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Introduction: The Witness of Holmes’s Dog

My favourite dog in detective fiction is the dog that did not bark in the night-time, thus affording Sherlock Holmes the vital clue for solving Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s little mystery ‘Silver Blaze’. The dog who guarded the stable of the racehorse Silver Blaze did not bark, because ‘[o]bviously the midnight visitor was someone whom the dog knew well’; it was in fact the racehorse’s trainer, intent on villainy.1 I am also fond of another dog, probably a deliberate hommage to Holmes, created by G. K. Chesterton in his Father Brown story ‘The Oracle of the Dog’. The supposed oracle in question was the anguished howl of a dog who had swum out to sea to retrieve a walking stick, apparently at the exact time that the murder had taken place. Father Brown cheerily debunked the illusion that the dog had supernatural knowledge: the dog howled because it was cheated of its natural presuppositions about the walking stick. The object was in reality a sword stick, the murder weapon, and so it had sunk beneath the waves and could not be retrieved as a dog would expect of a stick. And the illusion that the howl coincided with the time of death was in fact a human contrivance.

The two tales come to the same conclusion. Conan Doyle reminds us that often one of the most significant scraps of evidence to illuminate a particular historical question is what is not actually done or said. Chesterton’s premise might seem the reverse of Holmes’s, since what is important is what the dog did, not what it did not do, but it is really the same: as he spells it out, ‘A dog is a devil of a ritualist. He is as particular about the precise routine of a game as a child about the precise repetition of a fairy-tale.’2 Chesterton’s insight is as much about human anthropology as canine psychology. Like dogs, we are pattern-making animals. The historian’s main task is to dig down to find these patterns, to reconstruct the crystalline structures in the actions and the pronouncements of people and to explain their meaning, as far as fragile and pattern-making human beings are capable of doing so. Only when we know the patterns well can we point out what is missing; what should be there, but is not.

Silence, then, is a vital part of what is missing in history, a necessary tool to help us make sense of the written and visual evidence that we possess. The novelist Margaret Atwood has observed that ‘two and two doesn’t necessarily get you the truth. Two and two equals a voice outside the window … The living bird is not its labelled bones.’ Silence is a major part of that flesh in which the bones of positive historical evidence need clothing.3 An example of a silence which has always fascinated me, from my first historical specialization in the sixteenth century, is the almost total absence of the Christian name Mark in late medieval and Tudor England, when the names of two of his fellow-Evangelists are common, and another, John, is overwhelmingly present. The one obvious exception which proves the rule, Anne Boleyn’s unfortunate musician Mark Smeaton, might explain later Tudor silence by discrediting the name because he was executed for treasonous adultery with the queen, but does not account for what went before. This is one silence, apparently trivial, yet surely significant, for which so far I have found no good explanation. If we were to solve it, we might learn something new about the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.

The dogs of Holmes and Father Brown also tell us why history is such a subversive discipline, and why all its enquiries have a potentially transforming effect on the present: comfortable expectations are disrupted when we realize that the dog is not an oracle, but just a dog. Chesterton drew a breezily theistic moral from his story, which appears to be one of the main sources of the commonly repeated but apocryphal remark attributed to him that when people stop believing in God, they don’t believe in nothing, they believe in anything. His version in ‘The Oracle of the Dog’ was, ‘It’s the first effect of not believing in God that you lose your common sense and can’t see things as they are.’4 Whether or not we find Chesterton’s homespun Thomism congenial, the method of Holmes and Father Brown is that of the critical historian, which naturally includes the historian of religion. It embodies a call to refocus, to see things as they are. Both the dog’s silence in the night-time, and the dog’s howl of bewilderment, are the clues which we really need.

There is a very considerable literature now on silence in religion; what might make this book different? I approach the subject out of a life spent in teaching and researching history, but also spent in fruitful encounters with Christian Churches and Christian lives. Religious patterns are among the most traceable and universally occurring in the fabric of human societies, and they have been at the centre of my life’s business. All through my historical career, I have been keenly aware of the importance of silence in human affairs, for a good biographical reason: from an early age, I was conscious of being gay, and that proved to be a great blessing for a young historian. In the Britain of half a century ago, gay teenagers were keenly aware of what could not be said; of when to be silent and of how to convey messages in other ways. In much of the rest of the world, depressingly, those skills are still necessary. I was lucky to be able to face up to this challenge early on, was able to live life as I wished, and have enjoyed life much more as a result, but this life-experience has left me alert to the ambiguities and multiple meanings of texts, and to the ambiguities and multiple meanings in the behaviour of people around me. I have become attuned to listening to silence and to finding within it the keys to understanding many situations, far beyond anything to do with sexuality. Particularly in the still half-hidden structures of gay sociability, there are all sorts of means of disclosure and concealment, ways of encoding meaning and subverting the mainstream assumptions of society. As a gay child and teenager, I also effortlessly developed the historian’s other essential quality, a sense of distance: an observer status in the rituals constructed for a heterosexual society in a world which in reality was not quite like that. I did not need the jargon of post-modernism to teach me elementary survival strategies in this world of mirrors, just what Chesterton would have called common sense.

It will be apparent that the first sort of silence I encountered in my life was primarily an absence, exactly the sort of absence with which Doyle and Chesterton dealt: that of humans failing to make public or explicit the full range of patterns around which they were thinking and leading their lives. I shall be considering such absences of noise in the later part of this book, and also what happens when silence ends; the recent history of sexuality has been one of the most dramatic examples of such phenomena. Inflexible pattern-makers get very angry when their patterns are under threat, or when others offer new patterns, or when it is pointed out that there are parts of the pattern missing; that is why so much conservative religion in the modern world seems so deeply and perpetually cross.

My own first experience thus predisposed me to deal with silence in religion primarily as evasion and wilful avoidance of truths. Yet experience has also taught me to recognize and enjoy the much more pleasing and edifying truth that silence may be positive as well as negative. Even at the most mundane level of human life, there are white lies, and there are things not said because it is kinder not to say them. But there is much more than that, and the book begins with different and arguably much more positive silences. The Christian faith is based on the assertion that there is more to an understanding of silence than simply the interaction of humans with humans, or even of the interaction of humans with societies or landscapes around them. Whether or not one accepts the assumptions of theism (belief in a God), it belittles and impoverishes human experience not to treat seriously the Christian assertion of divinity, and it is the duty of any historian of religion to explore the working out of faith in the past with appropriate sympathy and understanding. Some will see that silences lie at the centre of religious experience, and will wish to affirm that they have had a profound and unfolding effect on the history of Christianity.

As I explore those silences which may be more than mere absence, I am painfully aware that a Gifford Lecturer more than a hundred years ago, William James, magisterially pre-empted me in this, in delivering the first version of one of his most important and influential books, Varieties of Religious Experience.5 It has been daunting, first in the Gifford Lectures and now in this book, to follow in the wake of a writer who bequeathed us one of the foundational attempts to describe the nature of mysticism. Parts One to Three of this book nevertheless trace the theme through nearly three millennia of monotheism up to the beginning of the eighteenth century, as silence dances through the history not merely of Christianity, but of the religious ideas that fed into its first flourishing in the life and death of Jesus.

For silences are by no means the exclusive property of the Christian faith. Judaism, one of Christianity’s two matrices, began a lively conversation about silence. Some silences were imported into Judaism and Christian belief from elsewhere – a very great deal from the Greek culture which provides Christianity’s other main parent, or perhaps from even further afield. Some may still be in the course of discovery. All these varied discussions of silence may have a problematic relationship to the discourse from which the Christian faith is constructed, in which one foundation strand, based on the Gospel of John, gives Jesus the Christ the name ‘Word’, or rather calls him by the Greek word which means so much more than simply ‘word’. Logos is the whole act of speech, or the structured thought behind the speech, and from there its meanings spill outwards into conversation, narrative, musing, meaning, reason, report, rumour, even pretence.

How does silence relate to the Christ who is Logos? The series of Gifford Lectures from which this book sprang was of course an incarnation of that problem. No doubt many of those at my lectures savoured the incongruity of their lecturer talking for six hours about silence, but I thought that the Principal and University might feel that their money had been ill-spent if I simply stood there mute for the allotted time and collected my fee and travel-expenses. It is hardly a new problem: we have been arguing vociferously about how to talk about silence, from the first efforts of Christian theologians in the second century to create a distinctively Christian ‘negative theology’, through to Theodor Adorno’s critique of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s famous remark about what to do with that about which we cannot speak.6 One of the aims of this book is to explore this ‘negative theology’. It is a technical term of art for theologians, whose connotations are far from negative, unlike the pejorative sense of that word now commonly used in everyday conversation. Instead, ‘negative theology’ promises a fruitful road into divinity, based on a tradition stretching all the way back to Greek philosophy and some of the strands within the Hebrew Scriptures. We shall be meeting that tradition a great deal.

What follows can only be a sketch, or the starting of a number of hares. And it is in the nature of the starting of hares that the hares are thereby in grave danger of death. Any critical historian of Christianity is in the same peril. Arnaldo Momigliano (1908–87), a great historian of antiquity, who as one of his admiring students observed ‘refused to distinguish between scholarship and life’, commented with a mixture of ruefulness and zest about the specially combative nature of expounding the history of religion: ‘Other historians can be satisfied with simply retelling the past. The chances that they will be challenged are few. The historian of the Church knows that at any point he will be challenged. The questions with which he deals are controversial. And the controversy is never one of pure dogma or of pure fact – the two are interrelated.’7

As my probing progresses, critics will observe that it becomes biased towards the history of the Western Church of the Latin Rite and its successors in Protestantism and post-Reformation Roman Catholicism. There is rich material in that history, but I am acutely aware that it is a distorted sample of Christian experience, and that more might be said about Orthodox Christianity as well as the non-Chalcedonian Churches which for several centuries seemed to be the future in Christian development. Previously I have done my best, both on the printed page and on camera, to introduce a perspective on the Christian past which gives a proper place to these Eastern stories. So I feel rueful about my omissions now, but I can do no more than point out the problem before someone else does. In particular, one distortion of a more balanced Christian history (particularly a history of Christian silence) is provided by the accident that the Western Latin Christian tradition has been in a position of worldly power for more of its history than any other branch of Christianity. Those who have a particular reverence for the Church in communion with the Holy See will no doubt feel that I have been unduly hard on it. If they do, my regrets are not very fulsome. As we know from many walks of life, the powerful often have a lot to hide, and they strive to regulate the right to silence.

Power is often sustained by distortions of truth or reality, particularly when power takes the form of claiming a monopoly on truth. It is hardly surprising, then, that Christianity’s most lasting and powerful monarchy, the papacy, has gathered to itself more silences of shame and distortion of the truth than other sources of authority in the Christian tradition. Yet Protestants should not be complacent; in their days of power, they have had a good deal to answer for as well. The ending of many of Christianity’s less than admirable silences is the result of the Western Churches’ loss of inappropriate worldly power, as the long Constantinian era appears to have come to its end. The powerful are likewise inclined to monopolize noise: so, for instance, Churches in positions of power have announced their dominant presence by the ringing of bells, and when Churches have been deprived of power, as by the Ottomans or the Bolsheviks, the bells have been silenced.8 We have had to strain very hard to listen to some of the voices of the powerless throughout the Christian story; and among the histories of the powerless, I number the last thousand years of non-Chalcedonian Christian history, about which, alas, I go on to say little. From the stories of power, Christianity may learn a lesson. Strident proclamation has many dangers, and silence has its own eloquence. Sometimes, as we shall see, the gap between them can be bridged by laughter.

I opened by recalling two stories from the classic age of murder mysteries, and will be pleased if the reader treats this book as a detective story. In the best traditions of that genre, it seeks to see a pattern behind apparent chaos: to draw together matters which at first sight seem completely unrelated to each other, still less directly relevant to a quest for silence. It leaves a trail of clues whose importance may not be immediately obvious, but which will, I hope, fall into place as we stand in the drawing room at the end of the tale, like Hercule Poirot, to look back on its tangles and draw out their meaning. In the early stages of the quest, particularly as we seek silence in the pages of the Bible, the picture may not seem wholly in focus; but I trust that the reader will enjoy the later reappearance of these early scenes: how Hannah’s encounter with a priest at Shiloh fired imaginations more than two millennia later, or what lessons for modern Christians about silence can be drawn from another dialogue, between the ultimate antagonists, Christ and Satan, over forty days in the Wilderness.

It is also of the essence of the satisfying detective story that it is linear, moving forward as events happen. In some respects I have occasionally breached the conventions of the genre, pointing forward to some future recurrence or expansion of a particular theme, but one important observance of the rule may initially cause puzzlement: I give the collection of books which Christians know as the Old Testament a name which most of them will not recognize, Tanakh. This word Tanakh is a symbolic acronym, apparently coined in medieval Judaism, and formed from the three initial Hebrew letters of the three category-names of books which traditional Jewish scholarship has regarded it as containing: Law, Prophets and Writings. It has the advantage of suggesting the variety of the contents of these books, but there is something more important for our purposes: it avoids imposing on an independent body of literature the theologically loaded later Christian title of ‘Old Testament’. We need to appreciate its contents on its own terms, free of the meanings found in it by the sect of first-century Judaism which, in the light of the life and death of Jesus, became Christianity.

Readers who reach as far as my remarks on the contribution made by Paul of Tarsus to this story will note that the early Christian communities which he founded or encouraged were not the best settings in which to encounter silence. It is only fair to point out that in one of the most famous passages of his letters to his protégés at Corinth, Paul makes a statement which could be regarded as the wash behind the painting in this book. While writing to Christians at Corinth, Paul succinctly presents a polarity which exists in all religious expression: that between words and being – and conspicuously not that between words and action:


If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. If I give away all I have, and if I deliver my body to be burned, but have not love, I gain nothing.9



In Christian terms, though (startlingly) with no overt Christian reference, Paul presents his Corinthian friends with the subject of their common faith: the condemned Christ. The Christ of Paul’s faith is helpless in agony on the Cross, yet for Paul and for those who follow the Christian way, the crucified one is more powerful in his silent suffering than any power of this world or even of the next. In the pages which follow, we meet some of those who over twenty centuries have reached out towards the same vision.










[image: Penguin walking logo]


Part One



THE BIBLE









1

Silence in Christian Prehistory: The Tanakh

ISRAEL AND THE CELEBRATION OF NOISE

As we embark on our voyage through silence, we must necessarily begin with the Bible: not a book but a plurality of books, as its names in Greek, Latin and even Anglo-Saxon proclaim. The Greek Biblia is in the plural, and Latin and later scholarly Anglo-Saxons made direct borrowing from the classical Latin word for ‘library’ when they called the bound volume which we call a Bible first a bibliotheca and then a biblioðece. It is a pity that other languages and modern Western usage have forgotten this earlier realism of the Western Church about its canonical sacred literature. What it reminds us is that there are many voices to be heard within the Bible.

Within the library, the earliest books, or the earliest layers within them, speak to the later; layer by layer, a conversation expands and is enriched. Three centuries of Enlightenment have sought to excavate these layers, and we cannot ignore the results of this triumph of Western scholarly patience: that excavation is part of the task we must set ourselves now. But since first the Hebrew Scriptures and then the Christian were fenced in by the idea of a closed canon, we have another perspective to deal with: the view from any one particular age which saw the canon as a seamless web, as a ready-prepared package of texts containing a common, timeless voice, rather than a fairly random chronological assembly of book acquisitions. A reader of the Bible with such an outlook (and that includes most Christians throughout the two millennia of Christian history) seizes on the voices he or she encounters, without caring much as to when the various texts and books entered the library. Such a Christian goes on to fashion out of the voices a new conversation to fit the times. We have no right to sneer at this process or declare it inauthentic, because Christianity is always beginning such fresh discussions.1

In the title of my previous book, I expressed my conviction that one cannot understand Christianity without investigating its thousand years of prehistory; so the story of silence in Christianity is a matter of not two but three thousand years.2 Consequently I shall spend much time on the Tanakh, the Hebrew Scriptures which Christians have renamed the Old Testament. The Tanakh is itself a collection whose boundaries took centuries to establish; some of the earliest parts of it to be recognized as authoritative – the first five books (Genesis to Deuteronomy, known otherwise as the Pentateuch) – probably took their present form in the fourth century BCE, while the same process was not complete for other books, such as the largely second-century texts now collected under the name of the Book of Daniel, until the first century BCE.3 What becomes apparent from a careful reading of this hugely varied corpus of texts is the surprising degree of reserve or even hostility apparent throughout its books towards the cluster of ideas around silence. Alexander Cruden, that grimly indefatigable one-man biblical search-engine of the eighteenth century, already perceived this when he prefaced his collection of usages of the word ‘silence’ with the observation that among other things, it ‘does not only signify the ordinary silence, or refraining from speaking; but also in the stile of the Hebrews … an entire ruin or destruction, for a total subjection … for death and the grave’.4

Cruden could point to such passages as Jeremiah 8.14, which links silence to doom and destruction for the people of Judah. His reading Bible was the King James Bible (KJB), which uses the word ‘silence’ where the Revised Standard Version makes other interpretations: ‘Why do we sit still? Gather together, let us go into the fortified cities and perish [KJB ‘let us be silent’] there; for the Lord our God has doomed us to perish [KJB ‘hath put us to silence’], and has given us poisoned water to drink, because we have sinned against the Lord.’5 One of the darkest examples is from Amos, one of the first prophets to have left us a substantial bundle of pronouncements, writing on the fate awaiting the Northern Kingdom of Israel in the eighth century BCE: ‘Then the Lord said to me, “The end has come upon my people Israel; I will never again pass by them. The songs of the temple shall become wailings in that day,” says the Lord God; “the dead bodies shall be many; in every place they shall be cast out in silence.” ’6 This is a picture of a massacre too horrific even for the noise of mourning. Yahweh in different mood can bring the same silence on the enemies of his people: Isaiah 15.1, more or less repeated in Jeremiah 48, describes how various prominent settlements in Moab are ‘laid waste’ (or ‘brought to silence’, as the KJB has it). In the sixth century BCE, Babylon is seen by the second prophet gathered in the Book of Isaiah (‘deutero-Isaiah’) as about to suffer the same fate: ‘Sit in silence, and go into darkness, O daughter of the Chaldeans; for you shall no more be called the mistress of kingdoms.’7

Repeatedly, the Tanakh links the silence and darkness of defeat in war to the ultimate human defeat in death and the darkness of the grave. Psalm 31 urges Yahweh to ‘let [the wicked] go dumbfounded to Sheol [i.e. the silent pit of death or underworld]’, and it pursues the theme of silencing the wicked with the verb ’ālam, ‘to be put to silence’ or ‘to be made dumb’: ‘Let the lying lips be dumb’.8 Around this idea of dumbness or mute defeat, the people of Yahweh created a cluster of pejorative meanings, some maliciously gleeful, some agonized and despairing. They perceived that dumbness frequently equated with powerlessness, and so neither friend nor foe would prosper if they were dumb. There was much fun to be had at the expense of the visual representations of other (false) gods in human shape; the people of Israel sang in Yahweh’s temple, picturing such images, classically in Psalm 115: ‘Their idols are silver and gold, the work of men’s hands. They have mouths, but do not speak; eyes, but do not see … Those who make them are like them; so are all who trust in them.’9 The idols make no sense as objects of worship, because they lack even the senses which ordinary humans possess. Their worshippers might be regarded as less than fully human, because they wilfully turn away from the right use of their God-given faculties. A certain sort of Protestant Christian would find this a very congenial theme later, as we shall see (here).

Like Psalm 31, Psalm 115 creates a close association between dumb idols and death and the grave; only a few verses after taunting the statues, it reminds the singer that the dead are no better than idols, for ‘[t]he dead do not praise the Lord, nor do any that go down into silence’. The immediate contrast is with the joy of the singers in the Temple: ‘But we will bless the Lord from this time forth and for evermore. Praise the Lord!’10 The first Isaiah paints an ecstatic picture of the coming of Yahweh into Jerusalem in glory, which will prompt his people to become the opposite of the useless idols of the heathen (and the opposite of the heathen themselves), for they will use all their human senses and faculties in the vocal and physical praise of the one true God. Then ‘the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped; then shall the lame man leap like a hart, and the tongue of the dumb sing for joy.’11 Israelites who rejected dumb idols in the form of men might be thought to have got beyond the idea that the gods had ears like human beings, and so would appreciate a physical sound for divine praises, but it was hard to escape the general assumption in the ancient world that worship had to be vocal. Yahweh still demanded praise that could be heard. Besides, there was a good moral case to be made for vocal prayer, in terms of the good of the whole community. For many in the ancient world, there was every reason to distrust those who indulged in silent prayer: what had they got to hide, and what undesirable outcomes were they seeking?12

Thus a prevailing theme in the Tanakh is the goodness of cultic noise properly directed. Israel’s public worship of God, certainly in its greatest cult-centre the Jerusalem Temple, was generally extremely noisy. How could it be otherwise, when particularly at the height of the Temple’s fame in the Herodian period, on the eve of its destruction, countless thousands converged on it for high festivals from all over the Middle East? In Psalm 30, an unusually personal song of passionate mood-swings, the singer pleads with Yahweh for help and rejoices when it comes. He even tries a spot of emotional blackmail on the Deity, suggesting that the singer’s death will result in the end of Yahweh’s praises on earth:


… to the LORD I made supplication:

‘What profit is there in my death,

    if I go down to the Pit?

Will the dust praise thee?

    Will it tell of thy faithfulness?13



If dumb idols were bad, and dumb worshippers were bad because they did not sing divine praises, how much more culpable were dumb prophets? The whole point of a prophet was to be a mouthpiece of Yahweh, carrying urgent messages for his people, as is clear in the Greek word prophēteia: the gift of interpreting the will of the gods. That meant that the prophet had to roar like a lion on behalf of God (Amos 1.2), or sound like a trumpet (Isa. 58.1), and the classic condemnation of those who did not is to be found in that same prophet (or group of prophets) who saw himself as a trumpeter, the third prophet in the Book of Isaiah: ‘His watchmen are blind, they are all without knowledge; they are all dumb dogs, they cannot bark’ (Isa. 56.10).

In certain circumstances, Yahweh would punish his people by depriving them of the tough love represented by the prophet’s voice. Such was the fate of Ezekiel, when Yahweh made his tongue cleave to the roof of his mouth, apparently for seven and a half years (Ezek. 3.25–6). The text of the Book of Ezekiel is manifestly in a state of some corruption, which has often been used to explain the puzzling fact that it describes the prophet continuing to perform prophetic actions and deliver divine oracles to the people during his years of enforced dumbness. But corruption of the text is always a rather desperate last throw for biblical or literary commentators, and in this case it is probably an unnecessary suggestion. It is possible to interpret the text as saying that God suspends Ezekiel’s ability to be a mediator or arbitrator (‘to be to them an ’îš môkîaḥ’, Ezek. 3.26): no longer can he put the people’s case to God, but that does not stop him delivering God’s judgements to them. He has become a communicator in one direction only, whereas before he communicated both ways, and that situation lasts until the prophet hears the news of the final fall of Jerusalem (Ezek. 24.26 and 33.22).14

It may also be a surprise to modern eyes how little the books of the Tanakh align the meanings of words for ‘peace’ or ‘rest’ with the concept of silence. One of the most frequently quoted, and one of the most familiar today even to non-Hebrew speakers, is ‘Shalom’. It is a word with many shades of meaning, implying completeness, wholeness or prosperity before meaning peace. Other cognate Hebrew words have the same implication of a state of general prosperity and quiet everyday activity. It is this happy condition of peace in other settled peoples which attracts the jealous and destructive attention of the Children of Israel as they establish themselves in the land which the Lord has given them: massacre and conquest follow.15 The message of Deuteronomy is that it is only when Israel has reached its promised land, when it has come ‘to the rest [hammeanūḥâ] and to the inheritance which the Lord your God gives you’, that the proper cult of the Temple begins. Peace and rest are associated with busy, regulated activity, especially liturgical activity.16 This is echoed with sustained sarcasm in a vision of the first Isaiah, who sees ‘the whole earth … at rest and quiet; they break forth into singing’, which marks the beginning of an extraordinary mock-triumphal procession to welcome the entrance of the defeated King of Babylon into Sheol, an exultant mirror-image of the triumphs of Yahweh.17 In such circumstances, ‘peace’ is as far from silence as the innocent chorus of happy villagers in the opening number of a traditional pantomime, before the villain enters.

A GOD WHO SPEAKS

Above all, Yahweh himself is a communicator, who in normal and desirable circumstances expresses himself in noise, usually emphatic noise. His act of creation, described in two different ways in the Book of Genesis, is intimately linked with the idea of speech. This is less thoroughgoing in the earlier account (now placed second in Genesis), in which God only starts speaking when he has created a man. God’s first words to the man are orders as to what he can and cannot do, but straight away he also involves his man in the act of creation through speech, bringing his beasts and birds to the man ‘to see what he would call them’.18 The later account of creation is now called the ‘Priestly’ account since it is a layer of the text associated with authors in the Jerusalem Temple; it now forms the opening passage of Genesis. Immediately it links speech to the divine work (‘And God said, “Let there be light” ’); in this, it is surely aware of some contemporary Egyptian accounts of creation, which also envisaged the use of words to bring the earth into being.19

From the moment that God moves to end the formlessness and void state of the earth, day by day over six days, he repeatedly commands form into existence by speech, following on from ‘Let there be light’; and then, at his first creation of sentient life, he adds words of blessing to the words of command.20 The Priestly account adds that at the culmination of its seven-day structure, ‘on the seventh day God finished his work which he had done, and he rested on the seventh day from all his work which he had done’. This day of rest received his blessing, like all the other days of activity, so it was a vital part of the creative process rather than simply an end of it.21 Later commentators on Genesis were to make a great deal more out of this thought, as we shall see.

After his work of creation, God remained a God of words and communications with his people: like rulers on earth, he was a judge, a pronouncer of commands and admonishments. There is a particularly vivid picture of this at the end of 1 Kings, where the prophet Micaiah ben Imlah discomfits King Ahab with his vision of God sitting enthroned in glory, ‘and all the host of heaven standing beside him on his right hand and on his left … and one said one thing, and another said another’: that is, the heavenly court was full of a babble of voices such as King Ahab would be familiar with at his own court.22 The Tanakh boasts several similar pictures from the period of the Israelite monarchies: God sits enthroned, his courtiers being either the lesser gods or spirits or seraphim: the royal court is alive with noise both ceremonial and political.23

Not only does God frequently appear amid a great deal of cosmic noise – thunder or fire, for instance24 – but the point of his appearance is invariably to convey some message to his people: he needs a voice. Sometimes an emissary bears the message, as one would expect of a great king, but in the earlier examples of these encounters there is remarkably little difference between emissary and Deity. The Book of Numbers, for instance, contains one of the Tanakh’s most engaging anecdotes of dumbness overcome for the Lord’s purposes in wondrous fashion: Balaam’s ass indignantly answers back against her master’s mistreatment, pointing out that there is an angel of the Lord with a drawn sword barring the way forward. The voice of the angel to Balaam then elides very easily into the words of Yahweh.25
The most famous apparent counter-example of what might be a theophany of quietness is in Elijah’s vision of God: a key moment for Israelite history, when Elijah’s experience echoes that of Moses on Mount Sinai. After gale, earthquake and fire, Elijah hears what the King James Bible calls ‘a still small voice’, behind which phrase lies a Hebrew ‘voice of thin silence’ or ‘sound of a light whisper’ (qôl demāmâ dāqâ).26 Some modern commentators raise the alarming possibility that this famous phrase could originally have had an entirely contrary meaning, as ‘thunderous or crushing and roaring sound’, which would make the vision a logical progression of drama rather than a deliberate anticlimax in this appearance of God.27 Yet even if we keep the traditional reading, which has so fired the imagination of readers over more than two millennia, at least as early as those who created the first Greek translations of the Hebrew text, God’s ‘light whisper’ is still obstinately if quietly loquacious.

Conversely, throughout the Tanakh the silence of God provokes a chorus of protest, expostulation and anguished supplication, expressing not merely a sense that it is a just judgement, but on occasion that it is an inexplicable affliction of the innocent. This was nothing new; the same motif can be found in Mesopotamian texts long pre-dating those in the Tanakh, maybe as early as around 2000 BCE.28 God’s silence was to be associated with the nation’s many disasters, and a reaction was embedded in the liturgy of the Temple in the Psalms: no fewer than twelve of the 150 Psalms employ the phrase ‘hide the face’ in relation to God, and it is generally part of a lament from God’s worshippers, who cannot understand why they are thus deprived.29 Psalm 22 is the most obvious, not least because Jesus felt it to have a very personal significance as he was struck down by the Roman and Jewish authorities: ‘My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me? … O my God, I cry by day, but thou dost not answer; and by night, but find no rest.’ This is not a picture of what Christians would later call a hidden God, Deus absconditus: this is a God who (for reasons best known to himself) has apparently taken a grim policy decision to withdraw his presence from his people, in the manner of a great power closing down its embassy to a foreign nation on the eve of war. In several of the prophets, this silence has a much more specific explanation: it is the expression of God’s angry judgement. The prophet Micah, speaking as the kingdom of Judah faced the dizzyingly more powerful Assyrian Empire in the late eighth century BCE, pitilessly spells it out after he has made a lurid comparison of the rulers of Jerusalem to cannibals: ‘Then they will cry to the Lord, but he will not answer them; he will hide his face from them at that time, because they have made their deeds evil.’30

‘BE STILL BEFORE THE LORD’

On the basis of this admittedly lightning tour of the Tanakh, I would argue that the majority view among its various writers is that silence is not often a quality to be sought, dwelt on in meditation or commended. Yet amid so many scriptural voices, that is not going to be the whole story. First, the noisy worship of the Temple was perfectly capable of being hospitable to silence. From the outset, descriptions of its threefold division between antechamber, sanctuary and Holy of Holies show how the crowds might be kept physically at bay from the most sacred place. So the Tanakh does contain traces of the positive use of silence in worship in the Temple. It would be only natural to find this as one aspect of the public reverence of God, since the same was true in everyday society. Subjects fell silent in the presence of their rulers, and even the powerful were attentive to someone recognized as having something worthwhile to say. Job in his affliction looked wistfully back to the days when he was ranked among the great and the good:


When I prepared my seat in the square, the young men saw me and withdrew, and the aged rose and stood; the princes refrained from talking, and laid their hand on their mouth; the voice of the nobles was hushed, and their tongue cleaved to the roof of their mouth … Men listened to me, and waited, and kept silence for my counsel. After I spoke they did not speak again, and my word dropped upon them.31



So the crowds in the Temple would have found it unsurprising that on occasion they were expected to conform to social expectations, and keep silence before Yahweh.

The creators of the Hebrew Scriptures could look back to plenty of precedent for the transference of this reverence from rulers to gods, in older Mesopotamian sources such as the Epic of Gilgamesh or the Enūma Eliš. It was natural for societies to attribute much more to the power of the deity, far greater than that of any human authority. This power might strike the observer dumb with fear, as it does in the Exodus story’s song of Moses, which pictures the hostile peoples of the earth ‘as still as a stone’ with terror as Yahweh passes by with his people, safe across the Red Sea.32 The priests of the Temple were capable of turning this visceral fear into a controlled silence through the liturgy. Psalm 37, a poem which has obvious overtones of the Tanakh’s ‘Wisdom’ tradition, that class of sacred literature which became important for the Israelites in expounding the shape of an orderly and tidy society, exhorts the worshipper to ‘be still before the Lord, and wait patiently for him’.33 Habakkuk, a prophet probably writing not long before the Babylonians captured and destroyed Jerusalem at the end of the sixth century BCE, interestingly contrasts the well-worn Israelite theme of dumb idols and the noisy worship done to them with the silence which should do proper honour to Yahweh. Indeed, the silence should be observed, not just in Israel, but in the whole world. This is a tiny early example of the insight of later prophets, and later of Christians, that the God of Israel had a universal jurisdiction:


What profit is an idol when its maker has shaped it, a metal image, a teacher of lies? For the workman trusts in his own creation when he makes dumb idols! Woe to him who says to a wooden thing, Awake; to a dumb stone, Arise! Can this give revelation? Behold, it is overlaid with gold and silver, and there is no breath at all in it. But the Lord is in his holy temple; let all the earth keep silence before him.34



Significant in this connection is the charming story at the beginning of 1 Samuel about his mother Hannah, so long in despair at her childlessness. Praying in tears to God in the shrine of Shiloh, she was observed by Eli the priest, who was not pleased at what he took to be her irreverence: ‘Hannah was speaking in her heart; only her lips moved, and her voice was not heard; therefore Eli took her to be a drunken woman. And Eli said to her, “How long will you be drunken? Put away your wine from you.” But Hannah answered, “No, my lord, I am a woman sorely troubled; I have drunk neither wine nor strong drink, but I have been pouring out my soul before the Lord.” ’ Eli, impressed, sent her away with a blessing and the hope that Yahweh would answer her prayers, which of course he did, giving her a child, and Israel one of its greatest prophets.35

The point here seems to be that silent prayer to the Lord was a controversial and debatable custom: it could well be considered unnatural, and the story may have arisen as a conscious effort to justify it – particularly in view of the fact that the priest who had made this mistake about Hannah’s honest piety had not served the true Temple in Jerusalem, but the now-discredited shrine in Shiloh. This story eventually proved crucial in making respectable the practice of silent prayer in both Judaism and Christianity, but the struggle was to be long and hard, as we shall see (here).36

One psalm significantly develops this theme of worshipful silence to give it a correspondence in the cosmos to silent worship on earth: Psalm 19. Those familiar with the Christian choral repertoire will not realize how exceptional it is among the Psalms, because they will frequently have sung lustily the setting of its opening verses made by Franz Josef Haydn (1732–1809) for his oratorio The Creation: still the most popular section of that whole work. ‘The Heavens are telling the Glory of God’ is a rumbustious chorus, in which Haydn significantly stops short of setting the end of the extraordinary diminuendo which closes down the psalm’s opening proclamation, merely providing a glimpse of it in an unaccompanied vocal quartet, before he returns to one of the most operatically jolly of all his finales. Haydn was clearly exercised by the psalm-text’s turn to wordlessness in the praise and knowledge of God, so uncharacteristic of the Psalms in general, and needed to play it down at this point in his work. The passage is remarkable for the number of variants on the idea of speech which it crams into a short space:


Day to day pours forth speech,

    and night to night declares knowledge.

There is no speech, nor are there words;

    their voice is not heard;

Yet their voice goes out through all the earth,

    and their words to the end of the world.



This is a glimpse of a cosmic worship of Yahweh beyond human speech: another claim to universal jurisdiction. It was to fire the imaginations of later writers, who imported many other silences into the Tanakh’s visions of creation, and it was a help in completing the sense of correspondence between human reverence and the reverence of all creation. Yet it should be noted that even this psalm in its closing words (v. 14) cannot resist balancing silent contemplation of the divine with the speech of human worshippers:


       Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable in thy sight,

       O Lord, my rock and my redeemer.



THE SUFFERING SERVANT

Another voice from the Tanakh was in the long term equally transformative of the status of silence in that offshoot of Judaism which became Christianity. It is what might be termed a ‘minority report’ on silence, from the second prophet included in the Book of Isaiah (‘deutero-Isaiah’), who was writing just after Cyrus King of Persia had allowed the Babylonian exiles to return to Jerusalem and rebuild the Temple.37 In the midst of the pronouncements which have come to be known as the Songs of the Suffering Servant, deutero-Isaiah says of this man of peace: ‘He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he opened not his mouth; like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, and like a sheep that before its shearers is dumb.’38 This text of Isaiah is very close to a description by the earlier prophet Jeremiah of his own sufferings: ‘But I was like a gentle lamb led to the slaughter. I did not know it was against me they devised schemes.’ The commentator Klaus Baltzer points out the one feature of Isaiah’s song which is unprecedented: ‘the only unusual thing about the Servant’s behaviour is his silence.’39

Although Jeremiah had inspired deutero-Isaiah’s passage and perhaps the whole Suffering Servant motif, it is the later prophet who has then added the thought about dumbness.40 A near echo of it is the opening of one of the most remarkable and individual of the Psalms, 39, where the singer recalls a state of dumb distress before addressing prayer and praise to God: ‘I said, “I will guard my ways, that I may not sin with my tongue; I will bridle my mouth, so long as the wicked are in my presence.” I was dumb and silent, I held my peace to no avail; my distress grew worse, my heart became hot within me.’ The singer then emphasizes that words have only come to him through God’s mercy, and he rehearses his patient submission to God which is so reminiscent of that of the Servant: ‘I am dumb, I do not open my mouth; for it is thou who hast done it.’41

When the singer of Psalm 39 does open his mouth, he speaks of the brevity of human life and how it fades into nothingness. His tone of resignation comes close to the wintry smile at human folly that we encounter in the book of that most disconcerting of teachers, Ecclesiastes or Qoheleth, where the theme of God’s silence has become a criticism of the capacity of ‘Wisdom’ literature (the tradition in which Qoheleth stands) to say anything ultimately useful or meaningful about God. Christianity, not a religion to appreciate anticlimax, has never found it easy to deal with that fading-away from the busy sounds of human life and the chatter of human knowledge which emerges at the end of Qoheleth’s text, with its bleak picture of humanity sinking into old age in a series of elegant metaphors for the failing of physical faculties: ‘in the day when the keepers of the house tremble, and the strong men are bent, and the grinders cease because they are few, and those that look through the windows are dimmed, and the doors on the street are shut; when the sound of the grinding is low …’ All that can follow is death – expressed in more metaphors: ‘the silver cord is snapped, or the golden bowl is broken, or the pitcher is broken at the fountain, or the wheel broken at the cistern.’ Then ‘all is vanity … the end of the matter; all has been heard’.42

The second Isaiah, who was writing in much the same era as Qoheleth, after the return of exiles from Babylon to Israel, draws a different, more positive message from silence. The returned people of Israel were doing their best to restore the ravaged Temple, painfully recovering from the trauma of defeat, destruction and exile, and debating how this experience might relate to Yahweh’s purposes. They found in the second prophet’s poetry an image of silence which not only reflected their own terrible experience, but looked forward in hope and restoration. Over the next centuries, successive generations first applied this message to their continuing sufferings as a community; then some began to see the silent Suffering Servant as an individual, perhaps the anointed one or Messiah who would save Israel. That was to prove an image of crucial importance for Christian self-identity; and dumbness was to be a vital part of that, as we shall see (here).43

SILENCE, PLATO AND THE CREATOR-GOD

The role of silence in Jewish tradition steadily expanded, as the boundaries of what were to be considered particularly authoritative or ‘canonical’ sacred books gradually became fixed into the Tanakh, a process which, as we have observed, was probably completed in the first century BCE. Alongside that development, there built up, from the late third century BCE to the first century CE, another literature which was a conscious meditation on or enrichment of this canonical corpus. A great number of these texts survive, many of which take on the guise of much older figures found in the Tanakh, to emphasize their own authority as revealing God’s purposes and message in new ways. Hence their group description as ‘apocalyptic’, from the Greek apokalypto, ‘unveil’ or ‘reveal’. They have often been discussed by Christians under the loaded title of ‘Inter-Testamental literature’, works falling between what Christians call the Old and New Testaments – clearly not a term which has any meaning within the Jewish tradition.44

The background to this literature was not merely Judaism’s continuing conversation with its own troubled past as pictured in the Tanakh, but a new dialogue with an outside culture, in this case Greek, mediated by Hellenistic monarchs who had been generals in Alexander the Great’s armies, and their successors. Over a century, from the late fourth century BCE, these new rulers turned Alexander’s vast but fleeting conquests into great empires in the Seleucid Middle East and Ptolemaic Egypt; they battled for control of the Jewish heartland on their common frontier. Some of the cultural conversation between Judaism and Hellenism became extremely violent, as when, in the second century BCE, the boastful Seleucid king Antiochos IV Epiphanes tried forcefully to impose Greek values on his Jewish subjects, and instead provoked a successful rebellion against Seleucid rule and the establishment of the Jewish Hasmonaean kingdom.

The lure of Greek philosophy and intellectual inquiry was nevertheless too strong for consistent intellectual resistance on the part of the Jews. Not only did the Alexandrian Jewish community feel it essential to translate the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek, the great translation known as the Septuagint, but Jewish intellectuals sifted through a mass of Greek terminology in order to make sense of their tradition in Hellenistic forms. Much of the process remains obscure, and the era on the eve of the birth of Jesus is particularly difficult to understand, despite various manuscript discoveries of the last hundred years. The problem is not confined to Judaism; as one historian of silence in the Greek philosophical tradition ruefully remarks, ‘[t]he last century before Christ conceals many mysteries from the intellectual historian.’45

Many of the apocalyptic books are far more hospitable than the Tanakh itself to a positive notion of silence. Within them, the contours of Jewish religion can be seen changing and diversifying, and new
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