest form of human life.  It is in the “[renunciation of] all rights of their own 

for the sake of Jesus Christ,” that we discover freedom.   Knowing Jesus is how we 42

move from a place of abstract questioning to a place of Christian Ethics.  

      For Bonhoeffer, the fundamental question of Christian Ethics is simply: “What 

is the will of God? ” To him, beginning with the the old questions of “What is good?” 43

and, “How can one do it?” presupposes a finite reality.  In a Bonhoefferan worldview, 

the cosmos is not a story about you as an individual moral operator, but it is about 

someone else entirely.  Furthermore, the drama of ethical discourse cannot be limited to 

our plane of existence.  For Bonhoeffer, reality has a name, and its name is Jesus. 

The task of ethics had thus far been to become a better person, and in doing so, 

make the world a better place, but in the mind of Bonhoeffer, that is an offering far too 

small.  The chief aim of Christian Ethics is to make the goodness and justice of God 

known to the world, even if doing so reveals that the actor is not good or just. 

Bonhoeffer writes, “Where there is faith in God as the ultimate reality, all concern with 

ethics will have as its starting-point that God shows Himself to be good, even if this 

41 Testament to Freedom, 361. 
 
42 Discipleship 105. 
 
43 Ethics 186 
 



involves the risk that I myself and the world are not good but thoroughly bad. ”  44

If we are to reveal the ultimate reality of goodness to the world, we must have 

some claim or connection to it.  This is found only in revelation.  When we, as Christian 

persons, make revelatory contact with this high and true reality of God, we are 

confronted with an infinitely broadening horizon of truth.  “When this is so, the relation to 

this reality determines the whole of life. ”  The arms of this reality spread outward 45

cruciform until they circumnavigate our existence.  In this way the first reality (the first 

cause) becomes one in the same with the ultimate reality (or ultimate cause).  Alpha 

reaches out to Omega, for those with the eyes to see, the cosmos has been consumed 

in the power of this divine reality.  For Bonhoeffer, any attempt at rules, principles, or 

conviction outside of this truth is now an “abstraction.” For we, as humanity and 

specifically the Church, have encountered the graceful presence of this reality in the 

person of Jesus Christ.  From the point of that meeting on, all ethical pursuits are to be 

processed through the lens of the Triune God whom Jesus revealed.  For good is found 

only there in the midst of the Trinity, and “only if we share in [this] reality can we share 

in good. ”  46

If we seek to practice good, we must seek it at its source.  Bonhoeffer makes it 

clear that a good action can come from a heart of darkness and good intentions can 

produce evil deeds.  If we want to live righteously we cannot start with a premade 

44 Ethics, 187. 
 
45 Ibid., 187. 
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ethical “yardstick.”  We must start at the source, we must journey to the place from 

which the river of justice springs, and perfect goodness finds its genesis; we must begin 

with God.  When we do ethics from the place of a revelatory relationship with God, the 

good we encounter will cost us.  “The good demands the whole, not only the whole of a 

man’s outlook but his whole work, the whole man, together with the fellow-men who are 

given to him (that is creation). ” When we take up the ethical mantel of the real in 47

seeking the revelation of the Holy Spirit, and following after Jesus Christ, our goal is set, 

in one way or another, upon the target of the Kingdom of God.  

The manifestation of the Kingdom of God is in fact the purpose of all Christian 

Ethics, and the purest lens through which to see the Kingdom of God reality is the 

person of Jesus Christ, who in the hypostatic union, embodies both the full reality of the 

creation, and the full reality of God.  Because of this, it is impossible for the Christian to 

speak of the world or of God without speaking of Jesus Christ.  “All concepts of reality 

that do not take account of him are abstractions. ”  In similar fashion, any ethical 48

worldview that is exclusively focused on the world, or the world to come, is also a 

frivolous waste of time and intellectual energy.  In Jesus we have the opportunity to 

engage with both, but never one without the other.  “The reality of God discloses itself 

only by setting me entirely in the reality of the world, and when I encounter the reality of 

the world it is always already sustained, accepted and reconciled in the reality of God. ” 49

47 Ibid., 191. 
 
48 Ibid., 192. 
 
49 Ibid., 193. 
 



This reality, this individuality, this new way to live in the world is not something 

we can enter into of our own volition, but only in response to the Christ.  “Jesus’ call to 

discipleship makes the disciple into a single individual.  Whether disciples want to or 

not, they have to make a decision; each has to decide alone. ”  The call issued by the  50

incarnate one to individuals is the only thing that can initiate the transformation into an 

actualized individual.  “Christ makes everyone he calls into an individual. ”  When we 51

make a Kierkegaardian leap of faith towards this call, which Bonhoeffer understands 

precedes belief, we find ourselves falling into the freedom of incarnation.  

Conclusion - did it work? 

Existentialist counselor, Ben Strickland, writes that there are nine signs that a 

person has become a Kierkegaardian individual.  The list of signs involves the person 

making decisions based on a chosen essence or discovery of a call, rather than 

pleasure/pain feedback or cultural expectation  a realization of transcendence and the 

ability to live connected to their finite physicality and transcendent potential. “From 

direction-from-without to direction-from-within. ”  Such actualized individuals live with 52

the acceptance of the tension of unknowing and acting and their actions transition from 

50 Bonhoeffer, Dietrich, Geffrey B. Kelly, and John D. Godsey. Discipleship. 
Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2003, 92. 
 
51 Ibid., 92. 
 
52 Strickland, Ben. "Kierkegaard and Counseling for Individuality." The Personnel and 
Guidance Journal 44, no. 5 (1966), 474. 
 



selfishness to altruism.   These flow from a relationship between the individual and God 53

which frames their social ethics.   54

So how can we tell if a person has reached the status of the “individual” in the 

thought of Bonhoeffer?  The Bonhoefferan individual has moved Christ to the center of 

their life.   Christ becomes the lens through which the individual discerns ethics for the  55

purpose of revealing the Kingdom of God as good, even if it reveals that the individual is 

not good.   Christ becomes the mediator between the individual and all things, between 56

the individual and the world, the individual and others, the individual and God, the 

individual and the state, and the individual and ethics.   This movement towards the call 57

of Christ, placing Christ at the center of all things and interpreting ethics through the will 

of God, yields a threefold proof: the conviction to serve, responding to the cry of the 

oppressed, and unshakable courage. 

I sense Kierkegaard and Bonhoeffer would have gotten along.  Their work on the 

subject of the self-actualization of the individual in response to Christ were traveling 

along parallel tracks towards meaning.  It is fascinating that both of these men produced 

their work on the subject in such brief amounts of time, Kierkegaard dieing at 42, and 

Bonhoeffer at 39.  Both young, neither naive.  Both of them were disappointed and 

appalled by the behaviour of the institutionalized churches they encountered, and 

53 Ibid., 473-4. 
 
54 Fear and trembling, 100-2. 
 
55 Testament to Freedom, 117. 
56 Ethics, 190. 
 
57 Testament to Freedom, 120. 



bother were  haunted by the presence of death in the world.  It seems they were moved 

to opposite ends of the spectrum in response to their zitzen laben and the call of Christ. 

Kierkegaard was moved to despair at the state of the world, Bonhoeffer, to courageous 

action.  Still both paths led them to the call of Christ, and ultimately, I argue Bonhoeffer 

would have agreed the only appropriate response to the call of the incarnate one, is a 

Kierkegaardian leap of faith. 

 

 

Epilogue 

The life of Dietrich Bonhoeffer is an inspirational one.  Even without his 

courageous opposition to Hitler’s Nazi regime, he was an impressive figure in his 39 

years of life- a double Ph.D., professor, author, preacher, pastor, leader, and world 

traveler.  I am struck by his commitment to the pursuit of Christ.  Even before he truly 

knew Jesus, he sought him.  Detecting that he had nothing to learn from the people in 

the grand white churches of Manhattan, Bonhoeffer shifted his attention to the Black 

Churches of Harlem.  

There in Harlem Bonhoeffer discovered “the New Negro” and their Church.  The 

New Negro movement, part of the Harlem Renaissance was inspired by the collection of 

essays bearing the same name, collected and edited by Alain Locke.  The New Negro 

movement called for an end to the black community giving in to the terror and 

aggression of the white mainline culture.  It demanded a revisiting and reclaiming of 



black culture, black intellectualism, black creativity, black pride, and black beauty.  58

Bonhoeffer found the way in which the spirit of the New Negro’s Harlem Renaissance 

articulated a theology of resistance very appealing.  

 The Christianity Bonhoeffer discovered in the churches of Harlem was vastly 

different from that of the white churches he visited, with their wishy-washy lessons and 

sermons about the good life, and the liberal certainty of the dogmatic churches he knew 

back home.  Jesus was alive and well in these “Churches of the outcasts”.   It was 59

there in Harlem that Bonhoeffer found a church home at Abyssinian Baptist.  There he 

met the Black Jesus.  With this experience of Jesus at the bottom of society he began to 

be able to read history from below, developing an ear for the cry of the oppressed. This 

development put him on a collision course with the forces of darkness and evil that 

would ultimately lead to the gallows of Flossenbürg.  Such is the potential fate of all who 

seek to respond to the the call of the crucified God.  

Courage marked his ministry- courage to act, courage to speak, courage to lead. 

In Life Together, he talks a great deal about meekness and weakness.  In his 

discussion of confession, he suggests the humbling act of confession is a type of death 

which the Christian submits to, and in that dying, Jesus is made manifest in us.  60

58 Williams, Reggie, Bonhoeffer's Black Jesus: Harlem Renaissance Theology and an 
Ethic of Resistance. Waco, Texas: Baylor University Press, 2014, 20. 
 
59 Ibid., 29. 
 
60 Bonhoeffer, Dietrich, Life together, London: SCM Press, 2015, 113. 
 



Humility and obedience activate Bonhoeffer’s courage.  His faith gave him the audacity 

to challenge the cheap grace of the Church he saw around him.  

Cheap grace is the grace we bestow on ourselves. Cheap grace is the preaching 
of forgiveness without requiring repentance, baptism without church discipline, 
Communion without confession...Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, 
grace without the cross, grace without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate.  61

 
In Bonhoeffer’ s teaching, the costly grace Jesus offered requires change, action, and 

response to suffering and injustice. Grace requires that the actualized follower of Jesus 

strive at all cost, even guilt, to manifest the Kingdom of God in the world. Ethics and 

self-preservation are secondary to the call of Jesus and will of God.  Having so much 

Bonhoeffer in my head now, I hope to live up to his words which now rattle around in my 

mind and spirit, and escape in my teaching and preaching. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

61 Discipleship, 44. 
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