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Introduction 
 
In this course we will study the life, theology and legacy of German pastor/theologian 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906-1945). After reviewing Bonhoeffer’s biography, we will 
engage in a systematic study of his theology, beginning with the dissertations and 
continuing through his major published works—Christ the Center, Creation and Fall, 
Discipleship, and Ethics. We will conclude the course by looking at Bonhoeffer’s prison 
theology and studying his contemporary influence. Throughout the course we will 
attempt to keep in view the relationship between Bonhoeffer’s theology and his 
biography, as well as various interpretations of his contemporary significance. 
 
Goals 
 
According to Arthur Chickering and Zelda Gamson, good practice in undergraduate 
education: 
  
1.   encourages contact between students and faculty 
2.   develops reciprocity and cooperation among students 
3.   encourages active learning 
4.   gives prompt feedback 
5.   emphasizes time on task 
6.   communicates high expectations, and 
7.   respects diverse talents and ways of learning 
 
I have kept these principles in mind in designing this course, the ultimate goal of which is 
student transformation. This sort of learning, as Paul Ramsden writes, “should be seen as 
a qualitative change in a person’s way of seeing, experiencing, understanding, 
conceptualizing something in the real world–rather than as a quantitative change in the 
amount of knowledge someone possesses.” Transformative learning does not simply 
happen; but it can be facilitated by an environment where students are encouraged to 
develop a sense of agency and take responsibility for their education. 
 
In this class, as in liberal arts education generally, the primary means toward student 
transformation is the development of critical thinking. Critical thinking focuses not on 
acquiring facts but on understanding their significance and interrelationships and 
reflecting on their significance for society in general, for our lives, and for the lives of 
others. The content covered in this class will not only inform us and develop our learning 
skills, but will enhance our awareness of the learning process and the ethical and 



institutional contexts in which it takes place. 
 
Methods 
 
The methods used to encourage critical thinking in the liberal arts emphasize the 
movement from “surface” to “deep” cognitive learning described in “Bloom’s 
Taxonomy”: 
 
Knowledge-- recall of specific information (lecture/reading) 
 
Comprehension--understanding of what was read (discussion) 
 
Application--converting of abstract content to concrete situations (discussion/journals) 
 
Analysis--comparison and contrast of content to personal experiences (journals) 
 
Synthesis--organization of thoughts, ideas, and information from content (journals/tests) 
 
Evaluation--judgment and evaluation of characters, actions, outcome, etc., for personal 
reflection and understanding (journals/tests) 
 
Students in this class will be required to engage in and demonstrate each of these types of 
learning, as well as the ability to ask thoughtful and penetrating questions, to listen and 
enter into dialogue, to write and speak with clarity and style, to appreciate the 
perspectives of others, and to respond empathetically. 
 
Tasks 
 
Students enrolled in this course shall: 
  

1) Attend and participate in class sessions, having actively read assigned material 
2) Lead one class discussion and offer one “Bonhoeffer moment” 
3) Write four 4-6 page seminar papers  
4) Write a 10-12 page research paper  
 

Required Texts 
 
Renate Wind, Bonhoeffer: A Spoke in the Wheel 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Creation and Fall 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Christ the Center 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Discipleship 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Ethics 
John de Gruchy, ed., Bonhoeffer: Witness to Jesus Christ 
Stephen Haynes, The Bonhoeffer Phenomenon 
Eberhard Bethge, Dietrich Bonhoeffer: A Biography (recommended) 
 



Explanations 
 
Attendance, Preparation and Participation 
 
Attendance, preparation and participation are crucial aspects of a student's involvement in 
a course such as this. Attendance means being present in class on time and remaining 
until class is concluded. Preparation means coming to class having actively read the 
assignment and noted questions or learnings to be shared on request. Participation means 
contributing regularly to discussions in a critical, searching and honest way. 
 
N.B.: Students may miss two classes during the semester for any reason. Three or more 
absences will negatively affect a student’s A & P grade. 
 
Discussions will be more successful if each of us respects each others’ opinions, is 
careful not to dominate, allows the full and free expression of divergent views, and resists 
the pressure to reach premature or artificial solutions to problems. Above all, our 
classroom should be a safe place for us to discuss things we care about. If you are not 
accustomed to these expectations for class participation, you may need to prepare 
comments before coming to class. Note that meaningful class participation results from 
active reading of assignments. Active reading requires a dictionary and a pencil or 
highlighter. Use the latter to emphasize important points, make marginal notes, or record 
questions.  
 
N. B. Bring a copy of the readings to each class session. I will expect them to be “marked 
up” in ways that reflect your active reading. 
 
Seminar Papers 
 
Students will write four seminar papers (4-6 pages) with due dates noted on the schedule 
of topics and readings. Papers will be graded on content, style and mechanics and should 
conform to MLA style (see Kate L. Turabian, Student’s Guide for Writing College 
Papers). Papers do not require a bibliography unless they refer to texts not used in the 
course. Stay within the page parameters of the assignment, and use regular fonts and 
margins. Papers that are significantly too long or too short will be graded down. 
 
Writing well is necessary for success in this class, no matter what your major or 
background, or your level of success in other aspects of the course. Be aware that “good 
writing” means good ideas, expressed well and communicated elegantly. Students are 
often surprised at how carefully I analyze the mechanics of writing in grading papers. 
You should not assume that other aspects of your paper can compensate for flawed prose.  
Writing errors that commonly mar student papers include run-on sentences or paragraphs, 
tense disagreement within sentences or paragraphs, failure to distinguish between 
transitive and intransitive verbs, poor word choice, and lack of clarity. 
 
Assignment 1: View one of the films dealing with Bonhoeffer and write a review. I will 
place several of these films on reserve. Analyze the film with these questions in mind: 



How accurate is it? What is its intended audience? How does it interpret Bonhoeffer’s 
legacy?  
 
Assignment 2: Read a literary interpretation of Bonhoeffer’s life (a work of popular 
biography, historical fiction or drama). Analyze the text with these questions in mind: 
How accurate is it? What is its intended audience?  How does it interpret Bonhoeffer’s 
legacy? 
 
Assignment 3: Write a critical analysis of one of the complete works by Bonhoeffer we 
have read (Creation and Fall, Christ the Center, Discipleship, or Ethics). You may focus 
on a single theme or topic in one of these works, but indicate how it relates to the work as 
a whole. 
 
Assignment 4: Write a preliminary version of your research paper-in-progress. 
 
Research Paper 
 
As a culmination to this course, students will research and write a paper that reflects 
independent study of a topic in Bonhoeffer’s life or theology. Topics must be approved 
by the professor. Papers should go well beyond class readings and discussions and reflect 
serious engagement with primary and secondary sources.  
 
Late Work 
 
Without an explicit extension from the professor, assigned work will not be accepted 
after the due date. Missed quizzes may not be made up. 
 
Percentages for Tabulating Grades: 
 
Attendance, Preparation and Participation 25% 
Research Paper 25% 
Shorter Papers 40% (10% each) 
Discussion Leadership 10% 
 
Grading Scale: 
 
93-100        A 
90-92.9       A- 
88-89.9       B+ 
83-87.9       B 
80-89.9       B- 
78-79.9       C+ 

73-77.9  C 
70-72.9   C- 
68-69.9  D+ 
63-67.9  D 
60-62.9  D- 
0-60            F

 



 
 

 
Schedule of Topics and Readings 

 
Day Date Topic Assignment 
Thursday August 24 Introduction  
Tuesday 29 Biography Wind, A Spoke in the Wheel, 1-64 
Thursday 31 Biography Wind, A Spoke in the Wheel, 65-126 
Tuesday September 5 Biography Wind, A Spoke in the Wheel, 127-180 
Thursday 7 Theology de Gruchy, 1-42 
Friday 8  Paper 1 Due 

Tuesday 12 
Sanctorum 
Communio  de Gruchy, 43-72 

Thursday 14 Act and Being  de Gruchy, 73-97 
Tuesday 19 Biblical Exegesis Creation and Fall, 21-79 
Thursday 21 Biblical Exegesis Creation and Fall, 80-146 
Tuesday 26 Christology Christ the Center, 27-65 
Thursday 28 Christology Christ the Center, 69-113 
Friday 29  Paper 2 Due 
Tuesday October 3 Ecumenism de Gruchy, 98-110; 134-148; 195-216 
Thursday 5 Church Struggle de Gruchy, 124-130; Bethel Confession
Tuesday 10 Discipleship Discipleship, 37-99 
Thursday 12 Discipleship Discipleship, 100-168 
Tuesday 17 FALL BREAK  
Thursday 19 Discipleship Discipleship, 169-224 
Friday 20  Paper 3 Due 
Tuesday 24 Discipleship Discipleship, 225-288 
Thursday 26 Ethics Ethics, 47-102 
Tuesday 31 NO CLASS  
Thursday  November 2 NO CLASS  
Tuesday 7 Ethics Ethics, 103-170 
Thursday 9 Ethics Ethics, 171-245 
Tuesday 14 Ethics Ethics, 246-338 
Thursday 16 Ethics Ethics, 339-408 
Friday 17  Paper 4 Due 
Tuesday 21 Prison Theology de Gruchy, 255-297 
Thursday 23 THANKSGIVING  
Tuesday 28 Reception Haynes, 1-63 
Thursday 30 Reception Haynes, 65-123 
Tuesday December 5 Reception Haynes, 127-176 
Wednesday 6  Research Paper Due 
 
 
 
    
 
   
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
               
 
   
 
                        
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
  
 
  
 
  
 
                        
 
   
 
                        
 
   
 
               
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
  
 
  
 
  
 
  
 
  
 
  
 
  
 
  



 
  
 
  
 
                        
 
   
 
               
 
  
 
                        
 
   
 
 


	Schedule of Topics and Readings
	Sanctorum Communio 
	Christology
	Christology
	Christ the Center, 69-113
	Paper 2 Due
	Discipleship
	Discipleship, 37-99
	NO CLASS
	NO CLASS
	Reception
	Haynes, 65-123





