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Abstract

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German Lutheran theologian, engaged in resistance against the
excesses and injustices of the regime during the rise of the Nazi government. Luther’s Two
Kingdoms doctrine afforded the state considerable latitude and shielded it from religious
protest and the institution of religion. Bonhoeffer, drawing upon the Barmen Declaration,
offered reflections on the relationship between state and religion in his works The Cost of
Discipleship and Ethics.

The problem addressed in the present article is to demonstrate, through a descriptive and
analytical method, how Bonhoeffer was able to present an alternative reading of Luther’s
Two Kingdoms doctrine by employing the doctrine of mandates and commitments, and
how the Barmen Declaration became a window for his views on this teaching. Although he
preserved the distinction between these two institutions and other spheres of human life, he
endeavored to emphasize the connection and relation of the aforementioned realms to Jesus
Christ and to stress the moral accountability of both state and church.

Bonhoeffer’s formulation of this doctrine does not regard the state as a secular institution,
yet its connection with the religious domain does not violate the independence of either
religion or sovereignty. Furthermore, Bonhoeffer’s emphasis on the service of both
institutions in Christ places them alongside one another despite their distinction.
Nevertheless, Bonhoeffer’s limited opportunity to develop his Ethics and this subject left
certain ambiguities in his views on the matter.

Keywords: Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Martin Luther, Political Theology, Barmen Declaration,
Christianity and the Nazi Regime.

Introduction

Martin Luther (1483-1546), the reformer of Christianity, although not a political theorist,
owed his success in advancing his religious views and standing against the Pope largely to
the particular political conditions of his time. Based on the circumstances of his era, he
adopted positions regarding the relationship between the institutions of religion and state
that remained influential for years after him. His most important view in the political realm
was the Two Kingdoms theory. In the history of Christianity, particularly in the twentieth
century, it has been supposed that this doctrine entailed limitations on the militant and
political activities of believers.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906—1944) was a German Lutheran theologian who, in the midst of
the Nazi rise to power, engaged in practical and political struggle against them. German
Protestant pastors, in opposition to certain harms inflicted by Nazi ideology, formed the
Barmen Council, the result of which was the Barmen Declaration. This declaration or
confession became a charter for the resistance of German pastors and militant Christians
against the excesses of the Nazi regime and its religious branch, the German Christians.
Bonhoeffer emphasized the Barmen Declaration and offered reflections based on certain
articles of this declaration. These reflections led to his redefinition of the Two Kingdoms
doctrine. The present article examines Dietrich Bonhoeffer's revision of Luther's Two
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Kingdoms doctrine through the lens of the Barmen Declaration. The central question of
this research is: How did Bonhoeffer engage with the Two Kingdoms doctrine and the
limitations this doctrine posed for resistance against the excesses of the Nazi regime?
Subsidiary questions include: Upon what Christian teaching did Bonhoeffer rely in
modifying the Two Kingdoms doctrine, and what was the influence of other movements,
including the Barmen Declaration, in this endeavor?

Research Findings

Through the doctrine of mandates and commitments, Dietrich Bonhoeffer was able to
establish the theoretical foundation of Lutheran theology for struggle against the Nazi
regime and other secular political systems—and, interestingly, he pursued this through the
Barmen Declaration. He himself was absent at the time of the Declaration's issuance, but
arrived in Germany a few months after its publication and undertook practical and
theoretical measures in support of it, including committing his reflections to writing, which
ultimately took the form of books. In these works, he endeavored, drawing upon the
Barmen Declaration—which was shared among various Protestant denominations—to
articulate his new view on the relationship between the institutions of religion and state,
and to demonstrate the sovereignty of Christ over both the material and spiritual worlds.

Conclusion

Following the issuance of the Barmen Declaration and in light of the theological-political
circumstances of his time, Bonhoeffer relied upon the doctrine of 'mandates and
commitments' and presented a formulation of Luther's Two Kingdoms doctrine that was in
certain respects novel. What, in his view, existed in the current formulation of the fourfold
mandates and commitments—and could compensate for the gap and distinction between
the institutions of religion and state in Luther's doctrine—was their common divine ground
and foundation upon the sole lordship of Jesus Christ. Relying on these ideas, Bonhoeffer
developed an appropriate ethical framework for state and church that summoned both to a
shared moral commitment in service to the people, while preserving boundaries that
prevented political interference in one another.

In this manner, the critique of oppressive regimes acquired religious-ethical legitimacy,
and the mutual responsibility of state and church was emphasized. Furthermore, the
prevailing conception of the church as a purely spiritual institution pertaining solely to
individual-spiritual matters was moderated—all without removing the boundaries between
these two realms.

Bonhoeffer's considerable emphasis, following Barth, on Jesus Christ and a revelatory
theology could have caused a closure in his theology in the social and political domain;
however, Bonhoeffer endeavored to attend to the natural as well and to present his own
formulation thereof. Another aspect of the passivity of the religious institution in the face
of the state's excesses was their understanding of Christian faith and their avoidance of
paying the cost. Through his reflections on the second article of the Barmen Declaration
and his emphasis on 'costly grace,' Bonhoeffer set aside this limitation as well, essentially
regarding any discipleship to Christ as requiring the payment of the cost of discipleship.

A critique that may be leveled against this portion of Bonhoeffer's theological reflections
is that his formulation perhaps lacked the necessary efficacy in the struggle against the Nazi
regime. His emphasis on costly grace encouraged the believer in struggle, but his doctrine
of mandates and commitments, although it compensated to some extent for the deficiencies
of the Two Kingdoms doctrine, remained somewhat ambiguous in determining boundaries
and possibilities. The same applies to his formulation regarding the use of natural reason,
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which appears to possess an ambiguity and complexity beyond what was useful in that era
and in confrontation with the Nazi regime.

Another critique of his reflections is that they were not fully developed, which may itself
account for part of the first critique. Bonhoeffer lacked the stability and tranquility
necessary to develop his theological views, and perhaps had he survived the calamity of
the Third Reich, he would have found the opportunity in the postwar period to elaborate
his views—an opportunity that, regrettably, he did not have.
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