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I was first introduced to the works of Dietrich Bonhoeffer when writing my book concerning our Communion practices, The Lost Supper, by my pastor. He gave me a copy of Life Together, and said that many of my thoughts and Bonhoeffer’s seemed to coincide on the topic. Finding an instant bond between us, I wanted to hear more and picked this one up. Though old, copies can be found on the internet or through used book stores. I would highly recommend The Cost of Discipleship to anyone who wants to understand the difference between what we see in Laodicea and what it truly means to be a disciple of Jesus Christ. 

Bonhoeffer actually lived what he preached, a refreshing thought in our day. Born in Germany in 1906, he quickly established himself as one of the leading theologians of his time, teaching and lecturing around the world at some of the most distinguished seminaries. But like the rest of the world, Bonhoeffer found himself caught up in the nightmare Adolph Hitler and the Nazi regime had perpetrated upon the world. Many of Dietrich’s colleagues begged him to stay in England or the United States where he would be relatively safe from Hitler’s clutches, but he felt a calling from God to give up his safety and go back to try to shepherd his church through Hitler’s minefields. As the most respected clergyman in all of Germany at the time, Hitler tried to persuade Bonhoeffer to join him. Boenhoeffer’s refusal to be silent and determination to preach the truth in the church landed him in a Nazi prison camp in 1943.
But such worldly afflictions don’t stop true disciples. In the midst of some of the most oppressive conditions imaginable, he created a Christian community behind Hitler’s barred gates. So impressed were his Nazi prison guards by this man that they risked torture and death to smuggle his writings out of the camps for the benefit of the outside world. Just days before it was liberated, Bonhoeffer was executed on direct order from Heinrich Himmler at Flossenburg. According to witnesses he never lost his composure, never begged for his life, and was ministering to other prisoners until the very end when he calmly went to be with his Maker.

Both the life and writings of Dietrich Bonhoeffer show a depth and realism rarely found in modern day Christianity. Of particular note to we here in Laodicea are his eye-opening discussions concerning cheap grace, for it is cheap grace we are selling:
“Cheap grace is grace we bestow on ourselves. Cheap grace is the preaching of forgiveness without requiring repentance,

 baptism without church discipline, Communion without confession, and absolution without person confession. Cheap grace is 
grace without discipleship, grace with without the cross, and grace without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate…The word of 
cheap grace has been the ruin of more Christians than any commandment of works.” (pgs 47 and 59: emphasis mine)

We could call Bonhoeffer the anti-Brennan Manning, because Dietrich understood the cost of following Christ as Christ Himself set it forth in the Scriptures. Jesus never let people who wanted to follow under their own terms join Him, or think they could call themselves believers. He paid the ultimate price to bring us back into relationship with the Father, and He wasn’t about to sell Himself cheaply to those who would do any less. 


Bonhoeffer also goes into a lengthy discussion on the beatitudes where he demolishes our Laodicean delusions of wealth and power, asserting that disciples become vagrants in this world by being “disturbers of its peace” and rejecting the love of money. As a part of this discussion we see the softer side of any true disciple, that being the absolute mandate to spread the love of Jesus by “laying down our lives” by throwing more than words and financial support at the needy. On page 145, he writes:
“Let the fellowship of Christ examine itself and see whether it has given any token of the love of Christ to the victims 
of the world’s contempt—any token of the love of Christ which seeks to preserve, support and protect life. Otherwise 
however liturgically correct our services are and however devout our prayer…they will profit us nothing.”
Bonhoeffer confronts the Laodicean delusion that all we need to do is preach to spread the Gospel. But then true disciples of Christ always defy the religious system by living every  word they speak, and showing themselves to be truly “disturbers of the (religious) peace.” These two qualities are present in every real disciple: the cutting side that lashes out at religious hypocrisy and overturns the tables of any who would defile the house of God, and also the Good Samaritan who will lay down his life for the widow, the orphan, and the downtrodden in this world. They can do no less because they are not their own. They follow the Christ who displayed these very sides in His life, and now possesses them. 

He also displays the humility of a true disciple of the cross. Though he was front and center as one of the world’s foremost theologians of his time, Dietrich chose rather to die a criminal’s death with his countrymen to bring Christ to them in Hitler’s death camps. Then he says of it all:

“Christ’s virtue, the virtue of discipleship, can only be accomplished so long as you are entirely unconscious of what you 
are doing. The genuine work of love is always a hidden work.” (pg. 177)

Oh, to sit at the feet of this great old saint and soak in the wisdom of a man so possessed by the Spirit of Christ that Paul surely would have said of him, “He no longer lives, but Christ lives in him!” And oh that all here in Laodicea could do so, for then we would see how far we have fallen from the true calling of Christ in our materialistic and comfortable environment! This is wisdom that knowledge alone cannot approach, because wisdom and knowledge are fused together in the kilns of ministry, and bonded in the halls of love. It is a wisdom talking heads will never even approach.

If you wish to gain a vivid and real vision of what life can be with Jesus—if you wish to dream about what it means to live in true fellowship with both God and man, and truly understand the hard road of the disciple, then this book and Bonhoeffer’s Life Together are must reads. They are classics from a real disciple who must have stood on a mountain, looked down upon Laodicea, and wept. He no doubt stands today with Jesus, looks down upon America, and they weep together.
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