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PREFACE 

My purpose in writing this thesis is to expand upon the work of Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer kn,:>wn in English as ~ Cost of Discipleship. Since much of this 

paper will be exegesis of Bonhoeffer's masterpiece, the approach differs from 

the majority I)f honors theses that are traditionally more formal. My style 

is personal, :Ln order that others-not merely honors students-may benefit 

from the read:Lng and also that the more obscure portions of The QQ§.i!J1. 

Discipleship may be made clear to the layman. Many of the interpretations 

are my own op:Lnion, reached through a relatively short experience following 

the Christ. ~r.he reader is thus encouraged to read Pastor Bonhoeffer's book 

for himself mld draw his own conclusions. 

iii 

January 14, 1973 
Stephen Holdzkom 
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DTTRODUCTION 

He was born on February 4, 1906, in a spacious house in Breslau, the son 

of an eminent scientist and university professor. He died at the hands of the 

Gestapo on AIlril 9, 1945, within the confines of the Flossenbttrg concentration 

camp. It waf: not a very long life. Nevertheless, Dietrich Bonhoeffer crammed 

more living jnto those thirty-nine years than many men do into seventy. As 

a Q~iversity professor, this man had rubbed elbows with some of the greatest 

intellectuals and scientists in Germany at the time, but he had also worked 

with teen-agers in the poorer sections of Berlin. As a seminarian and young 

pastor, he shepherded churches in Barcelona, London, and New York, as well as 

in his native Germany. On one hand, Bonhoeffer was actively involved in the 

ecumenical mo'Vement wi t..lJ.in the Christian church, while on the other, he was 

one of the f01.1I1ders of the illegal Confessing Church during the II azi era. 

II though Bonhoeffer was a staunch pacifist, he was active in the July 22 plot 

to assassinat~~ Hitler. It seems to us as if this man's life was full of con

tradictions and paradoxes, but they all worked together to make Bonhoeffer 

the kind of m~1ll he was. 

The diversity of the times in which Bonhoeffer lived influenced him greatly, 

times of rapid chan~ and chaos, of inflation, depression, and war. Many 

people during the twenties, thirties, and forties were broken emotionally and 

spiritually, but Bonhoeffer was made stronger by the situation. He was forced 

1 
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to grow rapidly as a Christian, resolving the dissonances in his life and 

forming new and different theological ideas. Yes, there is no doubt but 

that the times had a hand in forming the uniqueness of Bonhoeffer's per

sonality. 

Most imllortant in his o.vn vie'll, though, and in the eyes of those who 

wish to study' his thoughts, Bonhoeffer's character was molded by following 

the Christ. The concept of discipleship he held clears up for us the para

doxes in his life and brings into focus the parts of the man which seem to 

be contradictions. It was with Dietrich Bonhoeffer as wit~ the Apostle 

Paul: "For to me to live is Christ tt (Philippians 1: 21). The man from 

first-century Galilee was the center of Bonhoeffer's life in twentieth-cen

tury Germany. Throughout his life, the pastor struggled with the meaning of 

Christian discipleship. He wrestled with its implications and applications 

for everyday experience, and when a satisfactory solution was discovered, 

Bonhoeffer taught it and also put it into practice. Thus he proved that the 

words of Jesus were not merely for an impossible ideal society: they worked 

in the real world-and worked well. 

One of the greatest ollportuni ties for testing came for Bonhoeffer when 

he was aIlPointed head of a new, experimental seminary for the Confessing 

Church in Firikenwalde. It was here, during the most productive period of his 

life, that Bo.nhoeffer "worked out his own salvation ll (Cf. PhiliIlpians 2: 12). 

Many ideas he presented to the brothers of the seminary sounded strange to 

their ears. ::lome rebelled against putting them into practice, but their 

leader persua":Led them to try the new concepts. Joyfully, the young semina

rians discovered the exci tenent of the Christian life as it had been originally 

conceived and as interpreted by Bonhoeffer. For many the hibh point of their 
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lives were those years at Finkenwalde; and when the Third Reich began to 

imprison and kill them, the graduates went calmly and confidently to their 

deaths. 

During these years--1935 to 1937-Bonhoeffer began work on the book he 

enti tIed ~folge, in which he set down the concept of Christian discipleship 

in detail. The book appeared during Advent of 1937, with a "spiri tual dedi-

cationlt-thou.gh not written, because of the :Nazis-to the brothers at Finken-

walde. In a circulating letter to them he v~ote: 

When it appeared, I often cecicated it in spirit 
to you all. I would have done so on the title 
page had I not feared to lay the responsibilit,y 
for my theology and my ideas on your shoulders. 
Our COIIlIl1uni ty is fOlUlded upon something else. I 
would have liked each one of you to receive the 
book as a Christmas present, but this finances 
would fot allow. In any case, you all know what's 
in it. 

The little book made a terrific impact upon all who read it. many copies 

were sold, even wi thin the anti-Christian confines of the Third Reich. When 

the English translation allpeared, The Cost .£f. Discipleship, the world began 

to become aware of the ~ew theolog~an, Dietrich Bonhoeffer. 

As impli'Sld above, the ideas contained in ~ Cost .£f. Discipleship resulted 

from Bonhoeffi3r's ovm exrJorience. The words themselves were taken and reworked 

from lectures given for various courses at Finkenwalde, but the reader quickly 

ascertains that these are not just another set of dry, theolog~cal homilies. 

The book is hllXd-prayed-for stuff, meant to speak to a man where he is and to 

show him wherEI he should be-and, more importantly, how to get there. 

1 Eberharo. Bethge, Dietrich Bonhoeffer: ~ of Vision, ~ of Courage 
(New York: He~er and Row, 1970), p. 370. 



CHAPTER I 

FOUlTDATIONS OF DISCIPLESHIP 

Costly Grace 

Many pee'ple have interpreted the teachings of the man from nazareth named 

Jesus. Some have scorned him, ridiculing his words as preposterous and irre-

levant, while others have embraced him, making his way of life their own. 

And for each of these, following the Christ has meant something different. 

When Dietrich Bonhoeffer began explaining what discipleship meant to him, he 

began by asking the questions "What did Jesus mean to say to us? What is his 

will for us today? How can he help us to be good Christians in the modern 

world?,,1 

When we 'begin searching the Scriptures to discover what Jesus desires to 

say, we get ~le feeling that he is not speaking to us as many ministers do----

high-and-miehty from a pulpit, dictating what is right and wrong. No, it 

seems as if hc~ is communicating as one human being to another, and thus, we 

soon begin to feel his love as he shows us the way. It is strange, but we 

begin to beliove that if Jesus were the pastor of a local church, there would 

be a differeni; crowd in the pews on Sunday morning: the poor and rej,ected, 

the so-called "dregs of humani ty"-and a different group offended by his words: 

the rich and "'religious "-than is today the case. Such was his appeal when he 

walked the earth, and there is no reason to believe the situation vrould be 

different today. Nevertheless, it is to Jesus himself that we must look as 

we begin our life of discipleship. 

1Dietrich Bonhoeffer, ~ Cost !1! Discipleship (New York: The Macmillan 
Company, 1966), p. 34. References to this pook are hereafter incorporated in 
parentheses in the text with arabic numerals referring to :pagination. 

4 
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To Jesuf::, and to the searching Bonhoeffer, discipleship was seen to have 

many meaning~;, but a primary one was that discipleship is joy. If you read 

the gospels closely, you begin to feel the delightful exhuberance Jesus felt 

as he lived. You can see the twinkle in his eye, the smile on his face, and 

the spring iT.. his step. This man was free, and he invited those who would 

follow to be free with him: t'When the Bible speaks of following Jesus, it 

is proclaiming a discipleship which will liberate mankind from all man-made 

dogmas, from every burden and oppression, from every anxiety ~~d torture 

which afflicts the conscience" (~. 40). In taking that first step on the 

road of faith, the disciple is committed to something that will lift him from 

his weakness and put him on the way to a life of freedom. 

JIaturally, the course of disci~leship should not be taken as a lark, to 

be begun on s. whim and dropped on another. Neither does the joy of walking 

in ,Jesus t steps mean we can ignore the seriousness of his commands. When a 

man is called, it is done in earnest; the Master knows that that man will be 

different no matter what choice is made--that the rest of the man's life depends 

upon the decision. Such a call is not meant to be trifled with. In fact, Bon

hoeffer says: "When Christ calls a man, he bic1s him come and die" (p. 99). 

Here in this seeming paradox, we recognize one of Bonhoeffer's most inspiring 

insights: cbeap grace vs. costly grace. 

As Bonhoeffer looked at the Church of his day, he saw that much of the 

punch had been taken out of what Jesus had said. Too often people were allowed 

to become members of the Church--{Ulrist's Body--without realizing what they 

were called to in Christian discipleship. They, alone with the Church, assumed 

that the sacraments, the forgiveness of sin, and the consolations of religion 

could be acquired at cut pr-ices, as "grace sold on the marketplace like 

cheapjacks' wares" (p. 45). This is grace without price, grace without cost. 
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These member~ thought of grace as divine love and protection which was given 

automatically, without requiring anything of the disciple. For Bonhoeffer, 

this was one of the biggest failings of the Church: the failure to make people 

aware of the cost of discipleship and grace. 

Cheap grace is the grace we bestow on ourselves. 
Cheap grace is the preaching of forgiveness with
out repentence, baptism without church discipline, 
Communion without confession, absolution without 
personal confession. Cheap grace is grace without 
discipleship, grace without the cross, grace with
out Jesus Christ, living ~~d incarnate (p. 47). 

In other words, the Church had made Christianity too easy, in order to 

attract greater numbers of people. It had stressed over a~d over the freeness 

of God's love--which is true enough in itself--but, by ignoring the commands 

prerequisite to love and grace, it had cheapened divine grace into mere human 

grace. So many people forgot the words of Jesus: "No one 'Who does not carry 

his cross and come with me can be a disciple of mine. Would any of you think 

of building a tower without first sitting down and calculating the cost?" (Luke 

14: 27-28). Jesus realized that becoming his disciple would be a costly under-

taking; some would have to give up all they had in order to succeed. But in 

the course of the centuries, the Church had transformed Jesus into a super 

Santa Claus, who freely gave gifts to all good boys and girls; this is what 

Bonhoeffer fought against. 

For Bonhoeffer, Godts grace was not grace unless it cost something. In 

the first place, it had cost the Father all that he had--his only-begotten 

Son--and if it did not cost the believer something, it was not worth the price 

God paid. Jesus demands that a sincere disciple put himself last and set the 

Christ up as Lord of Life. This costs the disciple his old life: all that 

he had falsel:r treasured in the past, all that he had set up wi thin himself 

as gods, and ,9.l1 that he had hoped for in life. That, my friends, is expensive! 

"Costly grace is the treasure hidden in the field; for the sake of it a man 
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will gladly t~O and sell all that he has" (p. 47). 

As the yO'tlllg Bonhoeffer struggled with this costliness, he noticed a 

common chara(:teristic in all of Jesus' disciples: when each was called, he 

was called tCI be more than he was; he gladly left everything and followed the 

Christ to a l:igher plane of life. Bonhoeffer must have wondered how many 

people reallj" had made a sacrifice to become Jesus' disciples in the twentieth 

century. How many were ready to take the benefits of discipleship without 

counting the cost? Too many had taken the cheap grace without realizing the 

far greater potentials of costly grace. 

Such grace is costly because it calls us to follow, 
and it is grace because it calls us to follow Jesus 
Christ. It is costly because it costs a man his 
life, and it is grace because it gives a man the 
only true life. It is costly because it condemns 
sin, ~~d grace because it justifies the sinner. 
Above all, it is cpstly because it cost God the 
life of his Son: "ye were bought at a price," 
and what has cost God much C~"11lot be cheap for 
us. Above all, it is grace because God did not 
reckon his Son too dear a price to pay for our 
life, but deli vereo. him up for us. Costly grace 
is the Incarnation of God (Pl). 46-47). 

It was ~1 this way, the way of costly grace, that Bonhoeffer sought to 

answer the qUI~stion of how to live a Christian life in the modern world. He 

saw that thoso who had been overcome by this costly grace were "able to sing 

the praises of the all-sufficient grace of Christ with humbleness of heart" 

(p. 60). They lived their lives in the perfect freedom of Jesus' love, and 

discovered th~,t costly grace is equal to discipleship. These Christians could 

follow the Christ and live with the same enthusiasm and exhuberance as their 

Lord had lived. 

Thus Bonhoeffer resolves the paradox. Discipleship ~ joy, but it is 

joy that is paid for by the travail of new birth. When Jesus bids the disciple 

to come and die, he bids him to come and partake of his Master's joy in dOing 
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God's will, EtVen if that means suffering and death. This is a part of the 

cost of discipleship. 

The road. of Christian discil)leship begins with a call--a confrontation 

with the Son of God. Once a person has been summoned to follow the Christ, 

life changes for him. He may decide to ignore the call because he is having 

too much fun living life his own way. A man may turn down Jesus' offer, thinking 

he has no tiII.e for God. Jesus himself came in contact with such people, and 

there are many like them living today. But even if the negative decision is 

made, that person has been changed by this face-to-face meeting with the Savior. 

No one can me'et Jesus of lTazareth and remain the same. 

Then there is the opposite situation: a person can respond affirmatively 

to Jesus' call, deciding to be&~ anew by follOwing the Master and doing his 

will. When this happens, there is a more drastic change in the individual 

involved. He begins to see all people and situations from a new and different 

point of view', since Jesus is now an integral part of everything he says and 

does. The Apostle Paul experienced such a change, later writing about it: 

"If a man be in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has passed away, behold, 

the new has come" (II Corinthians 5: 17). 

The personal call is important, in that it involves a personal relationship 

with Jesus. .An abstract Christology, a doctrinal system, a general religious 

knowledge on the subjects of grace and sin render disci~leship superfluous. 

Wi th an abstra.ct idea it is possible to become enthusiastic about it, a.Yld even 

put it into p:ractice, but it can never be followed in personal obedience. 

"Christianity without the living Christ is inevitably Christianity without 

discipleship, and Christia.Ylity without discipleship is always Christianity 
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wi thout Chri:3t" (p. 64). The abstract idea is kept, but a void develops 

wi thout a personal relationship with the Christ. Thus, a disciple needs the 

call in ordeJ~ to enter into fellowship with the Master on a one-to-one basis 0 

With this KO\Vwv{a --this common fellowship--with the Savior, the follower is 

able to go to him in all conditions of life: joy, sorrow, thanksgi ving, a'1d 

peti tion 0 Ii; is the gracious call of Jesus which makes all of this possible 0 

l~everthElless, as Bonhoeffer contemplated the call of Jesus and all it 

involved, he realized that the person's response to the call was of equal 

importance vn,th the call itself. Jesus' offer of discipleship demands an 

answer, a definite step. By referrinc to the Gospels, Bonhoeffer was able to 

analyze the two possible res~,onses to Christ I s call. He saw that "this encounter 

is a testimony to the absolute, direct, and unaccountable authority of Jesus" 

(po 62). There is no reason for Jesus to show his crecentials to prove his 

identity. He is the Christ, the Son of God; every person he comes into contact 

with knows instinctively who he is. It is their reaction to the Easter that 

interestecl Bonhoeffor. First, Bonhoeffer looked at a situation where Peter, 

the disciple with whom we can most easily identify, was put on the spot. 

It had been a long day for Jesus' ~telve disciples. They had put up 

wi th the pushinG and shoving of the crowe's all day. It seemed that their 

Master vms tireless, always ready to teach or heal. Why, had they not seen 

him feed more than 5,000 people that afternoon ,:"rith just five loaves of bread 

and two fish? Jesus had gone up into the mOtmtains to pray after this; the 

crovTd. wanted to crown him king, but could not find him and finally went their 

separate ways. lIow, late in the evening, the Twelve were getting imr1atient. 

They decided -1;0 sail back to Capernaum alone, without Jesus. 

They rOViod all :nicht through a storm and Vlere wet, tired, and discouraged, 

when suclclenly they saw Jesus walking on the water toward their boat. At first 



10 

the disciple~ were afraid, thinking they saw a ghost, but Jesus called to them 

and allayed their fears. The:'C. Peter really put himself on the spot: "Lord, 

if' it is you, tell me to come to you over the water." "Come on!" Jesus shouted. 

Here was a dilemma for poor Peter: he knew he dare not climb out of the ship 

relying on his owr strength--his very first step would be his lmdoing. Still, 

if he did not come, the others would call him"a coward--and worse--Jesus would 

rebuke him for his faithlessness. So Peter took the initial step in faith 

and walked easily upon the water. He did well for a while, but soon he began 

to look around. The waves rose black and menacingly arourd him; he was too 

far from the boat to go back. Then Peter began to ask himself: "Vfuo do I 

think I am to walk upon water?" And as he doubted, he started to sink. Sud

denly the waves aoveree him, and he cried for help; Jesus came, pulled him-

sputtering-o'ut of the water, and brought him safely to the boat (Cf. 1iatthew 

14: 22-33). 

This is a parable in Bo~oeffer's mind of the begim:.ings of discipleship. 

The call came to Peter, and it required a definite action. ''Unless a definite 

step is demanded, the call vanishes into thin air, and if men imagine they can 

follow Jesus 1nthout taking this step, they are deluding themselves like fana

tics" (1'. 68).. In Peter's impossible situation, everything was staked solely 

on the word of Jesus. Peter had to leave the ship and risk his life on the 

sea in order to learn both his ovm weakness and the almighty power of his Lord,. 

The disciple EIUCCeec.e: because of his trust in the one who called. If he had 

not taken the risk, he would never have learned the meaning of faith. When 

Peter took that first decisive stride onto the water, he cut himself off from 

his previous existence; the call produced a new situation. That step made 

his faith possible. 

The parallels to Christian diSCipleship are easily seen. Jesus calls me 

to become his follower, demanding that I give up myoId life and become 
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new in him. I am placed in a situation where a decision must be made. If 

I choose to follow the Christ, I am immediately cut off from going back to 

myoId life. This first step is the most difficult to take, but it must be 

made if I am to be a disciple. l~evertheless, by taking the risk, staking my 

whole life OIL the word of the Uaster, I learn what it means to trust him for 

everything-E1ven life itself. lilt means that I can only take this step aright 

if I fix my E,yes not on the work I do, but on the word with which Jesus calls 

me to do it" (p. 72). 

There ax'e many barriers to my obedience to the call: reason a:.d con

science, responsibility a~d piety, even law and scriptural authority. I can 

find many reasor.s why I should not follow Jesus. But the call of Jesus makes 

short work of these obstacles, because the security the F,iaster offers is much 

greater than any security the world can give. Thus, the call creates obedience; 

it is the Word of God himself. 

Now we may look at the other side of the coin: the man who refuses the 

costly grace 4)f following the Christ to take the cheap grace, or the man who 

desires no grace at all. Bonhoeffer uses the story of the rich young ruler 

(Mark 10: 17-~~2) to illustrate this kind of person. 

One day as Jesus was talking with his disciples, a young, well-dressed 

man ran up to him, and, k~eeling before Jesus, asked him: "Good Master, what 

should I do tc win eternal life?" Jesus looked down at him and replied, "Why 

do you call me good? You do not even know me. And anyway, nobody is worthy 

of that title but God." The young man was flabbergasted by this answer, but 

before he could gather his thoughts, Jesus proceeded to respond to the question: 

"You know all the commandments--do not murder, or steal, or cow~it adultery, 

or bear false 'Nitness, or cheat others, and you should honor your parents. II 

"But Master, If '!;he young' man interrupted, "I've kept all these commandments 

------- -------
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since I was a little kid, but I feel like I have still left something out. 

What is it?" Jesus looked straigilt at him; his heart warmed to him, and he 

said evenly, "If you want to go all the way, go, sell all your mBllY possessions, 

and give the money to the poor; then you will have riches in heaven. After 

you have donEt that, come and follow me. " At these words, the young man's face 

fell, and he went away with a heavy heart. He just could not bear to part with 

his wealth. 

Bonhoeffer points out that, in t he first place, the yOtL'1g man came to 

Jesus in the wrong frame of mind. He wanted to ask the "good master's" advice 

on the proble,m of salvation, expecting a weighty pronouncement. Eternal life 

was a.11 academic puzzle worth discussing with a "good master. fI But with Jesus I 

first words the young man realized that he was not talking to just any teacher; 

he was face-to-face with the Son of God himself. The only answer he received 

was an l)nmistakable pointer to God's commandments. This was not Jesus' per

sonal opinion, but that of God incarnate--God in the flesh--who answered the 

young man. The reply Jesus gave did not satisfy the young man; he had been 

brought up on the Mosaic law, andthe commandments did not go far enouGh for 

him. Jesus s,s,w through his second question and knew that the inquiry was 

centered in t:le self. By asking this secona. question, the young man sought 

to salvage th~3 remai21s of his academic game. Jesus, however, was not interested 

in the gane but in t he young man himself. The Mastor realized that it was high 

time the Y01.l11t; ma.Tl heard the commw1(lments--what they really meant-and obeyed 

them. The youth truly believed that he had fulfilled them anel that God re

quired more of him. Jesu::: quickly detected the young man's hopelessness and, 

loving him, aehed to help him. In his final comr:and Jesus summed up the 

deeper meaning of the others: the young man is called to fellowship with the 

Christ. The I~ch man-of-the-world and the Son of God, face-to-face--this was 
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a tense moment, but the young man hung his head in shame and went his 

sorrowful way. 

This young man had missed the best chance for higher life he would ever 

have known. Now he was destined to merely exist-albeit with his riches-but 

never to knOllr what real freedom was like. As an earnest seeker for perfection, 

the youth had probably tried to eive up his wealth many times before and failed; 

he showed this by refusing to obey the word of Jesus when the moment of deci-

sion came. It is just here that tl1at young man was entirely honest. Unfor-

tunately, however, because he would not obey, he could not believe; by 

refusing the situation where faith would be possible, he was denied the 

fellowship of the Master. 

Another of Bonhoeffe~ts observations here is that discipleship cannot be 

a group of rules to be followed, which will eventually yield a crown of life. 

Discipleship :Ls not just another "good thing" to be added to our other "good 

things" in order to insure entrance into heaven. It must not be viewed 

quani tatively.. Following the Christ is not only the most important facet of 

life, but also the only thing in life--that is, life itself. 

The answer to the yO'U..l1g man t s problem is--J" esus 
Christ. He had hoped to hear the word of the 
good master, but he now perceives that this TIOrd 
is the Man to whom he addressed his question. 
He stands face-to-face with LTesus, the Son of 
God: it is the ultimate encou~ter. It is now 
only a question of yes or no, of obedience or 
disobedience. The answer is no. He went away 
sorrowful, disapl)ointed and deceived of his 
:b.opes, u..l1able to wrench himself from his nast 
(pp. 83-84). • 

Thus, the call to follow means adherence to the person of Jesus Christ 

and fellowship with him. The life of discipleship is not the hero-worship we 

would pay a good master, but obedience to the Son of God. With our consciences 

distracted by many barriers, we are confronted with the call of Jesus to single-
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minded obediEIDce. All along the w~ we try to evade the obligation of 

obedience, watering down the words of Jesus, making them fit our own life-styles. 

In this way, Borul0effer concludes, we make Jesus a laughing stock by degrading 

his words. l~teral obedience is required from all who would follow the 

Master. 

More importantly, though, we must remember that Jesus is the source and 

center of all-even of our fei th and obedience. It never lies wi thin our own 

power: "The step into the situation where faith is possible is not an offer 

which we make, to Jesus, but alVl~S his gracious offer to us" (p. 94). This 

is grace that is worth the price. 

~ Cross 

The cross upon which Jesus was crucified has become the center of 

Christianity; all church doctrine focuses upon the act of redemption through 

the cross as both the source and goal of all faith. For Jesus himself, the 

Passion 'Was the consummation of all his work on earth, and many times he tried 

to impress th:i.s upon his disciples. They just did not seem to comprehend that 

their Master 'I'IaS to die despised and rejectec. by men; moreover, the Twelve

as well as many followers today-- cO:l1d not grasp that Jesus expected them to 

share in his Buffering. On one occasion when he was teaching, Jesus said: 

"If anyone wiahes to be a follower of mine, he must leave self behind; day 

after day he Jj1USt take UI) his cross and come with me. W'hoev8r cares for his 

own safety is lost; but if a man will let himself be lost for my sake, that 

man is safe. What will a man gain by winning the whole world at the cost of 

his true self~'" (Luke 9: 23-25). 

Thus, Jesus maae clear beyond all doubt that the "must" of suffering 

applied to his disciples no less than to himself. He realized that only through 
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his passion EI.nc. death would the act of redem:ption be fulfilled; only by giving 

his life as E, ransom for all would he become the Messiah, the Christ. There

fore, just a!: Jesus is the Christ only as a result of his suffering and 

rej ection, se' the disciple is a disciple only in so far as he shares his Lord' s 

passion and crucifixion: ~iscipleship means adherence to the person of Jesus, 

ru1d therefore submission to the law of Christ, which is the law of the cross" 

(p. 96). Because the way of the cross was the focal point of the Master's 

life, the person who would be a disciple must join Jesus on the cross. 

The first step on the road of suffering is the step of self-denial; this 

must be the starting point, in order for a disciple to have fellowship with 

the Christ. Self-denial is never just a series of isolated acts of mortification 

or asceti~. To leave self b~lind is to be aware only of Jesus and no more of 

self, to see only him who goes before and not the road which is so hard for 

us. In other words, a follower loses himself in the Master, so that it is not 

the follower'n life but Christ's. This is what Paul had in mind when he wrote: 

!tIt is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me; and the life I now 

live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave 

himself for me" (Galatians 2: 20). 

It is only by self-denial that the second step becomes possible. We would 

never be able to take up our crosses if we did not have our eyes solely on 

Jesus. Bonhoeffer saw that only after we have become completely oblivious of 

self are we ready to bear the cross for Christ's sake. Without denying ourselves, 

we could never endure the suffering, but Jesus has graciously prepared us for 

carrying the cross by requiring that we focus our lives upon him. Thus joLling 

wi th him in his death comes to us as a part of the joy of discipleshiIl and CO::1-

firms us in it. To endure the cross is not a tragedy; it is the suffering 

which is the f:cui t of &'1 exclusive allegiance to Jesus Christ: "The cross means 
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sharing the emffering of Christ to the last and to the fullest. Only a man 

thus totally committed in discipleshiyJ can experience the meaning of the cross" 

(p. 98). Joining the :Master in carrying the cross does ::lot mean that we need 

to go out and search for martyrdom. It is not necessary to deliberately seek 

sufferin,::;-. Jesus says that every Christian has his own cross waitinG for him, 

a cross destined an~ appointed by God; each disciple must endure his alloted 

share of suffering and rejection. 

Despite the fact that each follower has a different amount of suffering 

to cope with, there are some generalities that are "musts" for all. The first 

suffering which every man must experience is the call to abandon the attachments 

to his old world, as was discussed in the last section. When he embarks upon 

disciplesr~p, the new convert surrenders himself to Christ in union with the 

Savior's deat::l: his life is given over to death. The cross is not a terrible 

end to an oth'3rwise God-fearing and happy life; rather, it meets the convert 

at the beginning of his new COIDnlur..ion with Christ. Only the man who is dead 

to his own will can rightly follow Jesus. This suffering, however, is not just 

a momentary pain-like that from an injection of penicillin-but it continues 

throughout tho life of discipleship. Every day produces a new struggle with 

some temptations never before experienced. The way of the cross, lined with 

briars and shE~ stones, is an uphill climb, a W8¥ of constant suffering. By 

looking alwaye, to Jesus, though, the road seems smoother; in his fellowship 

the suffering can be borne with joy. 

But there is another kind of suffering and shame which the Christian is 

not spared: Just as Jesus carried the sin of the world to Calvary, the disciple 

has to bear the sins of others. The master expects his followers to share in 

this work, al t::lOugh his death-once and for all--made atonement and redemption 

possible. Onl:r with the help of him who bore everyone's burdens is the disciple 
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able to bear the burdens of others. Thus, according to Bo~Jloeffer, "the call 

to follow Ch:ri.st always mea."'1S a call to she..re the work of forgiving men their 

sins" (p. 100). Forgiveness is the Christlike suffering which is the Christian's 

duty to bear. 

This idoa of our bearing the sins of others may sound strange; perhaps 

a personal e~:w.ple will help to clear up the concept a.'1d get it across. In 

my own short experience of following .Tesus, I have found it terrifically dif

ficult to t~Qy deny myself; I feel my will cropping up when I least expect 

it. Often I berate myself for my failures, and soon I am deep in despair. By 

si~Jcing into self-pity, I cut myself off from fellovmhip with the Master. On 

the other hand, when I counsel with others, trying to guide and help them, I 

find that I literally take their burdens UI)On myself. During these times, I 

suffer greatly because of the troubles and hardships I have taken over, but 

I also again find the sweet fellowship with Jesus by interceding for others 

in prayer. I thus lose myself in the sufferings of others and find new com

mlL."1ion with Christ. With him by my side, I am able to bear the sin itself by 

forgiving it. 

For Bonhoeffer, then, suffering is the badge of true discipleship. If 

we refuse to take up our cross and submit to pain and rejection, we forfeit 

our fellowship with Jesus ane. cease to follow him. Although we lose our lives 

in carrying ot:r cross in his service, we find our lives again in the communion 

of the cross of Christ: "Discipleship means allegiance to the suffering Christ, 

and it is therefore not at all surprising that Christians should be called upon 

to suffer. In fact it is a JOY and a token of his grace" (p. 101). 

Of course, no one really enjoys suffering, and many people try to avoid 

it as much as possible. Jesus himself did not seek after pain and rejection; 

his prayers in Gethsemane prove this. Nevertheless, he discovered the only 
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way to make the suffering pass away: to endure it. That sounds absurd, per

haps, but it is the only way out. Suffering will indeed pass as we accept it; 

refusing it 'VI'ill only prolong the agony. To bear the cross is the only way 

to triumph ov'er suf'fering. This is true for all who follow Christ because it 

was true for him. 

Jesus invites all who are tired of life and are heavy laden with burdens 

to throw off their own Toke and take his yoke upon them: ItRis yoke is easy 

and his burden is lightrt (1'ilatthew 11: 30). The yoke and the burden of Christ 

are his cross. To go onets way under the sign of the cross is not misery and 

desperation, 'but peace and refreshment for the soul. It is the highest joy: 

the joy of suffering in the fellowship of the Savior. rtWherever we go we carry 

death with us in our body, the death that Jesus died, that in this body also 

life may reveal itself, the life that Jesus lives rt (II Corinthians 4: 10). 

!rut Individual 

Man has always been frightened by the prospect of being alone; he has 

tried to protElct himself from it by forming organizations of like-minded people, 

by unitinG wiih his fellow man and establishing societies and nations. The 

human race fOIms itself into groups to avoid solitude, and then, because it 

becomes used to always rubbing elbows with others, its fear of being alone 

continues. Conformity, not only to the basic goods of society, but also to 

the evils which exist, spreads in epidemic proportions. But when Christ calls 

a man, he summons him to individuality-to leave the society of men and stand 

before him alo:le: "ThrouGh the call of Jesus men become individuals rt (p. 105). 

Each person must decide about the Master alone and for himself, with his eyes 

fixed solely all the Christ. 

There is a puzzling portion of Jesus' teaching, which Bonhoeffer points 
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out in his d:Lscussion of the disciple as individual: "If anyone comes to me 

ruld does not hate his father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sis

ters, even h:i.s own life, he cannot be a disciple of mine" (Luke 14: 26). 

Bonhoeffer, as he interprets this section of Scripture, states that men utilize 

many worldly things to fend off the call of Christ, "yet neither father nor 

mother, neither wife nor child, neither nationality nor tradition can protect 

a man at the moment of his call. It is Christ's will that he should be thus 

isolated, and that he should fix his eyes solely upon him" (p. 105). Thus, 

men do not be,oome individuals by any power of their own; any such attempt would 

lead back to conformity. It is Christ who makes them individuals by calling 

them. 

At the moment of accepting the call, &1 immediate barrier is set up so 

that the new follower carLot return to his former ways. Oh, he could try, 

bu t after an encounter with the Master and a short experience of discipleship, 

he would discover that things in the old world were not as satisfying as they 

as they had saemed in the past. In his gospel, John has recorded such an 

incident: some time after Jesus' resurrection, a few of the disciples decided 

to go back to their old lives of fishing. Yes, they knew that their Master was 

the Messiah; they had see::.! him alive following the crucifixion. l'Tevertheless, 

things seemed to be fitting back into the old routine again, with the uproar 

caused by Jesus' trial, crucifixion, and surprise resurrection dying down, so 

they decided "1;0 try to fit back themselves. The disciples fished all night, 

not catching Eillytr-ing. 'ifuen dawn finally came, they were disappointed and dis

gusted. Fishj,ng was not the same; after their relationship with Jesus, anything 

but his fellowship was dull. There was a wall between them and their old life: 

Jesus Christ himself. The story ends with Jesus appearing before them and 

giving them the beginnings of their assignments as apostles (Cf. John 21: 1-17). 
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Bu~ the fact remains that without the fellowship of Christ, their lives were 

empty and meaningless; with his communion life was full of promise, power, and 

joy. The ba:rrier Jesus had set up between them and their natural lives was 

not a contempt for life, but life itself. 

This becomes Bonhoeffer's interpretation of the Master as Mediator: not 

just t,.'lJ.e Mediator between God and man, but also the Mediator between man and 

his fellow-man. By virtue of his incarnation--becoming huma~--Jesus acts as a 

bridge between man and man's natural life. There can be no turning back, for 

Christ bars the way. In calling us, Jesus has cut us off from all immediacy 

wi th the Clai:llS of this world, making himself the center. Through him all 

experiences a.:ld relationships must pass: "Since his coming, man has no im

mediate relationship of his own 81y more to anything, neither to God nor the 

world" (p. 10'7). The breaking away from the factors of this world is simul

taneous with -!;he acknowledgement of Christ as the Son of God. It is never a 

deliberate ac·t whereby we renounce all contact with the world for the sake of 

some abstract ideal or other. It is not locking oneself up in a monestary, 

trading the immediacies of the world for sanctity. That is selfishness and 

willful1ness, which in itself is an attempt at the worldly. Only the recog

nition of Christ as Hediator can separate the disciple from the world of men 

and things. 

The call of Jesus teaches us that we are alone; no direct relationships 

wi th others aI'e possible. All our lives we thought that tite enriching experi

ences we valued--the kinship of father and son, brothers and sisters, married 

love, and duty to the communi ty-were our own doing, where by we struggled to 

build relationships. Now we see that between ourselves as individuals and all 

others stands .resus as Mediator: "We cannot establish direct contact outside 

ourselves except through him, through his word, and through our following him" 
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(p. 108). 

For exanple, as I talk with you.11.g people, trying to guicie them, there is 

no way that J: will be able to have a direct relationship with them. No matter 

how loving and sympathetic I am, no matter how sound my psychology or open my 

heart, I cannot speak to them directly, for I am unable to penetrate to their 

souls, their "inner selves." Only through Christ, who stands between us, am 

I able to cotmsel with these teen-agel's. The otherness and strangeness between 

us is bridged. by the Mediator. Could this be what Jesus meant when he said: 

"For wherever two or three are gathered in my name, there I am in ~ midst 

.2!. them." (!~a.tthew 18:20)1 

It is ev·ident, therefore, what a joy and comfort Jesus as lJediator provides: 

although I am isolated from others by his presence, I am also united with them 

in his love and concern for them: 

The same Mediator who makes us individuals 
is also the founder of a new fellowship. He 
stands in the center between my neighbor and 
myself. He divides, but he also unites. Thus, 
although the direct w~ to our neighbor is 
barred, we now find the new and only real way 
to him--the way which passes through the 
Mediator (pp. 112-113). 

Thus, there can be no love of the world except the love wi th which God loved 

it in Jesus Christ. This puts the Mediator in the center where he belongs, 

wi th all our ])r~ers of thanksgiving ascending through him ared all our relations 

wi th ot.."l1ers being carried. forwarc. by him. We see that each follower is called 

separately, but though we must become disciples alone, we do not remain alone: 

t'Peter starter. to say to him, 'La, we have yielded up and abandoned everything 

once anQ for s~l ID1d joined you as your disciples--walking the same road you 

walk.' Jesus said, !T~uly, I tell you, there is no one who has given up and 

left house, or brothers or sisters, or mother or fatLer, or children or lands, 
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for my sake and for the Gospel, who will not receive a hundred times as much 

now in this time-houses, and brothers, and sisters, and mothers, and children, 

a.."1d land-wi 1;h persecutions, and in t he age to come, eternal life tit (1.~ark 10: 

28-30) • Henee, we receive the promise of new fellowship; if we take the 

Mediator at I.is word and dare to become individuals, our reward is the communion

the visible ·brotherhood--wi thin the Church. This COml)ensates a h"lmdredfolc1 for 

what we have left behind. Notice also that persecutions are IJromised: such 

is the grace of the Church which follows its Lord beneath the cross. 

The sup~eme example of this facet of discipleship comes to Bonhoeffer 

from the Old Testament: the story of Abraham. The patriarch had to make two 

breaches with the old world--one visible, the other hidden. lie had to leave 

his friends and his fe.ther t s house because God. cane between him and his own. 

This was a.T'. evident and drastic break to all those around. So Abraham became 

a wano_erer in search of the land God had prepared for him, takin.~ the step from 

the known to the unknOVill in faith; he uould never be able to go back. 

Some timl3 later, God demanded that Abraham take Isaac, his only son, and 

sacrifice him. lTow Isaac was the only hope that Abrahamts line would be carried 

on; he was tho child of promise. Though Abraham mus t have been shocked and 

angered by this demand from God, he accepted it and prepared to malee the last 

journey with his son. Or.ce again, as when he had left his father's house, 

Abraham beCamEt aLl individual, a lonely and solitary figure. He had to learn 

that the promi.se did not depend upon Isaac but upon the l;iediator. No one else 

had heard the command; it was a secret breach which Abraham had to make. He 

had to go aeainst every direct clain upon him, be it natural, ethical, or 

religious, in order to obey the call of God. 

So Abrahan and Isaac Climbed to the top of 110tm t Moriah, with the child 

of promise bearing the wood for his own sacrifice. Just as the father was 
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ready to plu2ge the knife into his only son's heart--at the moment when he was 

ready to nak l3 the secret breach an open one--God stayed his hand. Abraham 

received back everything he had surrendered; the tables were turned. Abraham 

got Isaac, but from now on he would have his son in quite a neVI way: through 

the Mediator and for the Mediator's sake (Cf. Genesis 22: 1-18). IINo one else 

knows what has happened. Abraham comes down from the mountain with Isaac just 

as he went up, but the whole situation has changed. Christ has stepped between 

father and son" (p. 111). Outwardly the picture remains the same, but the 

old has pass€id away, and all things are new. 

Por thi~ reason, Abraham bacame the New Testament symbol and example of 

fai th. He chose the costlI: grace of the urJalown, which God offered , rather 

than the safety and security of the cheap grace of home. It cost him his old 

life, yielding true life in fellowship with the Mediator. Abraham responded 

in faith to the .£.2Jl. of God, not caring for himself, but only desiring to be 

with God as Master, in single-minded obedience. He learned to look to the Lord 

for life i tse.lf, staking all he had on the words spoken to him. By being ready 

to suffer for his decision, AbrrulaID was granted the fellowship with God that 

men craved. ,md finally, by becoming an individual, the patriarch Abraham 

became the father of the Jewish people. 

Many men came after Abraham: some were willing to become followers and 

others were not. Some, after counting the cost, decided discipleship was too 

expensive, wM,le others thought nothing was too much to give in service to God: 

"I count everything sheer loss, because all is far outweighed by the gain of 

knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I did in fact lose everything. 

I count it so much garbage, for the sake of gai~,ing Christ anet finding myself 

incorporate in him, with no righteousness of my own, no legal rectitude, but 

the riG'hteousn'3ss which comes from faith in Christ, given by God in response 
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to faith. All I care for is to lrnow Christ, to experience the power of his 

resurrection, and to share in his suffering" (Philippians 3: 8-10). This is 

the cost of discipleship and wha.t it means to follow the Christ. 



CHAPTER II 

THE GUIDE TO DISCIPLESHIP 

The Beatitudes 
Matthew 5; 3-12 

It is st:rikingly ironic that the greatest and most famous sermon ever 

preached was probably not preached at all. The Sermon on the Mount, as found 

in the Gospel of Matthew, is merely a collection of Jesus' teachings orga~ized 

by the author of the book. Nevertheless, this fact becomes unimportant when 

considering the impact the Sermon on the :Mount has made uron the world. No 

doubt, more people's opinions of Jesus are based upon it and more lives have 

been changed because of it than by any other piece of Scripture. Since it 

expresses the dynaI1ic teachings of the Master in a nutshell, the Sermon on the 

Mount serves .3.S a guide to the lifestyle a disciple should emulate, especially 

since it is the lifestyle of the Savior himself. As the late Dr. E. Stanley 

Jones, eminen'l; missionary, pastor, and Christian author, wrote: "The S~rmon 

on the Mount is practicable, for the Man who first spoke these words practiced 

them, ana the practicing of them produced a character so beautiful, so symmetrical, 

so conpelling, so .just what life ought to be, that he is as inescapable in the 

moral realm a::1 the force of gravi ty is in the physical. It 1 

As Dietrich Bonhoeffer looked at this sermon, he realized that it was aimed 

specifically 8.t the disciple and the life he should live. Much of the Sermon 

on the Illou..'YJ.t seems absurd u..rlless the reader knows the Christ and has a personal 

relationship with him, but if that person is a disciple, the more he reads this 

sermon, the more he is able to hear the Mastert s instructions. It is jam-packed 

1Eunice Jones Mathews and James K. Mathews, ads., Selections from E. Stanley 
Jones (Nashville: Abin€ton Press, 1972), p. 195. 

25 



26 

full of meaning and must be prayed about and meditated upon for the reader 

to receive its full impact. 

The first word alone-"blessed"-is pregnant with implications and 

applications. The original Greek word used here-- }l((Ka(>l.os-conveys the 

message of b€ing happy, spiritually prosperous, filled with "life-joy" and 

satisfaction with God's favor and salvation, regardless of one's outward 

d 't' 2 con ~ ~ons. This one word alone, with all of its connotations, describes 

the life of the disciple! 

Let us imagine that we are members of Jesus' little band of followers. 

We have wandered the countryside all morning, and as we sit dcwn to rest, the 

Easter begins to speak, more to us than to the crowds that have also been 

chasing after him: "Blessed are the poor in spirit," Jesus says, "for theirs 

is the kingdom of heaven." He realizes that we--his twelve disciples seated 

around him-have given up everything to follow him. We have left families, 

lands, and careers to become disciples of this man Jesus. Privation is our 

lot ~1 every sphere of earthly life--not only in physical comforts and posses-

sions, but also in spiritual power. The Master had demanded that we even 

erase all our conceptions ana misconceptions of God from our minds when we 

aTJ.swered his ,~all. Now we have no security; our only hope is in Jesus. There-

fore, he tell::; us that we, his followers, are blessed and will receive the 

kingdom of hea.ven. Because of our complete and utter poverty for his sake, we 

are heirs of glory. 

"Blessed are they that mourn, for they shall be comforted. II Why does 

Jesus bring up mourning? If the kingdom belongs to us, why should we weep? 

Slowly we reaJ.ize that, by mournin{,;, Jesus means doing without what the world 

2The Amplified .fu!! Testament (Grand Ral)ids, Hichigan: Zondervan Publishing 
House, 1958), p. 11. 
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calls peace and prosperity. We have refused to confo~ to the world or to 

accomodate ourselves to mants standards. This was innate in Jesus' call to 

us. But now we mourn for the world: for its guilt, its fate, its fortunes: 

"Nobody loves his fellow-men better than a disciple, nobody understands his 

fellow-men better than the Christian fellowship, and that very love COml)els 

them to stand aside and mourn" (p. 121). Thus, as followers, we mourn for 

our friends in the world, because we see how much better they could be with 

Christ at the center of their lives. We bear their sorrows upon ourselves. 

Nevertheless, we are comforted by our Lord, realizing that God will triumph. 

"Blessed are the meel:, for they shall inherit the earth. It Jesus knows 

that we are powerless, disenfranchised, and weak; to follow him we have renounced 

all physical ,md legal riGhts to ourselves. All is in fue hands of God. Still, 

the very ear~l belongs to us as discipl~s of the Christ. Those who now possess 

the world by yiolence and injustice shall lose it, and those who here have 

utterly renounced i t-meek to the point of the cross-shall rule the new earth • 

.AI though we do not realize now as Jesus speaks what kind of death will become 

his lot, he vi.ll prove this word of meekness by his crucifixion. As it is true 

for the Master, it is ::10 less true for us who follow him: "The renewal of the 

earth begins at Golgotha, where the meek One died, and from thence it will 

spread. When the kingdom finally comes, the meek shall possess the earth" 

(p. 123). 

"Blessed c.re those that hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall 

be satisfied. tt As we hear these words, we are finally begilli"ling to recognize 

what we gave up to follow Jesus. In the joyous moment of our call, the re

nouncing of everything was painful, but we did not really understand why. ~Jow 

we see: not only did we renounce our rights, we even gave up our own righteous

ness--the salvati or. we had been building for ourselves. Since the time of our 
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call, we have been const~ltly looking forward to the righteousness of God 

on earth--the salvatio!l he has for us when the kingdom establishes itself in 

the hearts of men. We long for the forGiveness of all sin, for complete re

newal of men, and for the full establishment of God's law, just as we long 

for food when we are starvin,:;. now Jesus promises that the kin!:;dom :!.!ll 

come, and we shall be filled with God's righteousness. 

"Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy." Jesus keeps 

delving deeper into our minds as he speaks. We realize that, being without 

possessions or power, we Dust also r9llounce our own pride and arrogance. As 

followers of the Christ, ,',e must now take upon ourselves the humiliation and 

sin of others, as if our own needs and distress were not a large enough burden 

to bear. Lib3 our Lord, we have an irresistable love for the downtrodden, the 

sick, the wretched, the wronged, the outcast, and those tortured with all.%iety. 

If any man falls into disgrace, we are called to sacrifice our own honor to 

shield him and to take his shame upon ourselves. Therefore, as the merciful, 

we are trampl4~d and ridiculed for our mercy; but we are happy and fulfilled, 

having the Me:rciful for our Lord, who someday will cover us wi th the honor of 

God, thus removing our diSGrace. 

As Jesus continues, he begins to smile, seeinG the expressions of compre

hension on our faces. The truth of his words is dawning in our minds. "Blessed 

are the pure :i.n heart, for they shall see God." We understand: only the person 

who has surrendered his heart completely to Jesus--even as we have done--may 

be called purE I in heart. As the Master's word has purified our hearts, all 

outward purity--that which i7as self-centered and meant for show--is blotted out, 

in order that we might see only tho Christ. Thus, we are free from all defiling 

fantasies and are not distracted by conflicting desires and intentions. 'ire 

shall see God, because our hearts are reflections of the image of Jesus Christ. 
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"Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God." We 

know that we have been sTh~moned to peace. In our call, we found the peace 

which the lII1aster imparts--tha t which the world can nei ther give nor take away. 

Now we are told not only to have peace but to ~ it. To that end we must 

renounce all violence. As we thL.'"1lc over the implications of such an order, we 

must renounce some of our natural i:r.clinations, and this will be difficult. 

Our world is full of war, crime, and hatred, a~d there are dissensions even 

within our own group. Nevertheless, the Master's kingdom is one of peace, and 

suffering must be endured to brinG in God's reign. In a world of hatred, wrong, 

and war, Jesus tells us that evil must be overcome with good, in order to es

tablish the peace of God: "The peacerr:akers will carry the cross with their 

Lord, for it was on the cross that peace was made fl (pp. 126-127). How that we 

are partners :in Christ's work of reconciliation, we are called to be sons of 

God, as our Ma.ster is the Son of God. 

Jesus ha:3 been building as he speaks, stealing- us for his next words: 

"Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness sake, for theirs is 

the kingdom 0:: heaven." The Easter knows that the world is offended. by the 

sight of anyone-Lord or disciple--who renounces all thD.t it holds dear. I~ot 

recognition, but rejection, is our reward as followers for our messaGe and works 

of mercy a~d peace. As Isaiah prophesyed about our Lord: tlHe was despised alld 

rejected by mEln; a man of sorrows a.."d acquainted with grief" (Isaiah 53: 3), so 

it is for us, his disciples. We must not think ourselves better than our Master; 

if he must suffer, in order to remain in fellowship with him, we must also suf

fer. Bonhoeffer points out that "it is important that Jesus gives his blessing 

not merely to SUffering incurred directly for the confession of his name, but 

to sufferinr; in a"ly just cause" (p. 127). Thus, being re,~ected disci~)les, we 

receive the same blessing as the poor, for in our poverty we are equals. 
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Having come nearly to the end of the Beatitudes, our rational 20th century 

minds stab us awake, bringing us quickly from the intimate circle of Jesus' 1st 

century disciples. We wonder if such a place where the poor, meek, and per-

secuted are rulers can exist in a real world, whether such a community exists 

only in idealistic minds. No, there is one place Where such a reign may be 

found--the cross of Golgotha. In that place the poorest, meekest, and most 

persecuted man is to be found. "The fellowship of the Beatitudes is the 

fellowship of the CruCified" (p. 127). For the disciple who has lost all in 

his old life, here at Calvary he finds all in a new life. Thus, as the last 

blessing falls on the followerts ear, all is redirected to the Master: '~lessed 

are you when men shall revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil 

against you falsely ~~ account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is 

great in heaven." As disciples, all the reproach we bear falls upon our Lord; 

it is he who bears the guilt and shame. This brings us into close fellowship 

with Jesus, for we share each otherts burde"1s. 

As the words of Jesus ring in our ears-both as imaginary 1 st century 

followers and also as disciples striving in the 20th--we clearly see the way 

we must tread, the suffering we must endure, and the reasons for both: 

These meek strangers are bound to provoke the 
world to insult, violence, and sla'lder. Too 
menacing, too loud are the voices of these poor, 
meek men, too I)atient and silent their suffering. 
Too powerful are the testimony of their poverty 
and their endurance of the wrongs of the world. 
This is fatal, and so, while Jesus calls them 
blessed, the world cries: "Away with them, 
away with them! It Yes, but whither? To the 
kingdom of heaven (p. 128). 

The Extraordinary 

As Jesus continues his discourse on the life of discipleship, he reminds 

his followers that they he.ve an earthly task. The Beatitudes point toward 
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the future, when the reiVl of God in the hearts of men will be accomplished, 

but the Master discerns the danger of looking solely to the afterlife: that 

of neglecting the present and the disciples' responsibilities on earth. He 

does not want to leave the impression that Christians are only fit for heaven 

and are too good for life on earth. Therefore, Jesus compares his disciples 

to salt, one of the most indispensable necessity of life. They rel)resent the 

hi:;hest goed, that which ,;j.ves meaning and zest to living. Even as the body 

cannot exist 'without salt, so the world CaniLot continue without the message 

the disciples brinG. Bonhoeffer noted that the Master did not say tlyou must 

be salt," but "You ~ salt to the world." It is not for the disciples to 

decide whether they will be the salt of the earth-they are whether they like 

it or not. T.aey have been made salt by the call they received. In all that 

they are--everything they thin}'.:, sc.y and do-the disciples are salt for the 

world. 

There is the possibility, though, that the salt may become tasteless and 

cease to be s.::tlt at all. When it stofs working, it is less than worthless. 

Everything el:3e can be preserved and flavored with salt, but what can be used 

to spice the ::ml t that has lost its savor? Thus, judgement hanGs over the 

disciple's hea.d: if he ceases to work 8.l1d becomes "flat", he will be worth 

nothing: "Th(~ call of Jesus C"nrist means either that we are salt of the earth, 

or else we art3 aIll'lihilated; either we follow the call or we are crushed beneath 

it" (p. 131). 

Next Jesus shows the disciples' relationship to others by calling them the 

light of the w'Orld. He does not mean they .!ill. M the light or that they pos

~ the ligh~;, but each disciple is the light for all the earth. The follower 

is the light :i.n all of existence, provided he remains faithful to his call. 

Therefore, he cannot remain hidden, even if he wanted to. It is the property 
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of light to shine. Thus t the community of Christians is meant to be seen, 

visible to the whole world. If the light were placed under a bushel-basket, 

it would be bood for no one. Likewise with the fellowship of disciples: a 

community of Jesus which seeks to hide itself has ceased to follow him. Never

theless, the followers must not thi~~ that they are light in and of themselves; 

they must remember that the Master is the source of the light. As the disciple 

goes about doing good works, he must remember that he does it in Jesus' name. 

It is by seeing the light of the cross an[l the community beneath it that men 

come to believe in God. Only to him do the praise and glory belong. 

Jesus has given many new ideas into the hands of his followers, explaining 

to them the way they should live and how they are to relate to the world. It 

would be a sm9.11 step for the disciples to abolish the old Mosaic law in favor 

of Jesus' new directives. The Master does not want this, assuring his sur

prised disciples: 'rno not think that I have come to do away with or ll.l1do the 

Law and the prophets; I have come not to abolish, but to complete and fulfill 

them. " In ot:ler words, adherence to the Christ means adherence to the Law; he 

does not brin,s better laws but expects a better obedience from those who follow 

him: "Between the disciples and the better righteousness demandecf of them 

stands the Person of Christ, who came to fulfill the Law of the old covenant" 

(p. 137). Th(~ only difference between Jesus and others in their relationship 

to the Law is thcct the Master obeys the commandments. He has nothing to add to 

the commands ()f God; he merely interprets them the way the Father had meant them. 

Because the d:Lsciples are bound to Jesus, they must obey the Law as he does. The 

fact that he has fulfillec. the Law down to the very last letter does not release 

them from the same obedience. 

When the Master begins to explaiL the various laws, he strikes at the root 

of the problem eXyressed by the law. First he takes the commandment "Thou 
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shalt not kill," and he sees that the reason murders take place is that people 

become angry. As long as one man harbors malice against his brother, the d8J.lger 

always exists that the one will kill the other. Therefore, Jesus forbids his 

disciples to be &.VJ.gry with others. "Are not all the children of God?" he asks. 

God will not be separated from our brother: he wants no honor for himself as 

long as our brother is dishonored. not only does anger bring with it the 

possibility of murder, it separates us from God. Hatred denies the other 

person the right to live as he himself sees fit. Thus John wrote: nEveryone 

who hates his brother is a murderer" (I John 3: 15), and any person 'v7ho says 

he loves God and hates his brother is a liar (Cf. I John 4: 19-20). To serve 

our brother, to please him, to allow him his due, aDd to let him live is the 

way of self-denial, the way of the cross. 

As Jesus examines the commandment concerning adultery, he a;:;ai..rl searches 

for the crux of the problem. Knowing human nature so well, the Master sees 

that the lUstful thoughts often result infue act of adultery. By gazing at a 

woman with evil desire in mind, a man has already committed the act in his 

heart, with only the physical act to go. Jesus implies that when you have 

made your eye the instrument of impurity, you cannot see God with it. How the 

Twelve must have groaned when the Master explained this commandment! They had 

all broken this one. and ,Probably felt that it was nearly impossible to obey 

it: "But Jes'J.s does not im~)ose intolerable restrictions on his disciples; he 

does not forbid them to look at anything, but bids them look on him" (p. 148). 

If they do, the Master knows that their gaze will always be pure, even when 

they look upon a woman. 

"You hav(~ been taught, 'An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth,'" Jesus 

continues. ~le disciples concentrate more intently now, because this law is 

the basis for all Jewish judgement; what will the Master have to say about 

------------------_.--------
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this command? The right way to take revenge, according to Jesus, is not to 

resist it. Had the disciples not Given up their personal rights to follow the 

Christ? Had they not become meek for his sake? At this point it becomes evi

dent that when a Christian meets with injustice, he no longer clings to his 

rights and defends them at all cost. He is absolutely free from possessions 

and bound to Christ alone. Thus, "the only way to overcome evil is to let it 

run itself to a standstill because it does not find the resistance it is looking 

for. Resistance merely creates further evil and adds fuel to the flames" (pp. 

157-158). Violence stands condemned by its failure to evoke counter-violence. 

Of course, this idea sounded stranGe to the original disciples, even as it does 

to us. How will submission to injustice conquer evil? ~1e cross is the only 

justification for the precept of non-violence, for it alone can kindle a faith 

in the victo~~ over evil which will enable men to obey that precept. In his 

death Jesus fulfills the law he established; the cross is the only power in 111e 

world which proves that sufferin:,,; love can avenge and vanquish evil. 

Slowly Jesus has been building to the center of the Whole Sermon on the 

}"Iount: LOVE. He defines love as the concern and the giving of self-not only 

to our friends--but to our enemies ag well. The only way to overcome our 

enemies is by loving them. We are to expect little or no response to our love; 

it will yield hatred ~~d our service will bring derision. This only serves to 

bind us more ~losely to our enemies. In this way, the love o~ a disciple for 

his foe is mu,~h like the Uncle Remus story about the Tar Baby. The more Brer 

Rabbi t fought against the Tar Baby, the more tightly he was held to him. We 

might say the Tar Baby reacted to the blows and kicks by loving Brer Rabbit 

all the more. Hence, every insult our enemies utter only serves to bind us 

more closely to them ald to God. 

"Love asks nothing in return, but seeks those who need it. And who needs 
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our love more than those consumed with hatred and are utterly devoid of love? 

. . • Where is love more glorified than where she dwells in the midst of her 

enemies?" (p. 164). Thus the disciple is different from the rest of the world; 

by loving those who do not love him in return, he sets himself apart from other 

segments of humanity. The follower of Christ is called to be extraordinary-

n£et~~ov. This is the hallmark of the life of discipleship. 

What is the precise nature of the extraordinary? It is the life described 

in the Beatitudes, the li~ht which illuminates the world, the city set on a 

hill, the way of self-renunciation, of utter love, of absolute purity, truth

fulness, and :meekness: "It is unrGserved love for our enemies, for the U:'lloving 

and unloved ••• In every case it is the love w11ich was fulfilled in the cross 

of Christ" (p. 170). Hence, the rreel<fc56v is the fulfillment of the Law, the 

keeping of the commandments. In Christ crucified and in his people, the extra

ordinary beco:nes reality. These men are perfect, the followers in whom the 

undivided 10v9 of the Heavenly Father is perfected. The extraordinary is the 

way of discipleship. 

The Hidden Life 

So far, ,fesus has explained that the life he expects of a disciple is above 

and beyond what he expects of other men. Each member of his fellowship is called 

to be an extraordinary individual, loving the lli110vable, showing mercy to the 

unmerciful and thus transcending the grasp of the worldly. The Master has 

given the disc:iples their task; now they are ready to go out and build the 

kingdom of heaven on earth. They are anxious to overthrow the establishment 

and set up thEt new reign of God. But what is this that Jesus says now? "Be 

careful not to make a show of your religion before men; if you do, no reward 

awaits you in your Father's house in heaven." Did he not say just a few mi..'Ilutes 
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ago that his :followers are like a city set on a hill, unable to be hidden? 

Did we only ~nagine him to say we should let our light shine before men? The 

Master must h~ contradicting himself. 

No, this is not the case for the following reason: Jesus realizes the 

dangers invol"ired in being extraordinary. The disciple would be tempted to 

look down upon non-followers and to make a show of his differences. "The dis

ciples are told tha.t they can :possess the extraordinary only so long as they 

are reflectivl~: they must beware how they use it, and never fulfill it simply 

for its own sake, or for the sake of ostentation lt (p. 175). Bonhoeffer inter

prets this sel~tion of the Sermon on the ri:ount even more consevatively: the 

righteousness of the diSCiple is surposed to remain hidden, not only are the 

extraordinary deeds of a follower not meant for show, they are not meant to 

be seen at all! The important question to ask here is "From whom are the good 

works to be h:Ldden?" Bonhoeffer answers emphatically: "We are to hide it [the 

peculiarity o:~ our discipleship] from ourselves" (p. 176). 

I will admit that I had a difficult ti:le ur.derstanding what Pastor Bon

hoeffer meant by this idea. It seemed to me that the disciple could not help 

but reveal hiB dicsipleship, and that it was by this that others could see 

clearly the way of God in him. I struggled for several days trying to under

stand this concept; finally the solution dawned on me. When a person following 

the Christ truly loves in the manner his Master loves, thc:t disciple will lose 

himself in the~ other person a..'1d in Jesus. }:o loncer will he be aware of his 

own problems when he immerses himself in service to others. The disciple's 

love, like thEI Savior's, is to be s:pontaneous and unpremeditated. He does not 

realize that 1:.e is doing anything out of the oro.inary--he merely does it. "Our 

task is simply to keep on following, looking only to our Leader who goes on 

before, taking' no notice of ourselves or of what we are doing. We must be 
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unaware of our righteousness and see it only in so far as we look unto Jesus; 

then it will not seem extraordinary, but quite • • • natural" (p. 176). And 

who makes a show of the ordinary? Jesus regards the extraordinary as the :.-

natural fruit of obedience. 

The Mastor carries this idea of hidde:mess3 into the realm of prayer and 

thus opens up a new world of understanding for his followers. He teaches them 

that the lengi~ of the prayer or the language it uses is really not important: 

"your Father knows what you need even before you ask him." This is what gives 

Christian prayer its boundless confidence and its ,joyous certain ty. What 

matters in prayer is the faith which reaches out to God and touches his heart. 

Jesus warns aGainst praying just for show, using as examples those men who 

love to pray on street corners. These men want nothing more out of prayer than 

for others to see them and to think them holy; since this is all they expect, 

this is all they get. They get their reward: the prailJe and honor from others. 

But the disciple must not thiJ1.k that this is the only kind of show. Bonhoeffer 

notes: 

I can lay on a very nice show for myself even in the 
privacy of my own room ••• The publicity which I am 
looking for is then provided by the fact that I am the 
one who at the same time prays and looks on. I am 
listening to my own prayer and thus I am answering my 
own prayer. Not bein?: content to wait for God to 
answer our prayer and show us in his own time that he 
has heard us, we provide our own answer. We take note 
that we have prayed suitably well, and this substitutes 
the satisfaction of answered prayer. We have our 
reward. (p. 182) 

3This word ''hiddenness" is the invention of the translator. There is, I 
believe, a definite reason for this • .Any other word, such as "concealment," 
would indicate that the disciple was making a conscious effort to hide his actions 
from himself, but since his extraordinary actions are natural from his point of 
view, he would make no effort to hide them. They are hidden as a matter of course, 
wi thout his taking th01'ght of any concealment. 
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If we are able to pray for show even in private, where is the innermost 

chamber '\"/here we can hide to pray? Only wi thin the heart of Jesus can we escape 

from ourselves: by letting him alone reign, by surrendering our wills completely 

to him. Then we can pray that the Master's will be done; only then is our prayer 

strong and pure. If this is true in our lives, then our physical location will 

little difference, whether in the privacy of our bedrooms, in the fellowship 

of the Church, in a restaurant, or even on a street corner. "True prayer does 

not depend either on the individual or the whole body of the faithful, but 

solely upon the lrnowledge that our heavenly Father lrnows our needs" (p. 183). 

At this point, Jesus introduces what man has entitled the Lord's Prayer. 

It ool1ld be !1ore accurately called the Disciple's Prayer, for it is meant as 

a model for them, according to J3onhoeffer. It is the absolute quintessence 

of prayer; in some form or other, it embodies all of Jesus' teachinGs about 

God and man, .'md man and fellow-man. Of importar."lce is the fact that the Tllaster 

begins with "Our Father": thus he shows that all men are brothers under the 

fatherhood of God. Because of Jesus, and for his sake, we may call God "Father." 

The disciple ;)ases all his prayers on this concept. The evil will is still 

at work in th!3 world, seeking to cut men off from fellowship with God; for this 

reason a follower must pray the God's will may prevail more and more in the 

hearts of all men--including himself, and that God's kingdom of peace will soon 

reign in the :30uls of humanity. Because of this concern, the Christian must 

pray for others, as well as himself. If he ex!)ects God to forgive him his short

comin~s, the disci:?le must forgive those who have wronged him. Forgiveness is 

a facet of the Master's role, and is thus no less a part of the follower's. 

Realizing thai; temptations are surro1.ll1ding all men, the Christian prays for God 

to save mankind from falling into evil. Because he is united with others in 

brotherhood, his prayers are no more "forgive me" and "save me"--but "forgive 
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M." and "savEI~." 

As Jesu::1 continues, he make the point that the life of discipleship can 

only be maintained so long as nothing is allowed to come between Lord and 

disci:ple. \Te, must be in constant fellowship with the Christ, and neither law 

nor personal piety nor even the world can be permitted to separate us. It is 

not Jesus and. religion, or the Master ~ the world. Only by following him 

exclusively may we experience his presence. This singleness of purpose cor

responds to the hidde~Jless that has been stressed in this part of the Sermon 

on the Mount. It is a hidder:ness which knows :lathing but the call and word 

of Christ: "Our hearts have room only for one all-embracing devotion, and we 

can only cleave to one Lord" (p. 196). 

Therefore, with our lives fixed u?on Jesus, there is no need to worry 

about the fuinre. It is in God's hands. This is not to be taken as a philosophy 

of life or as a moral law: it is the glorious ,;ospel of Jesus Chris t, and only 

so can it be 1mderstood. Only those who follow the Master and know him can 

receive this irord as a yromise of ~he love of his Father and as a deliverance 

from anxiety over the evils and dangers of this world. By using the lower 

creatures of i:he earth-sparrows and lilies--as the main characters in his 

parables on tt.e subject, Jesus shows how God provides on a day-to-day basis. 

The sparrows i:rust God and are fed; the lilies trust God and are beautifully 

clothed: "If the Father takes care of these things so well," Jesus ezplains, 

"will he not take care of you, if you but trust him?" The point the Master is 

making here is not so much one of faith, although that is important, but one of 

priori ties. Fellowship with him and obedience to his commandments--Ifseeking the 

kingdom of God and his righteousness"-come first; all else follows. This is 

the simplicity of the carefree life, knowing that God will provide d~ by day. 

Such is the life of the disciple: day by day. How wise God is by hiding the 
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future from us! If we Imew of the trials coming tomorrow, we would quickly 

shrink from living each day, and our minds would constantly be worryinG about 

the morrow. With God holding the future in his hands, we are able to trust him 

for strength to meet the tribulations. ';'re cal now :set as much "living" out of 

a day as the Master has put into it. 

Again, ~~ have here either a crushing burden, which holds out no hope for 

the poor and wretched, or else it is the very essence of the GOSllel, which 

brings the promise of freedom and perfect joy. Jesus does not tell us what we 

ought to do ~ut cannot; he tells us ~lat God has given us a~d promises still to 

give. In fellowship with the Christ, .lli things are added to our lives; the 

Master will see to it. .A.'1d if we are in communion with the Father, nothing 

can really harm us; God will help us in our hour of need, for he knows our 

needs. 

After he has been following Christ for a long 
time, the disciple of Jesus will be asked, "Lacked 
ye anything?" and he will a'1swer, ''NothinG, Lord. If 
How could he whe~ he knows that despite hunger and 
nakedness, Ilersecution and danger, the Lord is 
always at his side? (p. 201) 

~ Separated ~ 

In the Sormon on the Mount thus far, Jesus has stressed that the disciple 

is erpected t() be different from other men and that this uniqueness is to be so 

spontaneous that it seems normal to the follower himself. In both its aspects-

the extraordir.ary and the hidden--discipleship betokens the separation of the 

disciples fron: all their old ties and an exclusive adherence to the Christ. 

Does this separation from the rest of society confer on them special rights and 

privileges? How easy it would have been for the twelve discil)les to adopt a 

superior attitude and pass unqualified condemnation on the rest of the world 
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had Jesus stopped his sermon here. But the Master is aware of these dangers, 

so he says: "Do not judge or criticize or condemn others, so that you may 

not be judged yourselves." If the disciples ,judge others, their own judgement 

will fall upon them. "Instead of cutting themselves off from their brother as 

the just from the lLn.just, they fi."1d themselves cut off from Jesus" (p. 203). 

Bop~~oeffer points out that it is impossible for the true disciple to take 

a sanctimonious attitude and judge others, since Jesus stands between him and 

the non-disciple as Mediator. Therefore, true Christians always see other 

men as brethren to ~10m Christ comes; they meet them only by going to them 

with Jesus: "Discipleship does not afford us a point of vantcge from which to 

attack others; we come to them with an unconditional offer of fellowship, with 

the single-mindedness of the love of Jesus" (p. 204). 

Unfortunately, the Church has often forgotten this portion of Jesus' teachings. 

Down through the centuries, Christi811 has killed fellow-Christian--in the name of 

Christ, no less--because of differences in doctrine. The various branches of the 

orthodox Church have become exclusive and cliquish, looking down on those ,1hose 

skin is of a different color, those whose ideas do not correlate with the "standard," 

or those who ;3imply do not dress well enou~'h. And yet many Christians wonder 

why the Churc:l has been ineffective! Jesus says that we are to love unconditionally. 

When we judge others, we confront them in a spirit of detachment, observing and 

reflecting, a:3 it were, from the outsic.e. "But love has neither time nor op

portunity for this. If we love, ue can never obserle the other person with 

detachment, for he is always and at every moment a living claim to our love 

and service" (p. 204). By judging others we blind ourselves to our own evil, 

since we are 1;00 busy looking for it in others. If, when we ;judged others, our 

real motive were to destroy evil, we would look for evil where it is to be 

found; there vrould be no need to go any further than our own hearts. 
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Not onl:r is the Christian not to judee others, he is not to force the 

gospel on any<me. He has nei ther the power nor the right to cram the Good 

~ down anyone's throat: "Every attempt to impose the gospel by force, to 

run after peo]?le and proselytize them, to use our own resources to arrange the 

salvation of other people, is both futile and dangerous" (p. 206) in that we 

are not trust:Lng in the power of God to change lives. Without the guidance 

and help of tile Holy Spirit, spreading the gospel in this way is like throwing 

pearls in the path of pigs: they neither Qnderstand the Good News nor care to 

try it. To tl~ to force the Word of God on the world by hook or by crook is 

to cheapen thE' joyous tidings of forgiveness. The Word is a potent force i:!!. 

its weakness. This is Bonhoeffer's concept of the power of weakness: the 

compelling strength of Jesus' character is not found in force, but in his 

submission to the will of:;od, his humility, his willingness to suffer and be 

rejected, and finally in his death on the cross. This must be true for the 

disciples of the Master, as well as for the Word: "If they do not realize 

this weakness of the Word, they have failed to perceive the mystery of divine 

humility" (p. 208). The same weak Word which is content to enclure the gain

saying of sinners is also the mighty Word which can convert the hearts of 

silmers. Its atrength is veiled in weakness. As the Apostle Paul writes to 

his friends in Corinth: "Por Jesus is not weak and feeble in dealing with you, 

but is a migh"b.r power wi thin you; for though he was crucified in weakness, yet 

he goes on Ii v:.ng by the power of God" (II Corinthians 13: 3-4). 

Therefore, Jesus makes it clear that the disciple has no special privilege 

or power of hiE: own in his relations with others. The mainspring of his life 

and work is the, strength which comes from fellowship with Jesus Christ. The 

Master gives his disciples a simple way to test whether they are on the right 

lines with others or not: all they need do is replace "I" for "you," and put 
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themselves ir.. the other man's place. "So the:1 whatever you desire that others 

would do to erLd for you, do you also to and for them." The moment the follower 

does this, he' forfeits all advan tnge over other men, and can no longer excuse 

in himself what he condemns in others. The evil in the other person is exactly 

the same evil as in himself. Henceforth, the disciple will look upon other 

men as forgiven si"Ders who owe their lives to the love of God. 

There is, however, a separation betweer the disciples of Jesus and the 

men of the world; it is not a break made by the followers, though, but one 

made by the world. It is the world's choice not to follow the Christ. The 

difficul ty of the road of disci3'Jleship is apparent by the small number of 

followers. Never let the disciple of Jesus pin his hopes on large numbers; 

there are few who find the narrow path the master calls his follo\7ers to. It 

is fatally easy to miss one's way and stray from the path, even after years of 

dL;cipleship: 

To be called to a life of extraordinary quality, 
to live up to it, and yet be unconscious of it is 
indeed a narrow way. To confess and testify to 
the truth as it is in Jesus, and at the S~le time 
to love the enemies of that truth, his enemies and 
ours, and to love them with the infinite love of 
Jesus Christ is indeed a narrow way. To believe 
the promise of Jesus that his followers shall 
possess the earth, and at the same time to face 
our enemies unarmed and defenceless, preferring 
to incur in~ustice rather than to do wrong our
selves is indeed a narrow way. To see the weak
ness and wrong in others, a nO. at the same time 
refrain from judc~'ing them; to deliver the gospel 
message without casting pearls before s~'ine, is 
indeed a narrow way. The way is unutterably 
hard. (p. 211) 

Nevertheless, Jesus never promised us a bed of roses or a path lined with 

ferns a'l1d flowers. His way is not easy; it is possible only by keepiw; our 

eyes, minds, and souls glued to the Kaster. If we gaze at the road instead 

of at him who leads us on, we are already straying from the path. He is himself 
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the way-the narrow way-and the straight gate. 

As the M.9.ster concludes his discourse, he drives the separation even deeper; 

not only is ~le disciple parted from the world, but the doing disciple is divided 

from those who merely speak: "Not everyone who says to me, Lord, Lord, will 

enter the kin;~om of heaven, but he who does the will of my Father who is in 

heaven. tI In Jesus' mind, the kin':!:'dom is not a matter of talk. Love is not a 

matter of worcls, but must be genuine, showing itself in action (Cf. I John 3: 18). 

If this :Ls so, what is the final criterion by which Jesus will accept or 

reject his diBciples? Who will pass the test, a..."ld who will not? This is what 

the disciples have been eagerly awaiting since the be~ing of the Sermon on 

the Mount. "Here is the crucial question-has Jesus known us or not?" (p. 217). 

There is nothjng left for the disciple to cling to but Jesus' eternal word and 

call "I have Imown you." From the beginning to the end of life it is always 

the Master's ~~rd a...~d call. If we follow Christ, cling to his word, and let 

everything else go, he will see us through each day of our earthly lives, even 

to the day of final jUdgement. His word is his~ace. Jesus knows only one 

possibility: simple sUITender and obedience, not bending his teachin5~ to 

one's individual situation or waterL"lg them down by constant interpretation, 

but hearing his words and the profound meaning of them and obeying. This is 

the straight ~ld narrow road of discipleship; in such a way maya person be 

truly and forever free and blessed. 



CHAPTER III 

THE WORK OF DISCIPLESHIP 

Althoug}l the way of Christian discipleship is at first a personal decision 

and an individual calling, Jesus stresses action. His followers have a job to 

do, a ministry to those around them; they cannot remain in ivory towers dis

cussing theological principles, but must go out and work in the world. Even 

as the Master had a mission, so the disciples are assigned a task from him. 

Matthew describes a scene in his gospel in which the immensity of this task 

even overwhelms Jesus: "So Jesus went around all the tovms and villages teaching 

in their syaagogues, aIL'1ouncing the good news of the Kingdom, and curing every 

kind of ailment and disease. The sight of the people moved him to pity: they 

were like shee:!? without a shepherd, harassed and helpless; and he said to his 

disciples, 'Th,:! crop is heavy, but the laborers are scarce; you must therefore 

beg the owner -to send laborers to harvest his crop'" (Matthew 9: 35-38). 

One of the first things Eonhoeffer notices about this story is the poignant 

description of the crowds ftlike sheep without a shepherd." Here were the people 

of Israel wandHring about, searching for a leader--someone who would minister 

to their spiri1~al needs along with being a political leader. Those who held 

power in the time of Jesus, the priests and Romans, had failed to give these 

hungry, searching crowds someone to look up to. Instead, the ruling classes 

explOited the poor, trying constantly to keep them in their place. No one lifted 

them up or led them into peace and prosperity: "There were questions but no 

answers, distress but no relief, anguish of conscience but no deliverance, tears 

but no consolation, sin but no forgiveness. Where was the good shepherd they 

needed so badly'?" (p. 224). Oh yes, the Pharisees honestly tried to lead the 

people into the way of God, but ended up heaping burdensome laws on them and 
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sternly conderming them when they fell short. What use were all these orthodox 

preachers and expounders of the Law, when they were not filled with boundless 

pity and compassion for God's maltreated and injured people? It is no wonder 

that the hope for the coming of the Messiah was so strong during this time. 

So Jesua looks at these misguided crowds, and his heart is filled to over

flowing with eompassion for them. What a contrast there is between the Master's 

reaction and 1~at of the rulers! Instead of perceiving the people as ,vretched 

and poor, Jesus sees the ripe harvest of God-the great and wonderful potentials 

locked in each member of the crowd. "The harvest is great," he says. The time 

has come for i~ese potentials to be unleashed; the hour has arrived when the 

harvest must be gathered into the kingdom of God. "Jesus beholds the promise 

of God descending on the multitudes where the scribes and zealots saw only a 

field trampled down, burnt and ravaged. Jesus sees the fields waving with corn 

and ripe for the kingdom. • • • ~~e harvest is great, but only Jesus in his 

mercy Cro1 see it" (p. 225). 

Thus, the followers have their work cut out for them. They must harvest 

this crop; they must bring out the potential for good in each individual; they 

must continue the work of the Pilaster. But how CCUl they do this? In what way 

may the disciples be made capable of such a gigantic task? Only by looking to 

the Master for guidance and help will they be able to fulfill this obligation. 

Jesus ta::ees his disciples ("learners") and transforms them into apostles 

("those who arl~ sent"). He arms them with the power of his Holy Spirit-an 

effective forc4~ without which the work could not be done. Because of their new 

role, they are given the power that Jesus himself possesses--the spiritual strength 

to preach, teaeh, and heal; since they are sharing his work, they now share some 

of his authority. It is indeed unfortunate that the Church in the past centuries 

has forgot'ten this fact. We are often content to be learners, but we tend to shy 
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away from the work as apostles, i~1oring the promise of power which Jesus 

gives: "Truly, truly, I say to you, he who believes in me will also do the 

works that I do; .§:lli! greater works ~ these :!!1!. he do. • • • II ( John 14: 12). 

We express the belief that the age of miracles ended with the original apostles, 

when in reality, those days were only the beginning. 

Ah, but we say that Jesus' disciples were special men--that they were 

saints. Perhaps this would seem to be true at first glance, but when we look 

at the Twelve more carefully and study the gospels in more detail, we realize 

that these men were very human with a human diversity of character. What dif

ferences between Peter, Matthew, John, Simon the Zealot, ~~d Judas Iscariot! 

Many of the others are just names to us now, but we can be sure that they were 

not plaster saints either. Nevertheless, this heterogeneous group of men was 

molded into the foundation of the Church. ''No power in the world could have 

united these men for a common taak, save the call of Jesus. But that call 

transcended all their previous divisions, and established a new and steadfast 

fellowship in Jesus" (p. 227). That power which tJ2e Master imparted to his 

followers made them equal to their task. And the same power is possible for 

the followers ,:>f the Christ today. 

As in all things, though, the disciples are dependent in this work upon 

the will of the Master. They are not left free to "do their own thing;" they 

cannot choose their own methods nor can they adopt their own conception of the 

task. The follower's work is Christ-work. They are not allowed to pick where 

they will go to minister, either; Jesus sends them where they are needed most. 

"This makes it quite clear that it is not their ovm work they are doing, but 

God's ft (p. 228). 

Perhaps ~;his whole idea may seem constraining. The perfect freedom 

promised to tho new disciple must now appear to be a lie, especially to those 
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outside of the' fellowship of the Master. Actually this only seems to be the 

case. For a follower of the Christ, Jesus is all he needs; in t...'1e Master alone 

is he able to find the complete peace his heart has searched for. However, the 

work he is no~' sent to do will meet with success only in so far as the disciple 

has followed God's will. If he tries to rebel, to become more Itfree," he finds 

himself even more tightly bound: the responsibility for success now rests purely 

on the shoulders of the disciple himself. He is alone--and destined to fail. 

On the other hand, when the follower eoes where Jesus sends, the work is blessed, 

and God is trusted for success. The assurance is also given that the IJaster 

will be with be follower as a partner, giving him strength and power to meet 

the task. For the true disciple there can be no better freedom than this. 

Thus, thl~ disciples are sent forth to do the work of their Master. They 

are nolV his fellow-workers , receiving his power and authority, only to give 

their love, conpassion, and help freely to those who need it. Jesus sends them 

out with the words: "He that receives you, receives me •••• " Oiiatthew 10: 40). 

LTJ. this way thE) followers are now to meet those to mom they are sent as if they 

were Christ himself; they are bearers of his presence. To be a discirle of the 

Christ is to bring to the world the most precious and wonderful gift imaginable-

the gift of JeE,us Christ. Inherent in this gift is costly grace , forgiveness, 

and salvation for the believer with whom the disci:ples come into contact. This 

in itself is the greatest reward a disciple can receive--the fruit of his toil 

anel suffering. 

The work of discipleship is unending; what began with a group of twelve 

men following tl1e God-man has grown into an organized religion which has rep

resentatives on every continent of the world. Today it seems that the world is 

in the same situation as Israel in the time of Jesus: we have questions but 

no answers, distress but no relief, anguish of mind and conscience but no 
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deliverance, tears but no cor.solation, sin but no forgiveness. We ask with the 

searching Israelites of old, "Where is the good shepherd we need so badly?" And 

now the answer must be given-the same answer as was given the Jews--.Jesus is the 

good shepherd who laid down his life for the sheep. We, the followers of the 

Christ, must be the ones to lift up his name. We bear his presence with us; 

we are responsible noV! to see the fields heavily laden for the harvest; we hold 

the keys which will unlock the potential for creative cood in the world. This 

was the Master's work-and still is, for that matter--but now we must carry on 

his work in the Vlorld, always looking to him for guidance and strength. It is 

our responsibility to make Christ knovm to all: 

He has no hand s , no hands at all, 
Ho way to lift a heavy load. 

Ho hands to still the tempests of life, 
Save the hands of His children. 

lie has no hands. 

He has no feet, no feet at all, 
To carry His love throughout the world; 

Eo feet at all to lead the Vleary home, 
Save the feet of His children. 

He has no feet. 

He has no voice, no voice at all, 
no song to sing in the darkness; 

:No voice to tell of Redeeming love, 
Save the voice of His children. 

He has no way to save the world from sin 
But through our lives, consecrated to Him 

And His glory! 1 

This is the essence of the disciple's work. 

tRuth ~;man, He Has}fo Hands (Schmitt, Hall and McCreary Co.: Miruleapolis, 
1971 ) • 



CONCLUSION 

"When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die" (p. 99). Although 

this is true i:1 a fieurative sense for all true Christian disciples, for some 

the time comes in which it is necessary to take this statemer.t literally. The 

pages of Church history are replete with the stories of the martyrs. It so 

happens that the man who Wl'ote ~ Cost .Qf. Discipleship may be numbered wi t.h 

them. Dietri~l Bor.hoeffer, who revived the emphasis on suffering in the Christian 

faith, suffered persecution and death at the hands of his enemies-even as his 

Lord had. Dur:ing his days in Nazi prisons, Bonhoeffer realized how costly-

and therefore how precious--his Christian commitment was. "It was brotherly 

love of his fe:.low-men which also caused BOl'1..hoeffer to believe that it VIas not 

enough to follow Christ by preaching, teaching, and writing. No, he was in 

deadly earnest when he called for Christian action and self-sacrifice" (p. 23). 

I must ac~it that I am fascinated by Dietrich Bonhoeffer. I meditate on 

what a loss hi~: death constituted; he was so young, and had so much wi thin him 

that needed to come out--but the time would not allow. We are the poorer for 

what was left inside. Nevertheless, he gave us mucr.--so very much--to contem

plate about discipleship. And we are the richer for this. 

Bonhoeffer's whole life of discipleship was a struggle toward freedom; 

that word meant something to him that eludes us. He thought of something more 

than political or intellectual freedom: for him it meant individual, spiritual 

freedom--almost a heaven-like state. Thus, as he looked at Jesus, he saw that 

the 1~ster also had struggled toward freedom. Shortly before his execution, 

Bonhoeffer wrOt,~ a poem enti tIed ~~.Q1!.lli Road to Freedom. I am sure 

that this piece of poetry holds much of Bonhoeffer's heart and soul in it, 
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because when we read it, we feel the pastorts longings, too: 

Discipline 

If you set out to seek freedom, then learn above all things 
to govern your soul and senses, for fear that your passions 
and longing may lead you away from the path you should follow. 
Chaste be your mind and your body, and both in subjection, 
obediently, steadfastly seeking the aim set before them; 
only through discipline maya man le~rn to be free. 

Action 

Daring to do what is right, not what fa.'1CY may tell you, 
valiantly grasping occasions, not cravenly doubting--
freedo:m comes only through deeds, not throuGh thoughts taking wing. 
Faint :not nor fear, but go out to the storm and the action, 
trusting ir.. God whose commandment you faithfully follow; 
freedo:l1, exul tan t, will weI come your spiri t with joy. 

Suffering 

A change has come indeed. Your hands, so strong and active, 
are bo'und; in helplessness now you see your action 
is ended; you sigh in relief, your cause committing 
to stronger hands; so now you may rest contented. 
Only for one blissful moment could you draw near to touch freedom; 
then, that it might be perfected in glory, you gave it to God. 

Death 

Come n(lW, thou greatest of feasts on the journey to freedom eternal; 
death, cast aside all the burdensome chains, and demolish 
the walls of our temporal body, the walls of our souls that are blinded, 
so that at last we may see that which here remains hidden. 
Freedom, how long we have sought thee in discipline 1 action, and suffering; 
dying, we now may behold thee revealed in the Lord. 1 

I could not help noticing, as I re-read this poem, how closely it parallels 

the life of Je:,JUs. It seems that he went through all of these experiences in his 

life here with us. But I GUess that that is what makes him the I.laster: he has 

gone on before, struggling, striving, and loving life, and we as disciples must 

follow in his :~ootsteps. True, they are bloody footprints, but that makes them 

all the easier to see and follow. Bonhoeffer followed him all the ,vay. I often 

1Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters ~ Papers .f.r2m. Prison (The Macmillan Co., 
New York, 1971), pp. 370-371. 
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wonder whether I could die for what I believe about Jesus as Bonhoeffer did. 

But even as I begin to ponder this question, I realize that for me--and, I 

guess, for all disciples--the true test is not whether I can die for him, but 

whether or not I can live for Jesus. 

And Jesus said, "If you dwell wi thin the 
revelation I have brought, you are indeed 
my disciples; you shall lmow the truth, and 
the truth will set you free." 

John s: 31-32 
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