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Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Saint Paul and Jeremiah Wright       

The Very Rev. John P. Streit, Jr. – St. Paul’s Cathedral in Boston
April 27, 2008  The Sixth Sunday of Easter

Acts 17:22-31
  

At dawn on April 9, 1945, SS soldiers serving at Flossenburg prison, a concentration camp that also served as a prison for enemies of the Nazi state, stripped and tortured a young German pastor in his cell, and then took him naked outside and hanged him, using a piano wire noose to slowly strangle him as he hung from a meat hook. He was 39 years old. 

  

This hanging was rushed, as the American forces were approaching to liberate the camp. Within a month Germany would surrender. The war was lost, German society was crumbling, and yet Hitler gave orders to insure that this special execution took place. 

  

In Westminster Abbey there is a gallery of ten 20th century martyrs which includes statues of Martin Luther King, Jr., Oscar Romero, and the young German pastor executed that April day by the SS, Dietrich Bonhoeffer. Bonhoeffer is commemorated not just in Westminster Abbey but in our church calendar. His feast day is April 9, the day of his execution. 

  

Why was he executed? When everything was falling apart, his country in disarray, the allies advancing, surrender only a month away, why did Hitler give special orders to insure this man not live to see the end of the war? 

  

Why was he so hated, or feared? 

  

Bonhoeffer had engaged in two activities that sealed his fate, one leading directly to the other. He had been involved through his brother-in-law with a conspiracy among some German intelligence officers who were alarmed at what Hitler was doing to their country and it’s people, and so plotted to assassinate him. 

  

Bonhoeffer was actually arrested because money being used to help Jews escape to Switzerland was traced to him. After his imprisonment the plot to assassinate Hitler failed, the conspirators arrested and his connection discovered, and his fate was sealed. 

  

But before this, Bonhoeffer had first been involved in another enterprise that also made him a threat. This initial endeavor was actually what led to his decision to participate in the plot, and in helping Jews escape. 

  

Bonhoeffer was among a handful of German theologians and church leaders who established what they called “the Confessing Church”. The eminent theologian Karl Barth was one of these leaders.  Barth drew up the founding document for this group, called the Barmen Declaration, which asserted, quite simply, that the church was not an "organ of the State" existing for the purpose of strengthening the Nazi agenda but could only be subject to Christ and his mission. The church could not be subordinate to the State. The church lived for Christ alone, and in the expectation of his eventual return and appearance.  In the words of the collect this morning, “Pour into our heart such love towards you, that we, loving you in all things and ABOVE all things, may obtain your promises . . . .”
  

This declaration was necessary because the reality was that most of the churches in Germany, Catholic and Protestant, were silent, acquiescent in the face of Nazi ideology and actions. 

In fact the Protestant Churches had been forced to merge in 1933 into the Protestant Reich Church, which explicitly required them to support what the Nazis were doing. The Barmen Declaration and the Confessing Church was a way to resist this control, to assert that above the Nazis, above Hitler, was God. God was the ultimate authority for the church, not the government. 

Bonhoeffer agonized over whether to participate in the plot against Hitler. He believed that followers of Christ should be non-violent, the gospels were clear about this but ultimately decided that because he had been a original signer of the Barmen Declaration and one of the leaders of the Confessing Church, he needed to put his beliefs into action, and so got involved. 

  

The reality is that members of the Confessing Church were relatively cautious and strategic in their actions, but still many of leaders were imprisoned and did not survive the war.   Simply asserting that the church was apart from the State, and that the loyalty of Christians was ultimately to Christ, not the German leaders, was sufficiently threatening to the Nazis and so they acted to suppress this movement and it’s leaders. 

  

It is the same assertion Paul makes to the people of Athens in his speech at the Areopagus in the lesson for today from the Book of Acts. Paul begins by complimenting the Athenians, noting how religious they are, how many altars there are for different deities, even an altar to an unknown God. 

  

Paul goes on to tell them of the God he knew, who was unknown to them, but had now revealed himself through Jesus, whom God had raised from the dead and who would be the one to judge all the world, to see how everyone measured up to God’s standards of righteousness. 

  

Paul is telling the leaders of Athens what Dietrich Bonhoeffer and the other signers of the Barmen Declaration told the leaders of Germany, that God was above them, that ultimately their behavior, their lives, their conduct would not be measured by their own standards, but by God’s. 

  

The lesson from Acts concludes by noting that some people scoffed at his story of resurrection and judgment, but some others were interested and joined him, becoming believers. 

  

Similarly, some people signed on to the Barmen Declaration, joined the Confessing Church, but many more did not, instead going along with their government, subordinating their faith to the state.
  

It is interesting to me that Areopagus is Greek for Mars Hill, a place dedicated to the Greek God of war, Mars. It is during times of war that governments are most strident in their demand of support, and of course that was true for Germany; the groundwork was being laid by the German government for war, and the forced consolidation of the Protestant Churches was an important part of that groundwork. 

The United States is presently at war, although it’s a war with costs that most of us do not have to bear. I don’t equate the current administration to the Nazi government in Germany, but there seems to me to be a similar dynamic at play in our society with what happened in Germany in Bonhoeffer’s time. 

The churches have been largely silent about a host of issues that should concern Christians: going to war in the first place, our illegal detention of people, redefining the treatment of prisoners so torture is now acceptable, all these things justified because of the looming threat of terrorists, much as German leaders in the thirties talked about how the other nations in the World were united against them after the first World War, aided from within by the Jews, who were a destabilizing force in society and not to be trusted. 

During the Vietnam War American soldiers were prosecuted for waterboarding Vietcong prisoners in order to get information from them. They were breaking the code of conduct because they were torturing prisoners. Now this is allowed, our highest elected officials held meetings to discuss and affirm this, because we are told the threat is so enormous, and so many tens of thousands of lives might be saved with information gotten using these techniques. 

With that justification, where is the limit? Why stop at waterboarding?   
The limit, of course, is God, and for us Christians our understanding and experience of God comes through Jesus Christ.  I hope there is no question that torturing people is not something that Jesus would do.

For the most part, the churches have not spoken out. I would say the silence is deafening, but in fact what has been deafening is the outrage and anger directed at one church leader in Chicago who has been critical of the United States. 

Jeremiah Wright has had the temerity to say in effect what Bonhoeffer said and what Paul said, that God was above our nation’s leaders, there was a higher standard of conduct that we would be held accountable to. 

Because of this higher standard, according to Jeremiah Wright, God might not bless America, but God might damn America. It is exactly what Paul told the Athenians, and what the Confessing Church was asserting in the Barmen Declaration.
The original design for the building of St. Paul’s included a carved scene in the triangular pediment under the peak of the roof that was never realized because of budget considerations.  The scene was to be the scene we heard this morning from Acts, of Paul preaching before the Athenians in the Areopagus.  

  

Even though that particular carving never happened, it is a part of the story of this place, and I think very much in the DNA of who we are. St. Paul’s has often served, at times, as a community that witnesses to other values than values of the existing majority culture. When the Supreme Court allowed the reinstitution of the death penalty in America, and states began passing to reintroduce it, we gave office space for a grass roots organization opposing the death penalty in Massachusetts. When our nation’s leaders were blaming the victims in the AIDS epidemic, St. Paul’s Cathedral began holding healing services for them.  

I don’t intend this sermon to be self-congratulatory, my hope isn’t to stand in this pulpit and proclaim how great we are, which would be simply another form of idolatry.
I just want to make the point that Bonhoeffer made, and gave his life for, and that Paul made as he spread the Good News through the ancient world, that we are called, as followers of Christ, to love God in Christ in all things and above all things.

It isn’t a bad reminder to us all, as we enter and leave this building, that there is an invisible scene above, never realized but nonetheless important, of Paul preaching the Good News to the Athenians, and that part of that Good News is that Jesus, our Saviour, is also our standard; our ultimate allegiance is to him.

Bonhoeffer understood this truth and gave his life for it.  Paul preached this truth.  We ask God’s help each day as we try to live this truth.

Amen.

  

  

  

  

