
                                                            
 

   
 

 

 Church History Assignment to write a broadsheet newspaper article on why a 

particular theologian is relevant today. The article focuses on Bonhoeffer and is 

written in the style of  “Loose Canon” Guardian Opinion 

 

Who’s Crisis is the Refugee Crisis?  

Yesterday, the Archbishop of Greece wrote to the World Council of Churches, urging 

them to “join forces to solve the greatest problem and wave of refugees on European 

soil since World War II”.   The letter is a cry of the heart.  “Our seas have become liquid 

graves.  Our people stand with moving altruism on the side of the desperate”, but it is 

also sharply political - “exhausted from the years-long economic crisis, Greece cannot 

confront alone this major refugee issue”.    

I find myself wondering what the private responses of our church leaders will be?   An 

exasperated sigh?  “What else can we do?  We’ve employed refugee welcome leads.  

We’ve published theological reflections.  We’re alongside government trying to be the 

voice of the voiceless”.  A forlorn plea?  “ We pray and pray.  Show us how”.    

It strikes me that a voice from World War II might be able to do just that.   The refugee 

crisis doesn’t belong to Greece.  It doesn’t belong to our church or political leaders.  It is 

yours and mine.  Nowhere is this spelt out more clearly than in the life and writings of 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German theologian and resistance activist, killed by the Nazis 

in 1945.   If he were alive today,  there are three responses he might make to this letter. 

1.  Make no mistake - this doesn’t just relate to your belief in Christ.  It’s not just 

about alleviating suffering.  This is Christ.  Bonhoeffer’s Christ is found "in the midst 

of the real" world as outcast, as the oppressed one.   When a Syrian refugee boards an 

overcrowded boat, Bonhoeffer says she is the hidden Christ, revealed to you and me, 

not by the principle or idea of her, but in her sheer physical reality and immediate need.  

Rather than passively despairing at the Nazi extermination of millions of Jews, 

Bonhoeffer chose to do what he could.  He risked his life to save a handful of Jews 



                                                            
 

   
 

under the guise of officially sanctioned counter-resistance work.   So Bonhoeffer would 

say,  don’t excuse inaction by getting lost in the world’s abstract despair and resignation.   

Yes, individually we are powerless, but, as  “real” church, we must choose to act.   

2.  Don’t be fooled into thinking this is complicated.  It isn't.  Now, as in 

Bonhoeffer’s time, the church tries to side-step Christ’s uncompromising teaching.  Do 

we really have to give up everything and give it to the poor, as Christ commanded the 

rich young man?  Bonhoeffer says yes and no.   No -  making Jesus’ specific command 

to that specific young man into a general principle is a dangerous abstraction from our 

personal discipleship.  We must each alone determine our response to this crisis.  

There may be other “refugees” in our lives whose needs are also immediate, for 

example.  But Bonhoeffer doesn’t allow us off the hook.  He also says - yes, we do have 

to give up everything.  The rich young man walks away empty because he fails to 

recognise Christ as God - the same failure that is at the centre of the “pseudo-church”, 

familiar today in the guise of Sunday morning church failing to live out real discipleship 

Monday to Saturday - and more dramatically, though no less disastrously, in the 1930s 

German Reich Church.   Bonhoeffer is clear.  The only response to Christ as God (and 

isn’t that the essence of Christianity?) is to drop everything and obey.  No church leader 

can give a believer an itinerary of their individual response to this crisis, but when Christ 

says, “follow me”, if you take the neat, tidy “church-y” option, it’s probably not cutting the 

mustard.   By all means take account of complex politico-economic realities, but make 

sure your sophisticated arguments don’t get in the way of your simple obedience to 

“love thy neighbour”.       

3.  It’s in the church’s job description to be political.    Bonhoeffer accepts that the 

ethical imperative to love your neighbour isn’t just for the faithful, but he does believe   

“the reality of love is only present in Christ and in the church community”.  That’s a 

tough and offensive line for our secular, pluralist world to swallow, but if you're reading 

this and groaning in disillusion with the institution of the church, you’ve got nothing on 

Bonhoeffer.  This is a man who believed in “real” and "religionless" church at a time 

when the official German Church was draped in swastikas.  He blamed a lazy mis-

reading of Luther’s “two kingdom” doctrine (we can still be church and the state can still 



                                                            
 

   
 

be the state), for the way in which it so disastrously kow-towed to Hitler.  He despaired 

at the international church community’s wishy-washy, prevaricating response (perhaps 

as the Archbishop of Greece does today?).  But here's the point. Neither would he have 

seen secular humanitarian responses replacing, or even separate from, Christian ones.  

He refused to see any neat separation between the realities of “being church” and 

“being human”.   Yes, Christ came to herald the Kingdom of Heaven - undoubtedly a 

theological endeavour.  But it was the inevitable political by-product of this ultimate 

purpose that got him killed on the cross by the Jewish leaders of his day.  Christ and 

Bonhoeffer show us that politics can’t be separated from faith.    

So Bonhoeffer urges - as people of faith, as citizens, as human beings - and ideally as 

all three, make this refugee crisis YOUR crisis.  Not by emotionalism, or guilt-alleviating 

action, but through whatever it means to be obedient to The One Human, the Christ in 

our midst.  This call, like the Archbishop’s letter, is a concrete action.  It can’t be put off.   

  

Commentary 

With apologies to Giles Fraser, I chose to write about Bonhoeffer and the refugee crisis 

in the “Loose Canon” Guardian column format, assuming a secular readership with an 

interest in how the church relates to the world.  The Syrian refugee crisis is the worst 

humanitarian disaster of our time1.   Church leaders are unanimous that Christianity 

cannot stand apart2.  Bonhoeffer’s vision of incarnational costly discipleship points 

towards a viable response.  However, following Bonhoeffer’s arguments, I became 

increasingly aware of the paradigmatic content that the existence of the refugee 

provides for Bonhoeffer's last (tragically unanswered) question, "what Christianity really 

is, or indeed, who Christ really is, for us today”.3 

                                                           
1 "Amnesty International", last modified, 11 April 2016, https://www.amnesty.org.nz/syria-worst-humanitarian-
crisis-our-time. 
2 "Churches Together", last modified, 11 April 2016, https://ctbi.org.uk/how-the-churches-are-responding-to-the-
refugee-crisis/. 
3 Dietrich Bonhoeffer,  Letters and Papers from Prison:  Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works Vol. 8 (Minneapolis, 

Fortress 2015), 279.  

https://www.amnesty.org.nz/syria-worst-humanitarian-crisis-our-time
https://www.amnesty.org.nz/syria-worst-humanitarian-crisis-our-time
https://ctbi.org.uk/how-the-churches-are-responding-to-the-refugee-crisis/
https://ctbi.org.uk/how-the-churches-are-responding-to-the-refugee-crisis/


                                                            
 

   
 

Honouring Bonhoeffer’s emphasis on “the real”, I lead the Citizen UK’s Refugee 

Welcome programme in Enfield.  Bonhoeffer's insistence on doing what he could 

provides a sustaining perspective.  While 11.6 million Syrians have fled their homes, 

Enfield Council currently have no plans to settle any Syrian families.  Currently less than 

50 vulnerable Syrians have been resettled in London.4 Bonhoeffer’s life contains the 

paradox of Christian social action amidst humanitarian disaster.  In the end, he could do 

nothing to stop Hitler, but in the end, he did everything, wholly and only through the 

theology of the cross.   

Emphasising his contemporary relevance, the article’s three points cohere on 

entrenched problems for church today.  Firstly, there continues to be a strain of 

Protestantism which sees itself neatly separated, and consequently disengaged, from 

the so-called secular world.  Secondly, the church is still seen to prevaricate in ethical 

complexity when urgent times demand immediate concrete action.  Thirdly, influential 

secular critics (benefiting from the status-quo and therefore the church’s acquiescence) 

are all too ready to be appalled when the church "strays into politics”.   It is clear that 

addressing Bonhoeffer’s question of what Christianity means for us today involves a 

theological interrogation of the church’s relationship with the world.     

The article was unable to expand on Bonhoeffer’s underdeveloped concept of 

"religionless Christianity”5 which hovers over post-war theology like an unexploded 

wartime bomb.  It is both theologically and practically central to the article.  Practically, 

while drafting it, balancing the secular Guardian readership with Bonhoeffer's deep 

ecclesiology and christology proved challenging.  The word "church" invokes a religious 

institutional phenomenon that is in opposition to humanitarian and secular pluralism.   

However, as the article highlights, Bonhoeffer's theology cuts through this apparent 

opposition.  He believed, as Lenehen states, that the "place where this divine-human 

encounter is realised in history is the church in its relationship with the world".6   While 

his life found definition and structure in religious church, it took him again and again into 

                                                           
4 "Citizen's UK", last modified. June 2016, http://www.refugees-welcome.org.uk/. 
5 Bonhoeffer, Letters, 139. 
6 Kevin Lenehen, Standing Responsibly Between Silence and Speech:  Religion and Revelation in 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Rene Girard (Leuven, Peeters, 2012), 27. 

http://www.refugees-welcome.org.uk/


                                                            
 

   
 

the world - "in his pastoral ministry, ecumenical work… resistance in a prison cell, 

Bonhoeffer was where he thought the church was called to be”7 and it is in prison that 

Bonhoeffer most fully encounters the crucified God.   In the end, Bonhoeffer’s church 

becomes the revelation of the hidden Christ of his prison cell.    

There are two critical implications here. Firstly, while Dramm highlights that by today's 

criteria, Bonhoeffer lacks an explicit political ethic, his work's undeniable implication is a 

robust political theology that declares “no such thing as an apolitical human existence”.8 

Bonhoeffer notes - “the admonition to stay out of politics is only a way of saying that the 

church should concentrate on its “religious mission” - a mission that interests no one".9  

Secondly, finding church in his prison cell leads directly to Bonhoeffer’s speculation on 

“religionless Christianity”.      

Like the Guardian reader, Bonhoeffer appears to struggle to differentiate the concepts 

of religion and church.  Gregg argues convincingly that ecclesiology is the foundation of 

his theology,10 and far from moving away from “church”, Bonhoeffer travels towards it.  

However, de Grunchy emphasises discontinuity in Bonhoeffer's conception of religion, 

shifting from positive early student writings, through to his critical doctoral thesis, and 

onto his later notion of religion "as a particular historical construct [which had] run its 

course”.11  Bonhoeffer sees Christianity-as-religion as “tending to seek a place of 

privilege in its culture, fighting to maintain its position in the secular sphere”12 and failing 

to account for the “adulthood”13 of the world.  This disastrously worldly church can never 

be found in the prison cell, or crowded refugee boat.  It fails to lead to the Christ of the 

cross and the world sees straight through it, as “hopeless godlessness dressed up in 

                                                           
7   Ibid, 28. 
8 Sabine Dramm, Dietrich Bonhoeffer:  An Introduction to His Thought  (Peabody, Henrickson, 2007), 124-5. 
9 Ibid, 124-5. 
10 Tom Greggs, Theology Against Religion: Constructive Dialogues with Bonhoeffer and Barth (New York: T&T Clark, 
2011), 25-28. 
11 Lenehan, Standing, 128. 
12 Ibid, 180. 
13 Bonhoeffer, Letters, 341.   



                                                            
 

   
 

religious-Christian finery”.14  If the church fails to release itself from self-protective, 

inward-looking religion, it is lost.   

It isn’t difficult to find the prison cell of our troubled times in the refugee crisis, but it is 

difficult to find church.  Bonhoeffer would concur with Volf’s concept of “double vision”, 

where “we must find the ability to see with God’s eyes the life of those on the periphery 

who bear the brunt of those in the centres of power”.15   If the religion-full church clings 

to the “centres of power", how can this be achieved?  Bonhoeffer observes,  “the church 

confesses it has witnessed the arbitrary use of brutal force and the suffering...of 

countless innocent people, without raising its voice for the victims…or rushing to help 

them. Do we need to develop new visions?”.16   Could the refugee crisis, in its utter 

desolation, offer such a vision?   

The Guardian reader’s view of a church response detached from a humanitarian one, 

would be at best ineffective, and at worst offensive.  However, once again, Bonhoeffer 

subverts the dominant cultural narrative.  His church is humanitarian.   "To be 

conformed to the one who has become human - that is what being really human 

means…and this Gestalt of humanity takes place firstly in the church, which bears this 

form vicariously as a model for all humanity".17   Religionless Christianity, if it is anything, 

is a christological notion of shared humanity, in which we all individually, formed within 

community, play our part.  It is here where the paradigmatic significance of the refugee 

comes into full focus.   

The Guardian reader undoubtedly supports a humanitarian response to the refugee 

crisis (albeit with socio-political complexity), but the extremity of the refugee's plight 

exposes what Arendt calls a “self-contradiction in the heart of modern politics”.18  While 

                                                           
14 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Ethics:  Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works Vol. 6, ed. Clifford Green (Minneapolis, Fortress, 2008), 
124. 
15 cited in Jeffrey Pugh, Religionless Christianity, Dietrich Bonhoeffer in Troubled Times (London, T&T Clark, 2008), 
14.  
16 Bonhoeffer, Ethics, 139. 
17 Ibid, 94. 
18 cited in Luke Bretherton, Christianity and Contemporary Politics: The Conditions and Possibilities of Faithful 
Witness (Oxford, Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 139. 



                                                            
 

   
 

human rights have filled a vacuum in the transition between modern secular and pre-

modern religious order: 

 “[their] conception.. broke down at the very moment when those who professed 

to believe in [them] were confronted with people who had indeed lost all other 

qualities and specific relationships, except that they were still human.  The world 

found nothing sacred in the abstract nakedness of being human”.19  

This is a damning indictment.  Bretherton takes up the baton and argues that the church 

must move beyond, but not away from, humanitarian concern.  As Christians we must 

“hallow the name of God” which “involves…standing against that which desecrates 

God’s holy name.  The rendering of creatures as bear life constitutes such a 

desecration”.20  The church cannot solve the refugee crisis, but as Karl Barth says, 

“measured by whether it is analogous or not to the hallowing of God’s name…a 

supposedly great step might be a fairly small one.  Measured by the same criterion, a 

supposedly little step might really be a very big one”.21   Mustard seeds and mountains 

are one of the same.   The humanitarian and church response apart are partial, but 

together they are whole.  

It is no surprise that Bonhoeffer is validated in the most desolate humanity.  From the 

start, Bonhoeffer articulates a theology in which the reality of the “other”, both God and 

human, is made visible.  Bretherton’s theology of the refugee continues this enquiry 

within the same christological framework: 

“Jesus is human, Jesus is unique and Jesus, as historical person, is more like 

some than others. Hospitality towards refugees as a form of neighbour love, 

integrates all three in a threefold pattern of interpersonal relationships.”22      

Bonhoeffer, despite everything, looked to a time when the church would “learn how to 

speak again with life-transforming power to future generations, by entering into solidarity 

                                                           
19 Ibid, 139.  
20 Ibid, 142. 
21 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics Vol 4  (London, T&T Clark, 2011), 172.  
22 Bretherton, Christianity,  147. 



                                                            
 

   
 

with the other who is suffering and being rejected”.23  The body of the church, as a 

collection of individual disciples, finds its true identity, not in itself, but in others.  Its 

response to the refugee crisis could embody that lost but recoverable identity.      

Bibliography 

Amnesty International. "The Syrian Refugee Crisis." Last modified, 11 April 2016. 

https://www.amnesty.org.nz/syria-worst-humanitarian-crisis-our-time. 

Barth, Karl.  Church Dogmatics, Volume 4.  London:  T&T Clark, 2011. 

Churches Together in Britain and Ireland.  "Churches Together".  Last modified, 11 April 

2016.  https://ctbi.org.uk/how-the-churches-are-responding-to-the-refugee-crisis/. 

Citizen's UK.  "The Refugee Welcome Programme".  Last modified, 11 April 2016. 

http://www.refugees-welcome.org.uk. 

Bonhoeffer, Dietrich.  Discipleship:  Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works, Volume 4.  Edited by 

Geffrey Kelly and John Godsey.  Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003. 

Bonhoeffer, Dietrich.  Ethics:  Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works Volume 6.  Edited by Clifford 

Green.  Minneapolis: Fortress, 2008. 

Bonhoeffer, Dietrich.   Letters and Papers from Prison:  Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works 

Volume 8.  Edited by Geffrey Kelly.   Minneapolis: Fortress, 2015. 

Bonhoeffer, Dietrich.  Life Together and Prayerbook of the Bible: Dietrich Bonhoeffer 

Works Volume 5.  Edited by Geffrey Kelly.  Minneapolis:  Fortress, 2005. 

Bretherton, Luke.  Christianity and Contemporary Politics: The Conditions and 

Possibilities of Faithful Witness.  Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010.  

Dramm, Sabine.   Dietrich Bonhoeffer:  An Introduction to His Thought.  Peabody: 

Henrickson, 2007. 

Greggs,  Tom.  Theology Against Religion: Constructive Dialogues with Bonhoeffer and 

Barth. New York: T&T Clark, 2011. 

Lenehen, Kevin.  Standing Responsibly Between Silence and Speech:  Religion and 

Revelation in Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Rene Girard.  Leuven: Peeters, 2012. 

Pugh, Jeffrey.   Religionless Christianity, Dietrich Bonhoeffer in Troubled Times.  

London: T&T Clark, 2008. 

                                                           
23 Lenehan, Standing, 157. 

https://www.amnesty.org.nz/syria-worst-humanitarian-crisis-our-time
https://ctbi.org.uk/how-the-churches-are-responding-to-the-refugee-crisis/
http://www.refugees-welcome.org.uk/


                                                            
 

   
 

Stassen, Glen Harold.  Thicker Jesus:  Incarnational Discipleship in a Secular Age. 

Louisville: Westminster, 2012.  

Van Dyke, Michael.  The Story of Dietrich Bonhoeffer:  Radical Integrity.  Ohio: Barbour, 

2001.   

Wustenberg, Ralf.  Bonhoeffer and Beyond:  Promoting a Dialogue Between Religion 

and Politics.  Peter Lang: Frankfurt, 2008. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 


