
                                                                                                                                                                                 

Dr. Covin on Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
 

The Unethical Corrupting of Law and Order 
 

     Dietrich Bonhoeffer was born in 1906 in Breslav, Germany, preceding the rise of Adolf Hitler 

as Chancellor by only twenty-seven years in 1933. The proximity between Dietrich Bonhoeffer 

and Adolf Hitler in Germany during this time would significantly inform Bonhoeffer’s ethics and 

theology. Much of Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s writings are in the context of refuting the nationalistic 

Aryan supremacy propaganda, permeating German religious and political thinking in the early 

twentieth century. When Bonhoeffer’s ethics and theology are considered in the proper context, 

they illuminate the construct of truth within the opaque disinformation of Nazi Germany. The 

concept of truth, or telling the truth, or acting in a truthful manner, has been the subject of ethical 

interpretation of ethicists and philosophers from John Stuart Mill reflected in consequentialism, 

to Immanuel Kant reflected in deontologism. Bonhoeffer’s essay, What Does it Mean to Tell the 

Truth?, illuminates with clarity the essence of truth telling and its limitations and possibilities 

bound by context. Bonhoeffer’s ethic in this context, unencumbers the ethicist or religious leader 

of unnecessary and distracting impediments of presupposed and contrived pseudo-ethical 

paradigms. 

     Dietrich Bonhoeffer, unlike many of the liberation theologians such as Martin Luther King, Jr., 

or Gustavo Gutierrez, was not born into a family representative of the underclass or minority 

class. Arguably, Bonhoeffer’s social location in German society from a cultured and solidly middle 

class family milieu, is what is at once endearing and improbable pertinent to his response to 

Nazism. Given Bonhoeffer’s pedigree he could have been an accomplished professional in any 

number of vocations. Bonhoeffer is identified as a very good musician throughout much of the 



                                                                                                                                                                                 

biographical depictions profiling his life, and suggests that his early  orientation gave no hints of 

the resistance theologian he would become. Writing in Theologian of Resistance: The Life and 

Thought of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Christiane Tietz makes the following observation. “Like many of 

those Germans who would join the political conspiracy to overthrow the National Socialist 

regime, Dietrich Bonhoeffer came from a middle-class family. His father, Karl Bonhoeffer, was 

professor of psychiatry and neurology, first in Breslau (what is today Wroclaw, Poland) and then 

after 1912 at the Charite Hospital in Berlin.”1 Although Dietrich Bonhoeffer was influenced by 

and nurtured in an environment that facilitated his intellectualism and growth as a self-actualized 

person, this environment did not necessarily come from the church, of which the Bonhoeffer 

family was not strongly involved. Christiane Tietz observes, “The family was surprised when 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer decided to study theology, since the institutional church played hardly any 

role in their everyday lives.”2  What the Bonhoeffer family could not have anticipated was that 

the zeitgeist would place Dietrich Bonhoeffer as a leader in the church resistance movement 

against the Third Reich, Aryan supremacy, the Aryan Paragraph, and finally call Bonhoeffer to 

martyrdom. Christiane Tietz makes the following observation of Bonhoeffer’s father. “Later, 

when the Church Struggle reached its most intensive phase, he wrote his son that he feared that 

a quiet, uneventful pastor’s life…would really be almost a pity for you. So far as uneventfulness 

is concerned, I was greatly mistaken.”3 This is both the context and the backdrop necessary to 

gain insight into the ethics and theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer. It is in this context that 

                                                           
1 Christiane Tietz, Theologian of Resistance: The Life and Thought of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, (Minneapolis, Fortress 
Press, 2016), p.1. 
2 Tietz, Theologian of Resistance, 5. 
3 Ibid., 5. 



                                                                                                                                                                                 

Bonhoeffer developed his ethic and theological thought as it relates to identifying truth, truth 

telling, and the myriad concerns informing a pedagogy of truth.  

     It would seem  logical to begin with a discussion relative to truth, what truth is, or telling the 

truth. When we begin with a discussion of a lie in its historical, destructive, insidious and vile 

cultural context and how it has been a destructive evil in the history of humanity, it is then that 

we identify the urgency for and of truth to rescue humanity. One of the contrived pseudo-ethical 

paradigms evil states and governments often establish, is under the guise of law and order. It is 

under such law and order pseudo-ethical paradigms, that the apartheid system in South Africa 

maintained supporters around the world. It is the same pseudo-ethical paradigm of law and order 

that facilitated Jim Crow laws, and allowed them to endure for so long because of its disguise of 

law and order. It is the same disguise that Hannah Arendt referred to as the banality of evil. 

Writing in Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil Arendt observed the following. 

“Arendt found Eichmann an ordinary, rather bland, bureaucrat, who in her words, was neither 

perverted nor sadistic, but terrifyingly normal…Instead, he performed evil deeds without evil 

intentions, a fact connected to his thoughtlessness, a disengagement from the reality of his evil 

acts.”4 Adolf Eichmann was simply following orders, a claim that has found resonance with law 

and order adherents. It is here that Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s ethics help to remove the veil and to 

expose the lie of law and order in its worst context. Clifford Green and Michael DeJonge observe 

in The Bonhoeffer Reader what Bonhoeffer refers to as Satan’s truth. “There is such a thing as 

Satan’s truth. Its nature is to deny everything real under the guise of the truth. It feeds on hatred 

                                                           
4 Thomas White, What did Hannah Arendt Really Mean by the Banality of Evil? 
https://www.google.com/amp/s/aeon.co/amp/ideas/what-did-hanna-arendt-really-mean-by-the-banality-of-evil 
2018 

https://www.google.com/amp/s/aeon.co/amp/ideas/what-did-hanna-arendt-really-mean-by-the-banality-of-evil


                                                                                                                                                                                 

against the real, against the world created and loved by God. It gives the impression of carrying 

out God’s judgment on the fall of the real into sin. But God’s truth judges what is created out of 

love; Satan’s truth judges what is created out of envy and hatred.”5  Although there appears to 

be  a contradiction in Bonhoeffer on this point, nonetheless, his characterization of Satan’s truth 

is invaluable. The contradiction is that Satan and truth are irreconcilable. Green and DeJonge in 

the Bonhoeffer Reader; “These reflections lead to the recognition that the essence of lying is 

found much deeper than in the contradiction between thought and speech. We could say that 

the person who stands behind what is said makes it into a lie or the truth.”6 There are times 

historically when the body politic is constitutionally a lie. Dietrich Bonhoeffer was confronted 

with such a body politic as was the case in Nazi Germany. Or, stated another way, Aryan 

supremacy was Satan’s truth of superiority referencing the Jewish culture and people. In this 

context the person in Bonhoeffer’s statement is the body politic, the person standing behind 

what is said by Bonhoeffer’s analogy is congenitally corrupted, therefore all laws emanating from 

the body politic are without the possibility of redemption, and must be refuted even if they are 

cloaked in the lie of the German Evangelical Church (German Christians), or other state sponsored 

institutions. Bonhoeffer realized as did Henry David Thoreau, Mahatma Gandhi, and Martin 

Luther King, Jr., that there is no moral or ethical requirement to answer the state in a 

corresponding manner consistent with or conforming to Satan’s truth. 

     Those seeking truth through social justice have no moral obligation to conform to Bonhoeffer’s 

characterization of Satan’s truth, nor to be in compliance with laws that dehumanize or devalue 

                                                           
5 Clifford Green and Michael DeJonge, The Bonhoeffer Reader, (Minneapolis, Fortress Press, 2013), p. 752. 
6 Green and DeJonge, The Bonhoeffer Reader, p. 754.  



                                                                                                                                                                                 

life. There is no more obligation to conform than there is for the child referred to by Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer, to answer an unjust teacher who disregards the appropriate boundaries. “When the 

various order of life no longer respect one another, then words become untrue. For example, a 

teacher asks a child in front of the class whether it is true that the child’s father often comes 

home drunk…To be sure, the child perceives that this question is an unjustified invasion into the 

order of the family and must be warded off.” 7  When the social contract impedes, or is an 

unjustified invasion into the order as Bonhoeffer suggests, and the realization of individuals or 

communities to live into the abundant life as identified by Jesus Christ, there exists a moral 

imperative to resist the unjust laws, lies, that conspire to marginalize those affected by their 

enactment. Writing in Doing Christian Ethics from the Margins, Miguel A. De La Torre makes the 

following observation. “Unfortunately those who control the instruments of social power claim 

a monopoly on truth to the detriment of the disenfranchised…Their control of taxation, judiciary, 

and the armed forces gives them free access to all political processes.”8  Telling the truth, or being 

in compliance, can be understood as adhering to the laws of the land by its citizenry in the context 

of the majority, or those who make up the dominant demographic. However, as Bonhoeffer 

illuminates, telling the truth is dynamic as opposed to static and can often be understood 

differently from below or from the underclass perspective. Bonhoeffer says, “from this we can 

see immediately that “telling the truth” means different things, depending on where one finds 

oneself. The relevant relationship must be taken into account.”9 Bonhoeffer’s interpretation of 

truth in this context gives him a certain vulnerability to critics who might suggest that his 

                                                           
7 Green and DeJonge, The Bonhoeffer Reader, p. 753. 
8 Miguel A. De La Torre, Doing Christian Ethics from the Margins, (New York, Orbis Books, 2004), p.15. 
9 Green and DeJonge, The Bonhoeffer Reader, p.750. 



                                                                                                                                                                                 

understanding of truth is one of convenience. There is a pseudo-ethical paradigm which purports 

that truth at all costs is virtuous and must disregard context. By being vulnerable to criticism of 

his ethical hermeneutic of truth, it is here that Bonhoeffer demonstrates moral courage through 

his concern of tangible reality and not abstract ethical morality. “The truthfulness of our words 

that we owe God must take on concrete form in the world. Our word should be truthful not in 

principle but concretely. A truthfulness that is not concrete is not truthful at all before God.”10 It 

is evident, that Bonhoeffer’s experience as part of the resistance against Aryan doctrine provided 

the concreteness to which he refers to. This concreteness provides a solidarity with oppressed 

people around the world, and makes Bonhoeffer’s ethics clearly identifiable with the 

marginalized. There is a kind of satisfaction in Bonhoeffer’s ethics here, that is experienced for 

example, when a law or ruling is passed down from a high court which is not true and impactful 

in the abstract only, however, in the concrete or real world where people’s lives are impacted.  

     Dietrich Bonhoeffer lived in a historical period which required him to confront evil institutions 

in a manner most ethicists will only know theoretically. Any critique of Bonhoeffer’s ethics must 

be applied with a measure of gravity and sensitivity to his context. Bonhoeffer concludes his 

interpretation of what constitutes a lie by somewhat of a concession. It is a concession that can 

only be appreciated when viewed through the context of history. Bonhoeffer places the behavior 

of lying in perspective; “If one characterizes this sort of behavior as a lie, then lying receives a 

moral consecration and justification that contradicts its meaning in every respect.” 11 

                                                           
10 Ibid., 750. 
11 Ibid., 754. 
 
 
 



                                                                                                                                                                                 

Bonhoeffer’s ethical reasoning negates superficial, pseudo-ethical paradigms that appeal to rigid 

legalistic moralists, and disentangles all those who love freedom from the yoke of contrived 

unreasonable moral obligations.  
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