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The life and theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer speaks to us today in a powerfully prophetic way, relevant to a multitude of issues and dilemmas.  In my thesis, I chose to focus on the topic of religious language, exploring the relation between word and deed, between proclaiming the Word and performing the Word, asking how ethical action affects the meaning and power of the Christian language.   Language was so very important to Bonhoeffer because it was the precise mechanism that Hitler and the pro-Nazi German Christians used and manipulated to advance anti-Semitism and the ideology of nationalist purity.  From prison, Bonhoeffer lamented,

We are once again being driven right back to the beginnings of our understanding.  Reconciliation and redemption, regeneration and the Holy Spirit, love of our enemies, cross and resurrection, life in Christ and Christian discipleship—all these things are so difficult and so remote that we hardly venture any more to speak of them.  In the traditional words and acts we suspect that there may be something quite new and revolutionary, though we cannot as yet grasp or express it.  That is our own fault.  Our church, which has been fighting in these years only for its self-preservation, as though that were an end in itself, is incapable of taking the word of reconciliation and redemption to mankind and the world.  Our earlier words are therefore bound to lose their force and cease, and our being Christians today will be limited to two things: prayer and righteous action among men.
 

The German’s Church’s blind acceptance of violence and brutality and its worship of the twisted cross instead of the cross of Christ taught Bonhoeffer a two-fold lesson: the power and force of theological language crumbles in the midst of ethical failure, and ethical responsibility deteriorates in the wake of the impoverishment of theological language.   Bonhoeffer was convinced that the traditional words themselves contained revolutionary potential, but the German church’s complicity in Nazi violence stripped them of any redeeming force or power.  As innocent people suffered at the hands of an evil regime, the German church spoke only for itself, accommodating to the ideology of those in power to ensure that its own life could be preserved, regardless of the lives of others.  It chose safety instead of the costly call to speak up for the despised, the oppressed, and the persecuted (Proverbs 31:8).  The penetrating, shocking, history-dividing power of Christ’s words dissolved into the twisted babel of Nazi propaganda.  
II.  Language as Ethical

Underlying Bonhoeffer’s theology was the conviction that language is an irreducibly ethical medium of human exchange.  Before we speak a word, we are halted and called into question by the face of the neighbor.  In this face we are confronted with concrete human need, and are summoned to respond.  Language for Bonhoeffer is the medium by which we respond to this summons.  Our words are not uttered in an ethical vacuum, nor are they uttered in ignorance of others; rather, they are spoken in response to the promptings of the neighbor.  “Speech,” Bonhoeffer wrote, “must be justified and occasioned by the other man.”
   Bonhoeffer refused to prescribe to the belief that language is simply a matter of representation, simply about finding words that allow for the easy exchange of information.  That superficial understanding of language cheapens the richness and deep complexity inherent to the medium of language.  Language, Bonhoeffer insisted, is primarily about social relations, about ethical responsibility, about binding interlocutors together.  Understood in these terms, language is not just a saying but also a doing: it is at once the performance of ethical care towards the Other.  Language is not chatter or babel, not propaganda or double-speak, but the actualization of a sincere movement towards the Other.

III.  Contextual Church Proclamation

With this ethical conception of language, deeply rooted in sociality, Bonhoeffer invites us to re-imagine the task of Christian proclamation.  The Church speaks the redeeming Word of Christ not in pious detachment, but in intimate solidarity with those who suffer, leading a profoundly worldly life in contextual response to need.  “Someone can only speak to me with authority,” Bonhoeffer wrote, “if a word from the deepest knowledge of my humanity encounters me here and now in all my reality.  Any other word is impotent.”
  Deference in the church’s conversation with the world is paid to the other.  The church’s very raison d’etre is the other.  The church does not sit back in pietistic reflection mulling over its ethical principles, or busy itself with expansion strategies for how it will draw more people to itself; it goes out into the world and listens for the voice of Christ in the needy claims of the neighbor.  To the thirsty, the hungry, the homeless, the imprisoned, and the naked the Church asks, “How can I be Christ for you?  How, brother, can I live for you?”   

Bonhoeffer challenges us to radically reverse the priorities of church life, shifting the focus from interior considerations to exterior conditions.  For us today, this means replacing the megachurch (or any bourgeois church) with the model of the disciples living together and sharing their possessions among them.  It means not living on the church-growth consulting advice of corporate strategy companies, but living by faith and the Christ “who supplieth all needs” (Philippians 4:19). 

IV.  The Prophetic Word

By speaking to the concrete situation and God’s role in it, the Church’s proclamation is inherently prophetic.  Isaiah, Jeremiah, Amos, and the other prophets were radical visionaries who poetically exposed the deceitful reality constructed by oppressors and tyrants, and replaced it with a vision of the alternative reality of Yahweh.  The prophetic word serves to expose, discern, envision, and imagine.  It, above all, enacts.  Walter Wink reminds us “nothing is more revolutionary than a transformation of the fundamental metaphors by which we apprehend the world”—this is precisely the business in which the church is engaged.
  The church in its proclamation, working from the Christological reality it has already experienced, envisions and proclaims a radically different alternative. 

In the presentation of the alternative reality, the prophet’s words possess powerful performative force: hope is created in their very utterance.  When Isaiah proclaims  

Comfort, comfort my people, says your God.

Speak tenderly to Jerusalem,

And cry to her

That her warfare is ended (Isaiah 40:1-2)

he is inaugurating an amnesty that was unthinkable before his speech; his words let Israel know what she did not know before he spoke.  The concrete, prophetic word breaks through existing illusions and establishes the new reign of God.

V.  Solidarity with the Suffering Christ

Central to Bonhoeffer’s theology is a conception of Christ who suffered and continues to suffer alongside the oppressed and disenfranchised.  The theme of the suffering Christ finds eloquent expression in Bonhoeffer’s poem, “Christians and Pagans,”

Men go to God when he is sore bestead,

Find him poor and scorned, without shelter or bread,

Whelmed under weight of the wicked, the weak, the dead;

Christians stand by God in his hour of grieving.

Christ for Bonhoeffer is the Christ who weeps in Gethsemane, the one who yearns intensely for the cup to pass from him, the one who in weakness asks his disciples to be with him in the hour of his grieving.  This theme of “watching with Christ in Gethsemane” defines the very identity of the church.  The church takes on Christ’s grieving and makes it her own.  The community of Christ comes to be that community that exists with the suffering, speaking prophetically of an alternative hope, an alternative reality which the relationship of solidarity inaugurates presently on earth.  Love and peace are freely given to the oppressed and the despised, and the spirit of the new humanity extends into new space in the world.  In the relationship of solidarity with the suffering comes a dynamic power: power to reconcile, heal, and reclaim the justice that belongs to every human being.

Sandtown

In the final chapter of my thesis, I sought to demonstrate the practical relevance of Bonhoeffer’s ideas by discussing them in relation to a contemporary community-development initiative in the West Baltimore neighborhood of Sandtown.  Here proclamation and performance of the word coalesce in a remarkably authentic, even prophetic way.  For years, Sandtown was burdened by violence, drugs, sickness, teenage pregnancy, and a fifty percent unemployment rate.  Maryland natives Mark Gornik and Allan Tibbels relocated to Sandtown in 1986 and began to partner with members of the community in the hopes of restoring peace, health, and justice to Sandtown.    New Song Community Church was founded a few years later with a vision to listen and respond to the needs of the community.  A local branch of Habitat for Humanity was started, as was a health clinic, a K-8 learning academy, and a job-placement agency, among many other projects  Over the past fifteen years, Sandtown has experienced dramatic changes, boasting over two hundred new homeowners, a much lower unemployment rate, a healthier communal body, and educated children who are now realizing their college dreams.  Christ’s words have powerful meaning within this context because they are performed as they are proclaimed, in a sincere relationship of solidarity and reconciliation.   

The work of New Song Community Church in Sandtown shows us one way Bonhoeffer’s conception of church proclamation can be practiced in the context of contemporary urban life.  New Song has and continues to proclaim the Word of God in direct response to human need, and in “fleshing out the gospel” in solidarity with the Sandtown community, it creates a powerful counter-vision of society that challenges accepted notions of inner city life.

The connection between Bonhoeffer’s theology and the Sandtown experience also teaches us how theology and practical life can inform one another in incredibly valuable ways.  Bonhoeffer’s insights add theological depth and texture to the work being done in Sandtown, and the contextual particularities of Sandtown enable us to ground Bonhoeffer’s theology in practical life.  This kind of interplay between theory and practice only enriches the field of theological inquiry.  Theological words come to speak with dynamic relevance to everyday life, and the embodiment of theological words in context comes to imbue these words with a freshness and vitality they would not otherwise possess.

Bonhoeffer’s prophetic voice from prison invites us today to commit ourselves to a lived theology of righteousness and truth.  Our theological discourse cannot be limited to the halls of the academy, but must be directly engaged in the realm of practical life.  There, in the fullness of life, we meet the neighbor in need, and respond in love, summoning the alternative reality of Christ, and the amnesty that is enacted by the very utterance of the Word.
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