
60 • EJT 20:1

EJT (2011) 20:1, 60–69	 0960–2720

* * * * * * * *

* * * * * * * *

* * * * * * * *

Résumé

L’auteur présente une introduction aux trois paradigmes 
théologiques d’engagement social dans le monde sécu-
lier, autrement dit les outils heuristiques utilisés par 
des chrétiens évangéliques. A commencer par les plus 
populaires : le modèle néo-calviniste (Abraham Kuyper) 
et le modèle néo-anabaptiste (Stanley Hauerwas). Si le 
premier se caractérise par un mouvement extroverti, 
le deuxième est marqué par un mouvement introverti. 
En guise d’une sorte de voie médiane, un troisième 
paradigme est présenté, celui de Dietrich Bonhoeffer. 

Généralement présenté comme une interprétation éclai-
rante de la théorie des deux royaumes de Martin Luther, 
ce modèle est d’une pertinence certaine pour nous dans 
un contexte sécularisé et postmoderne. Son éthique de 
responsabilité est christocentrique, elle maintient l’équi-
libre délicat entre le rôle unique de l’Eglise d’une part, et 
d’autre part le rôle du disciple chrétien dans le monde 
séculier. L’approche de Bonhoeffer constitue une solide 
base théologique pour une éthique sociale évangélique, 
puisqu’elle met en rapport la christologie, la spiritualité 
et l’action sociale.

Zusammenfassung

Der vorliegende Artikel stellt kurz drei wichtige theolo-
gische Paradigmen bzw. heuristische Instrumente vor, 
die evangelikale Christen in ihrem sozialen Engagement 
in einer säkularen Gesellschaft anwenden. Zunächst 
werden zwei bekannte Modelle diskutiert: Das neocal-
vinistische (Abraham Kuyper) sowie das neo-anabap-
tistische (Stanley Hauerwas) Modell. Während das erstere 
eine extrovertierte Bewegungsrichtung hat, ist letzteres 
introvertiert. Das dritte Paradigma stammt von Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer und wird hier als via media vorgeschlagen. Es 
wird von Vielen als eine aufschlussreiche und für unsere 
säkulare und postmoderne Gesellschaft äußerst rele-
vante Interpretation von Martin Luthers „Zwei-Reiche-
Lehre» angesehen. Bonhoeffers christuszentrische Ethik 
der Verantwortung hält die Rolle der Kirche und die 
Rolle des einzelnen Christen in einer säkularen Gesell-
schaft im Gleichgewicht. Bonhoeffers Ansatz ist eine viel-
versprechende Grundlage für eine evangelikale Ethik, da 
er Christologie und Spiritualität mit sozialem Engagement 
verbindet.

Summary

This article provides a brief introduction to three basic 
theological paradigms or heuristic devices of social 
engagement employed by evangelical Christians in secu-
lar society. First, two popular models are discussed: the 
Neo-Calvinist (Abraham Kuyper) and the Neo-Anabaptist 
(Stanley Hauerwas). The first is characterised by its extra-
vert movement and the second by its introvert move-
ment. The third paradigm, that of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 

will be proposed as a kind of via media. It is commonly 
described as an illuminating interpretation of Martin 
Luther’s ‘Two Kingdoms Theory’ that is highly relevant 
for our secular and postmodern setting. Bonhoeffer’s 
christocentric ethic of responsibility keeps the delicate 
balance between the unique role of the church and the 
role of the Christian disciple in a secular world. Bonhoef-
fer’s approach gives sound theological grounding for an 
evangelical social ethic as it combines Christology and 
spirituality with social activism.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer: a third way of Christian 
social engagement

Patrick Nullens
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starts with a strong view on God’s sovereignty. 
Every sphere of humanity’s endeavour must have 
the Triune God as its sovereign Lord. Abraham 
Kuyper developed the idea of ‘Sphere Sovereignty’ 
to apply the claims of the sovereign Christ to every 
sphere of life, be it family, Church, state, educa-
tion, philosophy, art, science or theology. We rec-
ognise this in the famous quote from his inaugural 
lecture at the founding of the Free University of 
Amsterdam (1880):

No single piece of our mental world is to be 
sealed off from the rest and there is not a square 
inch in the whole domain of human existence 
over which Christ, who is sovereign over all, 
does not cry: ‘Mine!’6

For Kuyper, Calvinism was much more than a 
denomination or group of denominations. It is an 
all-encompassing world-and-life view which ena-
bles us to understand and make sense of reality.7 

According to Neo-Calvinism, all Christians are 
called in their professional lives to restore, trans-
form and redeem the natural, spiritual, cultural 
and social realms of God’s creation; to bear upon 
society, to influence and change it, redeeming and 
claiming it for Christ to whom the whole created 
order belongs. This divine sovereignty is reflected 
in a three-fold human sovereignty, namely in the 
state, in society and in the Church. This sphere-
sovereignty of creation order became an impor-
tant building block in the development of a broad 
Christian worldview which enabled Christians to 
take earnest responsibility for their different roles 
in society. Kuyper tried to do justice to the rich 
and multifaceted fabric of human existence under 
the sovereignty of God. This Reformed paradigm 
gives Christians directions to be wise stewards of 
society while preventing ecclesiastical authorities 
from dictating public policy. Kuyper also stressed 
the need to keep the government in its proper 
sphere:

The State may never become an octopus, which 
stifles the whole of life. It must occupy its own 
place, on its own root, among all the other trees 
of the forest, and thus it has to honour and 
maintain every form of life which grows inde-
pendently in its own sacred autonomy.8

Antithesis and common grace
To explain the ambivalent relationship between 
Christians and society, Kuyper used two seemingly 
contradicting doctrines: antithesis and common 
grace. According to Kuyper, there exists a basic 

Introduction1

The Lausanne covenant expresses our common 
evangelical concern for the wellbeing of society:

We affirm that God is both the Creator and 
the Judge of all people. We therefore should 
share his concern for justice and reconciliation 
throughout human society and for the libera-
tion of men and women from every kind of 
oppression.2

But how do we share God’s concern for all people? 
Most European countries cherish a clear division 
between Church and state. Secularization is highly 
valued and religion is perceived mainly as a pri-
vate matter. So, as we might expect, our Chris-
tian concerns are not always warmly welcomed in 
the public sphere. Nevertheless, many evangelical 
Christians are deeply involved in social issues and 
policy making. Living in the Brussels area I regu-
larly meet fellow believers who are deeply involved 
in policy-making issues. As evangelicals, they are 
often in search of a sound biblical and theological 
foundation to support their public activities.

This article briefly introduces three basic theo-
logical paradigms or heuristic devices for a call to 
Christian social engagement in secular society.3 It 
starts with contrasting two well known models: 
the Neo-Calvinist and the Neo-Anabaptist. Two 
representatives have been selected, respectively, 
Abraham Kuyper (1837-1920) and Stanley Hau-
erwas (*1940). Evangelical Christians are often 
stuck in the debate between these two opposing 
alternatives, the Reformed and the Anabaptist.4 
Therefore, a third approach will be proposed as a 
kind of via media. After dealing with the views of 
Kuyper and Hauerwas, the social ethics of Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer (1906-1945) will be proposed as an 
illuminating interpretation of Luther’s ‘Two King-
doms Theory’ that is highly relevant for our secu-
lar and postmodern setting. Finally, this essay will 
show that Bonhoeffer’s approach is inspiring for 
evangelicals as it combines Christology and spir-
ituality with social activism.

1. The Neo-Calvinistic paradigm

Calvinism as a world view
Neo-Calvinism means Calvinism after moder-
nity or in response to modernity.5 It encompasses a 
worldview in which Calvinism serves as a cultural 
force in a pluralistic democratic society. Neo-Cal-
vinism provides a full theocentric worldview that 
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of people are joint co-workers with God as well 
as instruments of God.11 In this sense it is evident 
how Kuyper could praise the Enlightenment as it 
brought about the collapse of the ancient regime 
and gave birth to social democracy. Yet its antireli-
gious stress on human autonomy as a substitute for 
God’s sovereignty was held to be deplorable.

Modernistic paradigm
Neo-Calvinism was developed in the context of 
modernism in the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth century as an alternative to Hegelian monistic 
idealism and the dominant evolutionary material-
ism. Inevitably, it made use of modern forms of 
argumentation in its critical assessment of culture. 
It is characterised by the search for a comprehen-
sive worldview with strong rational components 
based on God’s revelation. At its centre is the 
insight that all created life bears in itself a law for 
its existence, instituted by God himself. God has 
set clear boundaries which science can discover. In 
that sense Neo-Calvinism is still speaking in terms 
similar to the meta-narratives of modernity. In 
the attempt to update Calvinism some traditional 
modern concepts were embraced, as Peter Heslam 
rightfully observes,

In fact, however, this programme borrowed lib-
erally from the systems it purported to oppose 
– from pantheism the idea of coherence unity, 
from evolutionism the idea of human and reli-
gious progress.12

Today, the antithetical approach and the claim to 
have a clear insight in the creational order have an 
antagonistic ring to them. Postmodern thinkers 
react with some allergy to all forms of authorita-
tive truth claims and foundationalism. We live not 
only in a post-Christian but even in a post-secular 
context. Postmodernity asserts that we are not the 
masters of the world that surrounds us. There is no 
such thing as ‘the creational order’ that we could 
impose on people from other traditions and sets of 
beliefs. The Neo-Calvinistic model still has the fla-
vour of ‘Christendom’, an ideal most people have 
abandoned a long time ago. There were religious 
convictions amalgamated with political power 
where the wickedness of humankind is demon-
strated at its very best. In a postmodern mind-
set Neo-Calvinism might be suspected of being 
inclined to play a power game using institutional 
structures to influence society.

We can learn a lot from Kuyper but we have 
to be aware that the challenges have changed 

antithesis between the Kingdom of God and the 
world. The redeemed live out of one principle – 
love for God, and all other people live out of the 
opposite principle, namely rebellion against God. 
In Western culture, these are two ways of life 
between which we have to choose. There is the 
naturalistic and humanistic principle of modernity 
and there is Christianity based on God’s revelation. 
In the case of science, the conflict is not between 
faith and science as such. According to Kuyper 
all science presupposes some kind of faith. The 
true conflict is between two fundamentally differ-
ent assertions of the cosmos: the Normalists and 
the Abnormalists. The first group perceives the 
cosmos as being normal as it evolves spontane-
ously from its structural potentials to its ideal. The 
second group sees the present cosmos as abnormal, 
disturbed by the Fall to such an extent that only 
a regenerating power can warrant the final attain-
ment of its goal. Ultimately, there are two kinds 
of human consciousness: that of the regenerated 
and of the unregenerated.9 This doctrine has a 
deep impact on all our views on issues in work and 
society. The gap between these two perceptions of 
reality is profoundly deep and fundamental in its 
nature.

Nevertheless, the gap, deep as it is, can be 
bridged. There is an important point of contact 
between believers and unbelievers. This bridge 
is not made by diminishing the effects of sin on 
humanity. That would be semi-Pelagian and thus 
uncharacteristic of the Calvinist heritage. Again, 
Kuyper’s proposal is entirely theocentric. The 
antithesis can only be solved by God himself. So, 
Kuyper developed his famous doctrine of common 
grace.10 It is the idea that in addition to special or 
saving grace, which is given only to God’s elect, 
there is also a grace that God bestows on all humans. 
Whereas special grace regenerates people’s hearts, 
common grace restrains the destructive process 
of sin within humankind in general and enables 
them to develop the latent possibilities of creation. 
Through common grace, every person can make a 
positive contribution to the fulfilment of the cul-
tural mandate as given to humanity before the Fall. 
Civilization, development and progress should 
not be ascribed to Satan but seen as proceeding 
from God. There is a continuous development of 
the human race with as its supreme end the glory 
of God. Believers and unbelievers share the gift 
of common grace. Natural persons are unable to 
do any spiritual good, but they are nevertheless 
able to perform civic righteousness. Both groups 
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possibility an objective universal ethic is slowly 
dying. MacIntyre argues that the contemporary 
ethical discourse is constituted of fragments from 
various historical contexts which no longer exist. 
He opts for virtue ethics to enable human beings 
to come to their purpose (telos). But virtues have 
to be embedded in specific historical and narrative 
structures.19 Hauerwas follows MacIntyre in root-
ing character formation in a specific narrative of a 
historic community. In the case of Christianity, our 
story is a part of God’s story. We are not called to 
be ‘moral’ but to be faithful to the story which says 
that we are creatures under the Lordship of God.20

Church ethics
According to Hauerwas, we must not focus prima-
rily on the world but on the Church. His ethics is an 
ecclesial ethics. Let the Church simply be church. 
Not as an establishment in either legal or cultural 
form, but as a community of those who are faithful 
to the story of Jesus Christ. In this way the Church 
becomes an alternative community that carries out 
the story of God and participates in a kingdom 
established in and through Jesus of Nazareth. The 
Church is an alternative political body opposed to 
the kingdoms of this world. In opposition to any 
individualistic ethic, or to any sort of natural ethic 
based on general human nature or any minimalist 
liberal ethics, Hauerwas takes the community of 
believers as the one starting point and focus of all 
Christian ethics. Christian ethics is Church ethics, 
not some generally accepted universal philosophi-
cal ethic with a broad view on justice. One of the 
best known quotes from Hauerwas is his dictum 
that ‘the church does not have a social ethic; the 
church is a social ethic’. This highlights the call for 
the Church to embody the Christian story and in 
doing so becoming the visible alternative to the 
ways of the world. The Church has to train its 
people to become Christians displaying virtues and 
character, and to live up to its unique narrative; to 
be the community of the cross, the people of God’s 
‘peaceable Kingdom’; to reject any use of violence, 
thereby risking its very security; to set its hope on 
the providence of its gracious God. The church in 
and in contrast to this world. In order to become 
acceptable and influential in public life, the Church 
would have to level its unique and radical demands 
on people’s lives.

A typical misunderstanding is to qualify this 
model as ‘sectarian’.21 Hauerwas does propose 
a critical and partial participation in society. The 
gospel doesn’t contain a social theory or a pref-

immensely since his time. This doesn’t imply that 
Neo-Calvinism has become totally obsolete under 
the pressure of postmodern relativism. Interesting 
attempts are being made to make Neo-Calvinism 
more relevant in a postmodern context.13 In some 
respects, for instance in its epistemology and its 
denunciation of the presumed neutrality of natural-
ism, it was way ahead its time. It deconstructed the 
myth of unbiased science long before postmoder-
nity. Finally, Kuyper was always suspicious about 
an overly powerful Church because his views were 
rooted in personal piety.

2. The Neo-Anabaptist paradigm14

Constantinianism
In contrast to the more Calvinistic branch of evan-
gelicalism, a growing number of theologians are 
denying the justification, the feasibility or even 
the desirability of a Christian state.15 This pacifist 
Anabaptist stream is very much alive and seems 
to fit well with the postmodern mindset. Stanley 
Hauerwas, a theological ethicist, is an important 
spokesperson of this Anabaptist paradigm.16 For 
Hauerwas, as a theologian of the Radical Refor-
mation, the Neo-Calvinistic approach is too much 
a Constantinian synthesis or a type of constructive 
Protestantism.17 Constantinianism is Hauerwas’s 
shorthand for accommodation to the world and 
giving in to the seduction of power.18 Hauerwas 
claims that up to the present time, especially in 
the United States, when the relationship between 
Church and state is considered, the Constantinian 
mindset still holds Christian thinking captive. This 
is true of liberal as well as conservative Protestant-
ism. Both think that the church’s business is to use 
the state’s means of power, especially through leg-
islation and law enforcement for the improvement 
of society, regardless of how such a good is to be 
achieved.

It is exactly this basic assumption, often taken for 
granted, that Hauerwas tries to prove faulty. One 
of his books carries the poignant and program-
matic title After Christendom? How the church is to 
behave if freedom, justice, and a Christian nation are 
bad ideas (1991). Hauerwas defies the arrogance 
of modernism which claims that we can create our 
own stories. We do not construct our own stories 
or our own ethics; we are always shaped in and 
by the context of community. Hauerwas embraces 
the postmodern critique of the Catholic philoso-
pher Alasdair MacIntyre that confidence in the 
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paradigm into a mainly introvert model. Fruitful 
interaction between the Christian faith and our 
democratic political culture would require a more 
positive appreciation of Christian public involve-
ment.23 One important cause of Hauerwas’ con-
flictual paradigm is his unnuanced and dogmatic 
view on the sin of the Constantinian turn.24 But 
Lesslie Newbigin asks the correct question:

It is easy to point – as monks and hermits, 
prophets and reformers in all ensuing centuries 
have continued to point – to the glaring con-
tradiction between the Jesus of the Gospels and 
his followers occupying the seats of power and 
wealth. And yet we have to ask, would God’s 
purpose as it is revealed in Scripture have been 
better served if the church had refused all politi-
cal responsibility, if there had never been a 
‘Christian’ Europe, if all the churches for the 
past two thousand years had lived as tolerated 
or persecuted minorities like the Armenians, the 
Assyrians, and the Copts? It is difficult to think 
so.25

So, a more dialectic and theologically nuanced per-
spective on public life is much needed.

3. Bonhoeffer’s christocentric 
responsibility ethics

The third paradigm: Bonhoeffer’s view 
on the Two Kingdoms

Neo-Calvinism brings a lot to the table for Chris-
tians active in the public domain. Its theocentric 
approach to modern society is very appealing. But 
as a paradigm it is indebted to a traditional view of 
the possibility of a Christian nation26 and to mod-
ernistic optimism. Neo-Anabaptism draws us back 
to the central theme of the Christian community as 
an alternative polis but it tends to reduce Christian 
ethics to a story of and for the Church only. The 
first model is characterised by an extravert appeal 
to all Christians to fulfil their God-given roles 
in society, whereas the second model of ecclesial 
ethics entails an introvert move to the community 
of the faithful. Kuyper provides us with a modern 
interpretation of the Reformed view of Church and 
society in relationship, whereas Hauerwas offers a 
postmodern interpretation of the Anabaptist view. 
The third well known paradigm for the relation 
between Church and society (state) is Luther’s 
‘two kingdoms model’. According to Luther, there 
are two realms of existence, one for the Christian 

erence for some type of governmental structure 
but it requests that we act in concrete situations. 
Hauerwas’ focus is primarily on the integrity of 
the Church. The Church’s life of discipleship, of 
displaying a Christ-like character, is not simply self-
serving, allowing Christians to live a good life and 
to feel good about it. Hauerwas’ social ethics can 
be called subversive instead of universal. But in its 
response it provides a positive programme of char-
acter formation through communal practices.22 
Hauerwas constantly thinks of the ‘effect’ that the 
Church has on society. So, somewhat paradoxically, 
while on the one hand criticizing ‘liberal’ Christi-
anity for diluting the unique Christian message by 
trying to be accepted and effective in a public that 
does not share Christian commitments, in his own 
way Hauerwas constantly has an eye for the impact 
and relevance of the Church in society as the coun-
ter-cultural society, the alternative polis, the body 
politic that practices politics in a way compatible 
with and shaped by the way of the Messiah. Hau-
erwas does not propose a sort of disengagement 
from the world. Quite the contrary, it seems that 
practically everything the Church does has social 
and political consequences.

The way the Church impacts society is not by 
trying to change it through involvement in the 
structures of liberal society on its inherent terms, 
but by witnessing to society about a truly alter-
native life by means of the Church’s members. In 
doing so the Church helps the world to see that 
it is the world that is falling short of the intended 
good, virtuous, peaceful and truthful life exhibited 
among and by God’s people. It is imperative that 
the Church engage the world on its own terms, not 
on the terms of the world, that is, liberal, Enlight-
enment, democratic, pluralist terms. The church’s 
politics is of a different kind than the politics of 
liberal society. Hauerwas fears that the price Chris-
tians are paying for getting a hearing in liberal soci-
ety is too high; instead of exercising a genuinely 
Christian influence on society, what happens is that 
the Church is being compromised in the process by 
having to deny exactly what makes Christian social 
ethics ‘Christian’.

Dualistic paradigm
The Neo-Anabaptist paradigm reasons from a 
dualistic split between Church and society. There 
seems to be a lack of searching for common ground 
between these two realities. Therefore the interac-
tion is mainly seen in terms of conflict, albeit in 
a pacifistic form. This turns the Neo-Anabaptist 
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than simply some form of imitatio Christi. Bonho-
effer’s ethics is fully Christocentric even as it deals 
with the world of the secular. In the Christology of 
Chalcedon the two natures of Christ, his divinity 
and humanity, are one and yet differentiated.33 The 
central event on which our ethics should be based 
is: ‘In Jesus Christ the reality of God has entered 
into the reality of this world.’34 This divine event 
has changed dramatically our perception of reality 
as a whole. In Christ all things exist (Colossians 
1:17). We are now in Christ invited to participate 
in this actual reality (Christuswirklichkeit). Reality is 
the world as accepted by God in Jesus Christ. There 
is no dualism between world and Church since in 
Christ there is only one realm in which the reality 
of God and the reality of the world are united:

In Christ we are invited to participate in the 
reality of God and the reality of the world at the 
same time, the one not without the other. The 
reality of God is disclosed only as it places me 
completely into the reality of the world.35

This christocentrism implies a refutation of the 
autonomy of reason and the independent lawful-
ness of the secular world (Eigengesetzlichkeit). 
Christ is the true source and centre of all reason, 
justice and culture. ‘To Christ everything must 
return; only under Christ’s protection can it live.’36 
The only relationship we have to the world is 
through Jesus Christ. Our involvement in society 
is not primarily grounded on some theology of 
creation, natural law, reason or universal human 
rights.37

The christocentric approach tempers the expec-
tation we have for our role in society. Jesus was 
hardly involved in solving worldly problems.

His word is not an answer to human ques-
tions and problems, but the divine answer to 
the divine question addressed to human beings. 
The word is essentially not from below but from 
above.38

We are not there to bring solutions (Lösung) for all 
the problems of the world but to bring redemption 
(Erlösung).39

However, this does not discharge us from our 
calling. Our relationship to the world is one of 
responsibility for the world in both word and deed. 
The essence of Christ’s personhood is ‘being-there-
for others’ (Dasein-für-andere), so are we called 
to be present in this world. The Church is only 
church when it is there for others.40 This brings us 
to the important christological concept of depu-
tyship (Stellvertretung) or vicarious representative 

and one for the non-Christian, while the Christian 
lives in both realms simultaneously. The one at his 
right hand is the realm of grace and gospel and the 
other, at his left hand, is ruled by the sword and 
the law. What is essential is that God rules in both 
spheres – but in different ways. This is not a form 
of dualism since good and evil can be found in the 
two realms.27

Bonhoeffer basically follows the Lutheran 
model but gives his own creative interpretation of 
it. He mainly reacted to the German Christians28 
who misinterpreted the Lutheran model in a dual-
istic sense, as if one were dealing with two dif-
ferent realities, one with and one without Christ. 
According to Bonhoeffer, the monk and the cul-
tural Protestant of the nineteenth century share the 
error that there are two separate spheres, the sacred 
and the profane, as if we could exist in only one of 
these. On the contrary, there is only one reality and 
that is ‘God’s reality revealed in Christ in the reality 
of the world’.29

Christocentrism
Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s christocentric approach is 
very appealing to an evangelical social ethic which 
takes the gospel as its central message. Through 
his christological ethics Bonhoeffer provides a 
theological grounding for an introvert as well as 
an extravert dimension of Christian social engage-
ment. Christian ethics is concerned with the com-
munity. But the particularity of the divine mandate 
of the Church is to proclaim the lordship of Christ 
over the whole world.30 Hauerwas appreciates 
Bonhoeffer’s focus on the visibility of the Church 
as a suffering community of disciples over against 
a Constantinian state Church.31

In Discipleship Bonhoeffer gives us a Christ-
centred spirituality that incorporates the insights 
of his earlier writings on Church, faith and com-
munity life into the practical area of Christian life. 
Christian discipleship is the response par excellence 
to systemic evil in society. Jesus suffered and was 
rejected by the world. His passion was a passion 
without worldly honour and this sums up the 
message of the cross. This ‘must of suffering and 
rejection’ has now become the badge of true dis-
cipleship.32 Only through the intense experience 
of suffering can we understand the meaning of 
the cross. What Bonhoeffer has in common with 
Hauerwas’ paradigm is the idea that the Church as 
body is first of all a suffering Church, rejected and 
persecuted for the sake of the gospel.

Yet the meaning of Christ goes much deeper 
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Secularised world
The reality of Christ leads us to the reality of the 
world today. As Bonhoeffer wrote in one of his 
prison letters:

I am continuously driven by the question what 
Christianity or who Christ is for us today. The 
time when people could be told everything by 
means of words, whether theological or pious 
words, is over, and so is the time of inwardness 
and conscience – and that means the time of reli-
gion in general.47

Bonhoeffer had a very clear view on the process 
of secularization. ‘God as a working hypothesis in 
morals, politics, or science, has been surmounted 
and abolished…’48 He does not believe there is any 
valid method for changing the situation and he is 
critical of the results of some apologetic attempts. 
These are pointless; the world has simply come 
of age (die mündig gewordene Welt). There is the 
‘promising godlessness’ of the world come of age 
which arose as a protest against the religiously dis-
guised godlessness of the façade of Christianity. 
There is no longer room for pseudo-religiosity and 
metaphysical systems. Humanity is drawn back 
upon itself, freed from false traditional religious 
practice. Humanity has stepped out of false solu-
tions, been deprived of the opium of religion and 
therefore humanity is now open for a true conver-
sion to the reality of God. Living in this secular 
world is the way of the cross.49

On the cross God lets himself be pushed out of 
the world. God is powerless and weak in the 
world and precisely as such is he with us and 
helps us.50

Through mortificatio comes vivicatio. In this pain 
we can experience God’s nearness. As Ulrik Nissen 
rightfully observers, ‘The secular is not atheologi-
cal.’ The theology of the cross provides the pro-
phetic motive of demonstrating Christ in a secular 
world as well as the basis for deep piety and Chris-
tian mysticism.

But there is another reason why Bonhoeffer 
speaks positively about secularization.51 Mankind 
has liberated itself and is able to stand against ideo-
logical powers and false religion. Bonhoeffer was 
disappointed in the German church as it had failed 
to confront Nazism powerfully. However, he had 
met courageous people outside the church who 
were prepared to take a stand and to struggle for 
righteousness and truth.

action. Christ lived and died vicariously, and so 
his disciples are called to vicarious actions out of 
responsible love.41 Through Christ’s representative 
actions, a new reality has been created which has 
now become the life principle of all Christians.

But let us not be overly idealistic. We cannot 
solve all the problems since there are social, politi-
cal and economic systems that hinder faith in Jesus 
Christ and destroy the essence of human beings. 
Nonetheless we are called to overcome these prob-
lems. ‘Everything the church has to say regarding 
the orders of the world can only have the effect 
of preparing the way.’42 We should be interested in 
worldly questions and ask ourselves ‘Who is Christ 
for us today?’

Involvement and creational order
According to Bonhoeffer, there is a dual task for 
the Church as it deals with secular problems.43 The 
first one is to draw a negative boundary through 
proclaiming the word of God. The Church has 
to declare guilty those structures that hinder the 
faith. The second task is a positive contribution, 
not so much based on the word of God but on 
the authority of responsible counsel by Christian 
experts. Distinguishing those two tasks is char-
acteristic for the Lutheran model. It protects the 
radical character of the word proclamation and dif-
ferentiates it from the merely human counsel given 
by Christian experts. In this context Bonhoeffer 
quotes Luther: ‘Teaching is heavenly, life is earthly’ 
(doctrina est coelum, vita est terra). The one belongs 
to the teaching office (Amt), the second to the 
diaconate or the role of the lay people. The latter 
are the counsellors for worldly affairs, who have to 
discover the divine laws within economy and state.

With some hesitation Bonhoeffer speaks of a 
‘relative autonomy’,44 and there is a striking similar-
ity with Kuyper’s doctrine of sovereign spheres.45 

However, Bonhoeffer was critical about ‘orders of 
creation’ as separate realities. This idea was often 
used by German Christians to justify the love for 
blood, race and German soil. Instead he preferred 
to speak of ‘orders of preservation’ (Erhaltungsord-
nungen). This broken world is redeemed by Christ 
and preserved by the Father until its final consum-
mation. Bonhoeffer’s view on nature was entirely 
christocentric: ‘The natural is that which, after the 
fall, is directed toward the coming of Jesus Christ. 
The unnatural is that which, after the fall, closes 
itself off from the coming of Christ.’46
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core virtues for Christians in contemporary society.
The Lutheran model, as it is interpreted by 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, provides an interesting via 
media integrating pietism with a prophetic calling 
in the world. It has no modernistic triumphalism; 
it is a theology of the cross. Bonhoeffer’s christo-
centric ethic of responsibility has many attractive 
features as we confront the challenges of postmod-
ern times. The Church is a community of faith that 
on the one hand shuns the power of politics and on 
the other hand has a clear critical voice opposing 
systemic structures of power. Hauerwas’ paradigm 
is helpful in letting the Church be truly Church and 
the world truly world. Christian spirituality does 
not end up in a ghetto of the Church but has a 
clear calling in this world. It is not ‘the cavalier 
way’ but rooted in discipleship and a readiness to 
suffer and to be rejected. When Christian mysti-
cism becomes Christian activism we are bridging 
the gap between Church and secular society. A 
gap that is unreal, since there is only one reality in 
Christ our Lord.

Dr Patrick Nullens is Rector and professor of The-
ology and Ethics at the Evangelical Theological 
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