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My poor mother. If you ask her, she’ll tell you the story of trying to plan her son’s 6th birthday 
party. That would be me, by the way. She gathers her good ideas, goes to her son, and asks him, 
“Where would you rather go to for your birthday, the water park, or the amusement part?” 
 
What a great mom, right?! 
 
So imagine her confusion when instead of excitement and possibility, she sees confusion, then 
anxiety, and then tears start to well up in the eyes of her son. 
 
“What, what’s wrong??” 
 
If you think this is going to be a story about some childhood trauma I suffered at an amusement 
park, it isn’t. No scary clowns, no perilous tea cup rides. You see, I would have loved going to both 
of those places, but I had to make a choice. And choosing one meant I couldn’t go to the other. 
What if I picked wrong? What if one would have been even better than the other, and I wouldn’t 
even know because I picked the wrong one?? 
 
This wasn’t a new problem for me. As a child, I was nearly paralyzed at times by indecision. I 
wanted to make the right choice, actually, the perfect choice. I wanted to know with 100% certainty 
that whatever choice I made was going to be best for not only me but everybody else. And absent 
that clear choice, the decision-making part of my brain ground to a dead stop, and I couldn’t do 
anything. 
 
Fortunately I’ve grown up a bit since those days, gotten some life lessons from my mother around 
decision-making, and in the process learned a few things since. One, there’s no such thing as a 
perfect decision. And two, making no choice is itself a choice. 
 
As we look at our next “saint” in our sermon series, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, we look at a man who 
came to know the challenges of choices much harder than picking a birthday party venue. 
Bonhoeffer is a figure whom I thought I knew well and then discovered that I didn’t know well at 
all. He was a German theologian in the first half of the 20th century who is most noted for his vocal 
opposition to the Nazi regime and his involvement in the failed July 20th Valkyrie plot to assassinate 
Hitler, followed then by his imprisonment and execution in the final days of World War II. And 
based on this information, my understanding of his legacy was straightforward—he was a hero who 
stuck to his convictions, even if it meant death. 
 
It’s true, he did do that. But as with all of this, his story is a little more complicated. 
 
Bonhoeffer wasn’t born with the clarion call for justice that he’s known for. He was born in the 
fading years of the German Empire and came of age during the Great War and the Weimar 
Republic. Born in Breslau and raised in Berlin, he came from a wealthy family of academics and 
professionals. His father was a well-known psychiatrist, his brother would become a renowned 
chemist, and his great-grandfather was a world-famous theologian himself. He lived a comfortable 
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life, and in the days of economic downturn and rampant inflation, when German working-class folks 
would bring wheelbarrows of money to buy a loaf of bread, young Dietrich had no worry of money; 
he would simply charge what he liked to his family’s account. 
 
Family nights in the Bonhoeffer home often consisted of music-making, summer meant time at their 
country home, and the Bonhoeffer children’s friends included the children of some of the most 
influential thinkers of their day. Dietrich wasn’t even known as a particularly nose-to-the-grindstone 
student, preferring to sleep in late in the morning whenever possible. 
 
So how did a well-to-do bon vivant of German aristocracy become a critical voice opposing Nazism 
and speaking for justice? Why didn’t he just take the path of least resistance? 
 
There’s not just one story to answer this, and I would suggest a number of biographies on 
Bonhoeffer. But there’s one part of the story that compelling to me, so let’s turn our attention to 
Bonhoeffer’s first year in America. At age 24, after completing his first dissertation (yes, you heard 
that right—his first), he came to study at Union Theological Seminary in New York City under a 
post-doctoral fellowship. Although he protested what he found to be mediocre scholarship in New 
York, declaring that “there is no theology here,” his encounters and experiences were profoundly 
life-changing. 
 
One of these transformative experiences occurred just 16 blocks up and across town from Union. 
There stands the Abyssinian Baptist Church. Dissatisfied with the preaching he found in most white 
churches in New York, Bonhoeffer took up a friend’s invitation to attend Abyssinian, a pillar of 
Christianity in the Black community, the third oldest Baptist Church in America, and a key place and 
time in Bonhoeffer’s journey towards his confrontation with the Nazis. 
 
Growing up in the German Lutheran Church, Bonhoeffer had become used to a certain kind of 
church experience, one that demanded that you dress well and listen attentively on Sundays to 
learned pastors, but demanded very little for the rest of the week. In New York, at venerable 
institutions like Riverside Church, he heard much about social action and justice, but little passion 
for Jesus Christ and the demands of the personal life of faith. But at Abyssinian, he found 
something radically different, a faith that demanded all things at all times. A faith not full of abstract 
principle, but a faith in the God of all and the person of Jesus Christ. A faith that found its root in 
the liberating actions of God in history, and its realization in the lives of black women and men 
living in the era of Jim Crow. A faith that meant both belief and action. 
 
Bonhoeffer found in the American Black church what faith in action looked like, and it was unlike 
anything he’d seen. It professed deep faith in a living God who had brought generations of the 
faithful out of bondage, and would surely lead them out as well. It was a place where people were 
sent out into the world to proclaim the good news that all people were created in God’s image. It 
was a vibrant, hopeful faith for the real world of the people. 
 
Bonhoeffer spent many weeks worshiping and teaching Sunday School in that congregation. When 
he left America, he took with him two prized gifts that he would keep with him as long as he could: 
a record of gospel music, and a book of Negro spirituals, touchstones of a living faith that he would 
return with to Germany. 
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Having drawn from the deep well of Black Christianity in America, the lessons he learned there and 
in many other places influenced the most lasting theological legacy of Bonhoeffer’s life. For 
Bonhoeffer, having true faith and right action became one and the same—one or the other wasn’t 
good enough. And a little action isn’t enough, but as Jesus came to humankind’s deepest despair, so 
we are also called to believe firmly and then go into the most challenging places in our world. As a 
disciple of Jesus Christ, both belief and action are required to the fullest. 
 
But then this presents a new challenge. If we are called to act by a holy God, how are we supposed 
to do so in a decidedly unholy world? Put another way, how can we make the right choices in 
imperfect circumstances? 
 
None of us are immune to hard choices, and there are so many reasons that some choices are hard. 
They’re hard because we can’t know the eventual outcomes. They’re hard because we know that 
somebody might get hurt. They’re hard because the option we want isn’t available, leaving us with a 
choice we’d rather not make. 
 
These sorts of choices are with us always, whether we’re making personal medical decisions, caring 
for children or for parents, or deciding what to do in a tight spot at work. They’re the stuff of real 
life which nobody is immune to. But if Bonhoeffer’s right, then our Christian convictions are meant 
especially for such times as these, the times when our choices have real consequences. Jesus, in those 
times especially, calls us forward to act. 
 
In our Gospel lesson, Jesus puts his students into a place where they have to act. He’s been teaching 
and healing and his disciples are just taking it all in. But then they find themselves after one of his 
lectures out in the wilderness with a large crowd and nothing to eat. An imperfect situation. And 
they expect that when they turn to Jesus in search of a solution, he will provide mightily. But he 
turns back and says, “You get them something to eat.” In essence, he says, “I know you don’t know 
exactly what to do, but do it anyway.” He takes all these lessons the disciples have been learning, all 
these miraculous healings and provisions, and makes the disciples put them into practice. 
 
What is especially uncomfortable about Jesus’s command is that his disciples might make a mistake. 
They’re in a high stakes environment, with thousands of people at risk. They have no idea what 
they’re doing, they barely understand the first thing about God’s power, and yet they have to act. 
Here’s what’s critical. In acting, they have to trust Jesus. 
 
When I was young, my mother reminded me not just on the occasion of my 6th birthday that there 
are few if any perfect choices. Hardly any one of us would disagree with that, but I would add 
something new now. There are faithful choices. 
 
By faithful, I mean in two ways. The obvious way is that, so far as we can, we ought to make our 
choices in the way that most accords with our Scripture and our teachings. But beyond that, I mean 
that a faithful choice is a choice in which we rely on God not just to make the decision, but also in 
the outcome. Knowing that our decisions will not be perfect, do we rely on God to work all things 
for good? Do we trust that God is gracious when we are not perfect? If we are justified by faith, 
according to the apostle Paul, then we also live each day by faith, and make each decision by faith. 
The future is nothing if not unknown, and so every choice we make is necessarily an act of faith. 
This is how true faith and right action are one and the same for Bonhoeffer—true faith can only be 
be found in faithful action. 
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And that is why we have to choose to act, because like my mother told me those years ago and still 
reminds me to this day, no choice is itself a choice. A choice not to act. Not to engage. Not to risk. 
And by refusing to act, by refusing to participate, even and especially in an imperfect world, we 
forgo our identities as Christians in the real world. How can we be faithful without acting faithfully? 
We are in large part what we do, and if we do nothing, what does that make us? 
 
Bonhoeffer’s legacy is that of faithful action, not of perfection. He struggled with how to reconcile 
his Christian faith with the realities of resisting the Nazi regime, always refusing to acquiesce his 
responsibility to act on behalf of ones whose voices were being silenced. We celebrate Bonhoeffer 
not because his actions were perfectly pure or exactly right at all times, but that he wasn’t afraid to 
get his nose dirty in the real world, standing up for the big picture of what is right and just, and he 
trusted that the grace of God would be sufficient when he made a faithful error. 
 
Friends, we live in the real world, and often we don’t know what to do. We are confounded by a 
messy world and by imperfect choices, small and large, choices that affect our loved ones, and 
choices that affect our world. Though Bonhoeffer lived through an exceptional era of human 
history, his theological legacy is relevant for all times, because all times present us with quandaries 
and perplexing challenges. But each moment requires us to see the big pictures and make acts of 
faith—both big and small—that trusts God’s hand which guides us through our lives and through 
history. Faith in a God who does not let us go, and who will see us through to the end. Amen. 


