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6th Sunday of Easter
TEXT (English translation: NRSV)

Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news
of God,  and saying, "The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come
near; repent, and believe in the good news." As Jesus passed along the Sea of
Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a net into the sea-- for
they were fishermen. And Jesus said to them, "Follow me and I will make you
fish for people."  And immediately they left their nets and followed him. As he
went a little farther, he saw James son of Zebedee and his brother John, who
were in their boat mending the nets.  Immediately he called them; and they left
their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men, and followed him.

(1)
When Jesus called his first disciples, their YES to his call took courage. Jesus was a Galilean
who earlier had been associated with a social misfit, political critic, and, now, jailbird, called
John the Baptizer. After John’s arrest by imperial authorities, Jesus himself had stepped into
public life as an itinerant preacher. He set out wandering around Galilee, proclaiming what he
called the gospel, the good news, of a kingdom that is coming in opposition to the ways the
world presently is ruled. He preached an empire that is coming that no Caesar or any other
worldly power can rule, but God alone. And in that coming empire, declared Jesus, all the sat-
upon and spat-upon of this world shall be redeemed; all the left-behind and end-of-the-line
nobodies of this world shall be redeemed; all the poor, the scorned, and the oppressed shall be
redeemed; all who live pressed upon by agony, pain, illness, and despair shall be redeemed;
and all creation shall be transformed into a wondrous and amazing work of goodness and
peace. And when Jesus said, “Come, follow me,” he was calling individuals to leave behind
their worldly goods in order to take up the as yet unknown tasks that Jesus, in time, would give
them for the sake of God’s coming kingdom. Saying YES to Jesus indeed took courage.

It is fair to ask just what the first disciples thought, felt, or believed regarding Jesus and his
gospel when they said YES to his call. However, as the theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer rightly
has pointed out, they began filled with uncertainty regarding what to make of Jesus! In the
beginning, they often failed to understand him, frequently misunderstood him, and sometimes
doubted the path he was calling them to follow. In fact, it was only through the courageous act
of following him – it was only as they took up the challenging tasks he gave – that they began to
understand and trust Jesus. In a book Bonhoeffer wrote in 1937 entitled Discipleship, he put it
this way ( Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works, Vol. 4: Discipleship, Fortress Press, 2003, pp.57, 64, 66):

The call goes out, and without any further ado the obedient deed of the one
called follows. The disciple’s answer is not a spoken confession of faith in Jesus.
Instead, it is the obedient deed. . . . Only the obedient believe. A concrete
commandment has to be obeyed, in order to come to believe. A first step of
obedience has to be taken, so that faith does not become pious self-deception.
... The first step is crucial. It is qualitatively different from all others that follow.
The first step of obedience has to lead Peter away from his nets and out of the
boat; it has to lead the young man away from his wealth. Faith is possible only in
this new state of existence created by obedience. . . . Only the obedient believe.
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Probably it is a common presumption in Christian circles today, that the first step of discipleship
is faith in Jesus, and that only after one has faith, does one take up the matter of obedience to
Jesus. What Bonhoeffer, however, is pointing out is that, when Jesus himself called disciples,
their first step was not the step of “having faith” in him. Rather, the first step was a specific act
of obedience. And it was through obedience that, over time, they learned faith. 

(2)
I would like for us, this morning, to reflect on the call to discipleship. And I’d like for us to do that
by reflecting on Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s own path.

Bonhoeffer was born in 1906. A precocious child, he began theological studies in 1923, at the
age of 17. He finished his doctoral dissertation in 1927, and he served as a Lutheran minister.  
By 1931 he was lecturing on theology as a university professor in Berlin. He quickly became a
highly respected thinker and the author of a number of important books in theology.  

In 1933, Adolf Hitler, the leader of a fascist political movement known as Nazism, became
chancellor of Germany. Soon, Hitler and his political party were successfully nazifying all of
Germany, which is to say: assimilating German institutions and life into the fascist ideology of
the Nazi state. It was important to Hitler to assimilate also the Christian church into loyalty to the
Nazi program and path. Hitler saw to it that only persons loyal to him would serve in church
office. And he saw to it that the seminaries of the church would be committed to turning out
ministers who would teach and preach the importance of patriotism and loyalty to the state.  

Bonhoeffer was opposed to Nazism, opposed to what Germany was becoming as a Nazi state,
and opposed to what the church was letting happen to itself out of loyalty to the state. In 1935,
two years after Hitler’s ascension to power, Bonhoeffer began leading an underground
seminary. It was “underground” because it was for the few ministerial candidates who opposed
and wanted to resist what German nationalism was doing to the church. And the Nazis had
declared such seminaries illegal. Being part of such a seminary took courage. For Bonhoeffer, it
also was part of a transformation he had gone through a few years earlier.

Bonhoeffer described that transformation in a letter written to a close friend during his time with
the underground seminary. (See Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works, Vol.14, Theological Education at Finkenwalde:

1935-1937, Fortress Press, 2013, pp.134-5.)  Previously, wrote Bonhoeffer,

I threw myself into my work in an extremely un-Christian and not at all humble
fashion. A rather crazy element of ambition, which some people noticed in me,
made my life difficult and withdrew from me the love and trust of those around
me. At that time, I was terribly alone and left to myself. It was quite bad. But then
something different came, something that has changed and transformed my life
to this very day. For the first time, I came to the Bible. That, too, is an awful thing
to say. I had often preached, I had seen a great deal of the church, had spoken
and written about it – and yet I was not yet a Christian but rather in an utterly wild
and uncontrolled fashion my own master. I do know that at the time I turned the
cause of Jesus Christ into an advantage for myself, for my crazy vanity. I pray to
God that will never happen again. Nor had I ever prayed, or had done so only
very rarely. Despite this isolation, I was quite happy with myself. The Bible,
especially the Sermon on the Mount, freed me from all this. Since then
everything has changed. I have felt this plainly and so have other people around



3

me. That was a great liberation. It became clear to me that the life of a servant of
Jesus Christ must belong to the church and step-by-step it became clearer to me
how far it must go. Then came the crisis of 1933. This strengthened me in it. 
     I also met others who shared the same goal. For me everything now
depended on a renewal of the church and of the pastoral station. . . . And thus it
went, step-by-step. I no longer saw or thought about anything else.
     My vocation now stands before me. I do not know what God will make of it.
There is still a great deal of disobedience and insincerity in my own relation with
my profession. I catch myself at it every day. But I must traverse this path its
entire length. . . . If we only might endure!

What Bonhoeffer is getting at here, is what he, a year later, would reiterate as the claim that, 
unless one obeys, one cannot believe – the claim that, unless we step out in obedience to
Jesus, “our faith will only be pious self-deception.” In his book, Discipleship, Bonhoeffer would
go on to explain what he meant by the difference between faith grounded in obedience and faith
that is only pious self-deception, by distinguishing between two kinds of grace. He called them
“cheap grace” and “costly grace.” Cheap grace is what Bonhoeffer saw happening all around
him in the church in Nazi Germany. Costly grace is what he saw happing in Jesus’s call to
disciples to become his followers. The distinction Bonhoeffer makes between cheap grace and
costly grace is one I believe we all would do well to learn.

(3)
Bonhoeffer knows that grace is God’s free favor. It is God’s free, unconditioned determination
to love us, forgive us, and redeem us for a better time to come. Grace is God’s sovereignly free
determination to be with us and for us to save us, without regard for whether we’ve done
anything to earn or deserve God’s favor. Grace is free, unmerited, uncaused. Grace is God’s
determination to save us, not for reasons we can grasp, but for reasons known only to God.

However, grace becomes realized in human life in one of two very different ways. It can be
realized as cheap grace or it can be realized as costly grace.  

We can see the difference between these two ways in the experience of Jesus’s first disciples. 
What we can see there is this: grace is not something God pours into our souls like spiritual
water, that then is there to be drawn on when we happen to thirst.  Grace is not poured into us;
rather, grace is spoken to us. God’s grace is and remains always God’s grace. It’s not in our
hearts; it abides in God. God’s grace does, however, get spoken to us through the voice of
Jesus calling and saying, “Come, follow me.” Grace is not something deposited into our souls
that otherwise leaves us as we were.  No, grace comes as the call to discipleship.

Jesus’s words, “Come, follow me,” are God’s own word saying this to us: “I love you. I have
chosen you for a place and role in the future that I am calling into being. And I intend to work
with you now through Jesus Christ, to bring out in you what is best about you, and to fit you for
my eternity. So: Heed his word! Follow him! He will bring out in you what is best about you! He
is leading you into the community of my Holy Spirt! He is leading you to me!”

As with the first disciples, so with us today:  God’s grace is spoken to us in Jesus’s call to us. 
God’s grace comes our way as a call to discipleship. It is given us as a call to follow Jesus and
take up the tasks he gives. Grace is not a gift to be put into our pockets – or into our hearts –
and held on to. Grace is the gift of a task. Grace is the gift of a call to do certain things for the
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building up of the community of the Holy Spirit here on earth. For you and me, as for the first
disciples, grace is the gift of being called to follow Jesus and take up the work he gives.  

The problem is our tendency to want grace at the cheapest price.  We want God’s grace.  We
want God’s good favor.  What we don’t much want is having to let ourselves be changed by it –
or letting ourselves be changed too much by it – and certainly not radically changed. What we
don’t much want is to let it transform us from being persons living for ourselves, into being
persons who live to follow Jesus – the Jesus who challenged the ways of this world and gave
his life serving a very different world to come.  

We want God’s grace. We want God’s good favor. But we tend to want it on the cheap. We
want it without great cost. We want it to let us go on thinking and living as we already do. We
don’t want God’s favor to demand of us too much change. We don’t want to have to hear what
the first disciples did hear when grace was spoken to them, namely: a call to set aside many
things near and dear and comforting and enjoyable, in order to follow Jesus in a world that
tends not to be friendly to his cause.
 
What the first disciples said YES to, was what Bonhoeffer called costly grace (see Discipleship,

pp.43ff): It is costly because it’s a call to follow and serve; it is grace because it is a call to follow
and serve Jesus. It is costly because it costs you your present way of life; it is grace because it
is the gift of true life. It is costly because it condemns your sin; it is grace because it
redeems you from sin. It is costly because it literally can cost people their lives; it is grace
because it joins people to the life of God.  

Cheap grace is grace we can claim to have. Costly grace is grace that we can’t claim, but that,
instead, claims us. Cheap grace falls into our lap and leaves us as we were. Costly grace calls
us to get up and do what Jesus needs done right now. Cheap grace can be assimilated into the
life we already have or want for ourselves. Costly grace calls on us to learn from Jesus what to
want and strive for. Cheap grace doesn’t cost us many changes or much anxiety. Costly grace
calls us to change our way of thinking, our point of view, our way of living, in ways that can
require courage. Cheap grace comes as permission to be your own person. Costly grace
comes as a call to obey Jesus when he says: “In this world whose ways aren’t mine, come,
follow me.” And, as Bonhoeffer also put it (Discipleship, p. 43), “Cheap grace is the mortal enemy
of our church. Our struggle today is for costly grace.”

(4)
Costly grace led Bonhoeffer to set aside many things near and dear and enjoyable and
comfortable, to instead join the underground seminary and work against the policies, influence,
and successes of Hitler and the Nazi movement.  Also, much to his own surprise, costly grace
turned him into a Christian pacifist. Bonhoeffer long had rejected the pacifist argument that war
and bloodshed are always to be shunned as methods of resolving conflict. However, in the
letter I read from earlier, where he described the transformation that happened to him just
before1933, he also wrote the following (Discipleship, p.292): “Very shortly before, I had still
passionately attacked the position of Christian pacifism. . . . Now I suddenly came to recognize
it as self-evident.”  Close friends considered this change in Bonhoeffer to be shocking,
disturbing, and dangerous.  And they thought it ridiculous to imagine toppling the Nazi war
machine through pacifism. Nevertheless, pacifism is what Bonhoeffer heard costly grace calling
him to embrace. So he set out to fight Hitler through Christian pacifism.
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In 1938, Bonhoeffer’s life took yet another turn, a turn that seems inexplicable for a pacifist.
Neither friend’s of Bonhoeffer then nor historians today have a ready explanation for it. It’s a
turn that was thoroughly perilous. It’s a turn that, in the end, cost Bonhoeffer his life. The turn
was this: he became part of a conspiracy to assassinate Adolf Hitler.  

There were, in Germany’s military, a few high-ranking officers who could see that Hitler was
destroying Germany, and who began conspiring, a) to help Jews escape; and b) to seek an end
to Hitler’s dictatorship, even if it had to be by assassination.  

I myself haven’t seen the 2008 film, “Valkyrie,” but maybe some of you have. The film tells of a
failed attempt on Hitler’s life, made by a German army officer, Count von Stauffenberg, 75
years ago this July 20th.  Behind von Stauffenberg was a conspiracy of German military officers
plus a theologian named Dietrich Bonhoeffer. After von Stauffenberg’s attempt on Hitler’s life
failed, the conspiracy was uncovered, and Bonhoeffer and his co-conspirators were executed
for trying to save Jews and trying to kill Hitler.  

My point this morning is not to debate Bonhoeffer’s pacifism or how he could and whether he
should have decided to join such a conspiracy.  My point is only this: to point to him as a fellow
Christian with deep insights to share with us regarding the call to discipleship and costly grace. 

(5)
And one thing more: The call to discipleship came to Bonhoeffer and comes to each of us
individually. All are called to obedience, but the tasks that Jesus gives are particular to the
individual. We aren’t all called to follow Jesus in all the ways that Bonhoeffer may have been.
Moreover, Jesus is calling you to do things that Jesus isn’t calling me to do, and he’s calling me
to do things that he isn’t calling you to do. Jesus calls on different people to take up differing
tasks. Which puts us before this question: So where do we begin? What is the first step?

Let me close today with a suggestion from the theologian Karl Barth, who was a confidant of
Bonhoeffer’s. Barth suggests that we look to the 16th century Protestant reformer Huldrich
Zwingli in wrestling with that question (see Barth’s Church Dogmatics, IV/2, T&T Clark, 1958, p.540). 
When asked how to get started in the life of obedience to Jesus, Zwingli declared simply: “For
God’s sake, do something brave!”  Not as a matter of bravado or recklessness; not to make
yourself seem heroic; not to make yourself feel important; but for God’s sake – which is to say:
for the sake of Jesus’s compassionate concern for the true good of the world – do something
brave. Do something that is a Yes to Jesus, even though it cuts against the grain of what’s
popular, what’s comfortable, what’s easy, and what makes you feel secure. Just take a look at
yourself, and at where you are, and at what you have, and, then, for God’s sake, do something
brave!  Amen.


