
Thought for the Day – 20th May 
 
A few days ago I had a notion to hear to some of my favourite orchestral music. So, one after the 
other, I listened to “Land of the Mountain and the Flood”, “Fingles Cave” and “Finlandia” and was 
led far away from Loughborough. 
 
Towards the end of Finlandia there is a quiet passage and I was instantly transported to a the 
Sibelius Monument Park outside Helsinki and the gigantic sculpture of organ pipes alongside his 
image. The human brain makes unbidden twists and as I listened I was back at LBC searching my 
memory for the hymn in Baptist Praise and Worship which is set to that melody.  
 
It is 117 and is a translation from the German by Fred Pratt Green, himself a prolific writer of 
hymns, 10 in BPW alone. But it was the name of the man who wrote the original poem that struck 
the chord, one Dietrich Bonhoeffer. Born just 3 years after Pratt Green, in 1906. 
 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a man of many talents. A Lutheran pastor, ecumenical teacher and 
theologian, a dissident vehemently opposed to the Nazi dictatorship and to Hitler's euthanasia 
program and genocidal persecution of the Jews. He was also a confirmed pacifist, which is what 
initially drew me to his theology when I chose to serve my National Service time in a non-military 
occupation. 
 
Bonhoeffer had issues with the de facto state church of Germany who supported Hitler. He 
insisted that the church “had to share the sufferings of God at the hands of a godless world” if it 
was to be the true church of Christ. Christ is central to Bonhoeffer's theology and in his preaching 
he says; It is in Christ that God and the world are reconciled to each other.  
 
All this may sound very sombre and they were indeed subdued times but there was a happier side 
to his preaching. “Serve the Lord with joy” says Bonhoeffer, quoting Psalm 100:2  “Joy abides with 
God, and it comes down from God and embraces spirit, soul, and body; and where this joy has 
seized a person, there it spreads, there it carries one away, there it bursts open closed doors.” 
 
It was on the basis of such thinking that he led his life. His continued vocal objections to Nazi 
policies resulted in his losing his freedom to lecture or publish and he soon joined the German 
resistance movement. In the face of being imprisoned for refusing to put on an army uniform at 
the beginning of WWII he used his network of contacts to contrive a posting to a military 
intelligence unit which allowed him to continue his clandestine work for the resistance from the 
inside. 
 
In April 1943, shortly after becoming engaged to be married, Bonhoeffer was arrested by the 
Gestapo. Evidence that he was involved in a plot to overthrow the government had come to light 
and he was court-martialled and sentenced to die. During that 18 months in prison, he acted as 
counsellor and pastor to prisoners of all denominations. When evidence emerged  that he was 
also implicated in a failed plot in July 1944 to assassinate Hitler, he was moved secretly to 
Buchenwald concentration camp, and finally to Flossenbürg concentration camp. It was here on 
9th April 1945 that he was executed by hanging, only days before the American liberation of the 
POW camp. His last words were “This is the end — for me, the beginning of life.” 
 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer,  pastor, dissident and theologian of great intellect and spirituality lived as he 
preached. But did he, a convinced pacifist, take part in the failed plot to assassinate Hitler. 
Whatever the truth of that, his being killed because of his opposition to National Socialism exerted 
great influence and inspiration for Christians across broad denominations and ideologies, such as 
the Civil Rights Movement in the United States, the anti-communist democratic movement in 
Eastern Europe during the Cold War, and the anti-Apartheid movement in South Africa. 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Ps%20100.2
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flossenb%C3%BCrg_concentration_camp
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Civil_Rights_Movement
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cold_War
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apartheid


 
We in the UK honour him as a modern martyr. Above Westminster Abbey's Great West Door stand 
ten statues to Christians who gave up their lives for their beliefs. Unveiled in 1998. 
The martyrs are drawn from every continent and many Christian denominations and represent all 
who have been oppressed or persecuted for their faith. Among them are victims of Nazism, 
communism and religious prejudice in the 20th century. They include civil rights leader Dr Martin 
Luther King Jr and St Oscar Romero, Archbishop in El Salvador, Wang Zhiming, a pastor killed 
during the Chinese Cultural Revolution and Dietrich Bonhoeffer. 
 
*This English translation of a poem by Bonhoeffer was sent from prison to his mother in a letter 
dated 28 December 1944, as a New Year Greeting to her and his friends at the opening of the final 
year of his life, before his execution.  
 
With every power for good to stay and guide me, 
Comforted and inspired beyond all fear, 
I’ll live these days with you in thought beside me, 
And pass, with you, into the coming year. 
 
While all the powers of good aid and attend us, 
Boldly, we’ll face the future, come what may. 
At even and at morn God will befriend us, 
And oh, most surely on each new-born day! 

 
*Letters and Papers from Prison 
That last stanza, of 7,  is given a slightly different translation by Fred Pratt Green in our hymn book 
 
By gracious powers so wonderfully sheltered  
and confidently waiting, come what may, 
we know that God is with us night and morning 
and never fails to greet us each new day. 
 

Mike Limb 
 

As a footnote, I have included part of an email from a former London youth group member of 
ours, who married a German and now lives there. After watching the UK celebrations for the 
anniversary of VE day she comments on the German commemoration of 8th May.  

It is also the day when people here remember (and are grateful for) being freed from the 
Hitler/Nazi dictatorship - and all the death and destruction caused by it during the second 
world war. That of the allied bombers over Germany, especially in 1945, when whole cities 
were wiped out and the lives of hundreds of thousands of women, children and refugees 
too. Very sad and sombre. Nie wieder Krieg (Never again, war) 
 
So here's forwarding (part of) an uplifting article: from Germany's president and 
government, reminding Germans  "but we must free ourselves and always defend 
democracy from nationalism, hate and xenophobia".  Very poignant:  German history is a 
"broken" history, responsible for the murder of millions of lives and suffering - "that breaks 
our hearts until today - and that's why we can only love this country with a broken heart". 
 
It was a turning point for Europe and today Germany feels responsible for keeping the EU 
together and keeping the peace. 
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