
Silence and its Dark Side 

Reflections on a Pilgrimage to Auschwitz 
 
Introduction 
I, along with about fifty other clergy, was invited to join Archbishop Justin Welby for a three day 
pilgrimage to Auschwitz-Birkenau in January 2017. There was also excellent theological reflection 
offered during the trip by Revd Dr Sam Wells, The Very Revd Dr Pete Wilcox and Father Manfred 
Deselaers, a German Catholic priest who has been living in the parish of the “Assumption of the 
Blessed Virgin Mary” in the town of Oświęcim (Auschwitz) since 1990. 
 
We were each asked to write and share our personal reflections following the pilgrimage. What 
follows are my reflections on the place and significance of silence in the story of Auschwitz alongside 
my personal relationship to silence over the past 25 years.    
 
Silence is Good 
Former CBS anchor Dan Rather found himself unprepared for a television interview with Mother 
Teresa several years ago. Ron Mehl described the newsman’s encounter this way: 
“When you pray,” asked Rather, “what do you say to God?” 
“I don’t say anything,” she replied. “I listen.” 
Rather tried another tack, “Well, okay…when God speaks to you, then, what does He say?” 
“He doesn’t say anything. He listens.” 
Rather looked bewildered. For an instant, he didn’t know what to say.  
“And, if you don’t understand that,” Mother Teresa added, “I can’t explain it to you.” 
 
At the age of twenty I wouldn’t have had the slightest idea what Mother Teresa was saying here, 
‘Surely that’s an irrational contradiction?’ I grew up in a Christian home where prayer was, whether 
out loud or in my head, full of words, praising and imploring God. As I look back on the way I prayed 
as a young adult, I am reminded of the prophets of Baal trying to light a fire! The few gaps that there 
were in my prayers were about trying to squeeze responses out of God. By my early twenties I was 
weary of all the words, was drying up and losing faith. My answer to prayer came in the form of a 
Jesuit spiritual director who over time led me on a journey into silence. I have learnt to treasure silence 
and learnt, most of the time, to surrender my need for God to dance to my tune and to speak to me 
when I pray. As John of the Cross put it, "Silence is the way God speaks to us." In juxtaposition to the 
prophets of Baal, Elijah encountered God, not in the power, noise and violence of creation but rather 
as it’s beautifully put, in the ‘sound of sheer silence’. Beautiful words that now resonate for me, and 
yet the ‘sound of silence’ is again a seeming contradiction. Job’s friends were doing well in support of 
their suffering friend until they started talking. It was also in my twenties that I realised that my 
girlfriend was the person I wanted to live my life with; one of the occasions that confirmed this desire 
was when we sat in silence and simply looked out on the countryside, enjoying each other’s company 
without anxiety about the silence and the need to fill. There is here a resonance with my journey into 
silence with God. So contemplative silence became the secret meeting place where, over two decades, 
God in an entirely unquantifiable way has wooed me.  
 
Part of that journey for me wasn’t just about the embracing of silence as the place of relationship with 
God, it has also been a journey of surrendering my desires for God to meet my wants and needs and 
to fit into my understanding of who God is. In my mid-twenties, my mother was diagnosed with cancer; 
it was clearly terminal from first diagnosis with not long left to live. It was of course traumatic, shocking 
news. How should I pray? All my protestations to God in my past for others had brought no physical 
healing and yet I’d been on the receiving end of a dramatic experience of physical healing as a 
teenager. Amongst all the powerful emotions, I found a level of peace in two simple prayers that 
encompass intercession and surrender, 
‘Thy will be done’. 



‘Father, for you all things are possible; remove this cup from my mum; yet not what I want, but what 
you want’. 
My mother died twelve weeks after diagnosis. During that time, Hannah and I were married and it was 
my mother’s last public appearance. Contemplative prayer, intercession and some level of surrender 
gave me assurance and peace below the more turbulent emotions at the surface at that time.  
 
The short version of this snapshot from my twenties is that it is in silence and surrender that my 
journey into God deepened and became richer. 
 

‘Let all mortal flesh keep silent’. 
 
Protest against Silence and Surrender 
Prior to our recent visit to Auschwitz we were given a number of articles and scriptural passages to 
read by way of preparation, one of which was the Book of Lamentations. It felt a chore and as I thought 
I’d find it hard to concentrate, I decided to read it out loud. As I read, I was immediately struck by the 
power and urgency of the lament and protest being expressed and I found myself reading at a pace 
and with a sense of protest in my inflection. 

‘Is it nothing to you, all you who pass by? Look and see if there is any sorrow like my sorrow,  
which was brought upon me, which the Lord inflicted on the day of his fierce anger’.  

(Lam. 1.12) 
Somehow, intuitively, I knew that this was a passage that needs a voice, needs to be heard. There is 
an integrity in its raw honesty and questioning. It is giving voice to the voiceless and I found myself 
needing to too in my rendition. 
 
Before the trip, I also read Laurence Rees book, Auschwitz. I had always seen this evil extermination 
on such an industrial scale as the work of the Nazi regime alone, but as Rees makes clear in his book, 
to gather so many people from across Europe required the support or at least compliance of many 
more people, and crucially, it required entire populations to say nothing, to be silent. Invasion and 
occupation brought great fear, and fear silenced entire nations. A pernicious silence enveloped not 
only those herded onto cattle trucks but also their neighbours who watched it happen. Martin Luther 
King said that, ‘In the end, we will remember not the words of our enemies, but the silence of our 
friends’. Silence or the lack of a medium to speak is also so often part of the experience of those who 
are victims, whatever the injustice. Clearly, silence is not always holy. It can be complicit and used for 
evil ends. 
 
As I read, my circle of judgement widened, briefly, from the Nazis to encompass most of Europe, but 
I quickly realised that the only difference between us Brits and the rest of Europe at that time was 
simply the fact that we were not an occupied nation. As a husband and father, would I have challenged 
the Nazi soldiers who escorted away my Jewish, Romani or homosexual neighbour? Any dissent and I 
would quickly have been on the cattle truck too leaving my wife a widow and my sons fatherless. To 
put this into a present day context, I have a friend who lives in Turkey and like me is a husband and 
father. Should I expect him to speak out about the mass imprisonments without fair legal process that 
are taking place in Turkey? Fear and love for those who love me would I suspect silence me in such 
circumstances. 
 
There was also the silence of those who were transported across Europe in awful conditions to 
Auschwitz and the other camps. People have often asked in the subsequent years, ‘Why did they 
remain silent; where was the protest, the fight or flight?’ These are questions that you stop asking 
when you have in anyway gained even an inkling into the experience of those who were rounded up, 
transported, tortured, enslaved and exterminated. They also had hope cleverly and cruelly used 
against them. ‘Take off your clothes, put them down tidily and remember where you have placed them 
so that you will be able to find them after your shower’. And how many were not silent, protested or 
tried to flee? We will never know; the accounts of their bravery burned with them. 
 



It seems that silence can be used for evil purposes or is necessary for evil to have the space to flourish; 
human beings need to be silenced. Throughout history, the abusers of power have had to find ways 
to silence the prophetic voices that call for justice, love, peace and the protection of the vulnerable.  

‘And Amaziah said to Amos, ‘O seer, go, flee away to the land of Judah, earn your bread there, 
and prophesy there; but never again prophesy at Bethel’. (Amos 7.12) 

 
To conclude this section, it seems clearer to me than ever that those of us in places of safety have a 
responsibility to use the voice that God has given. Our silence at best gives power to evil and at worst 
makes us complicit in it. I am also struck again by the lack of space and paucity of resources to give 
expression to lament, questioning and protest within our liturgy and hymns. I can think of only one 
time in my years of ministry where I have heard unreserved lament and protest in the context of 
Anglican worship. It came from a deacon as he led the intercessions and it had a powerful effect on 
all of us who were there, giving voice in petition to God on behalf of a congregation struggling to find 
its voice in the face of an injustice.    
 

‘Let all mortal flesh not keep silent!’ 
 
Listen to the Voices of the Earth 
Then finally came our visits, first to Auschwitz and later in the same day to Birkenau. We walked from 
the retreat centre where we were staying to the camp in temperatures that varied through the day 
between - 12c and a ‘high’ of - 6c. How did anyone survive a winter? As we walked together, the 
conversations quietened and then ceased as we walked through the gate with its famous lying sign, 
‘Arbeit Macht Frei’, ‘Work Sets You Free’.  
 
It is impossible to really comprehend the enormity of what happened in this place despite the best 
efforts of our guides. We listened in silence with very few questions. To be here just as a tourist would 
be macabre, rather it was rightly called a pilgrimage, a journey to a sacred place. There was for me a 
sense of holy ground and of peace about the camps and I’m aware that that’s a strange thing to say 
about a place of such industrialised evil. I want to say that souls of the departed have somehow 
redeemed Auschwitz-Birkenau but I’m not sure how to rationally and theologically defend that view. 
The camps are more than a museum; they give voice to those who were not heard and who died here 
in secret. The camps are today a living protest against those who perversely try to deny the Holocaust. 
For us as pilgrims though, it was not the time for protest but to honour and to listen. 
 
We were instructed by Father Manfred Deselaers to listen in four ways, 

 to listen to the voices from the earth,  

 to listen to our own hearts,  

 to listen to the voice of the other, and, 

 to listen to God.  
This struck me as being a good framework for a rule of life, and has a resonance with our three Anglican 
sources of authority in scripture, tradition and reason. If we are to honour our Anglican foundations, 
in each generation we need to learn the pathways to the holy silence that listens to God as we are 
spoken to through scripture, through the voices of the saints who have gone before us, and through 
our hearts, our reason and the voice of the other, and according to Matthew 25, particularly the 
marginalised or vulnerable other. The disciplines of counselling, arbitration and mediation also require 
a quality to the silence and listening by their practitioners. The General Synod of the Church of England 
has recently been led into a process of deeper listening to God in and through one another as it finds 
itself divided over contentious issues. Maybe our General Synod should also be listening to the voices 
of the Auschwitz earth. What do they have to say to us in the Church of England? 
 

‘Let all mortal flesh listen’ 
 
 
 



God’s Silence 
As I said at the start of my reflection, silence has become my friend and the place where I encounter 
God, but I speak as one who has not been on the receiving end of unrestrained torture and the daily 
threat of extermination. Amongst the physical and emotional suffering, there was also a terrible 
spiritual suffering. Not only did God not rescue his children, God remained silent. ‘Where the f… are 
you?’ This is the dark and difficult question lurking here. There will be those who read these words 
and are more concerned about my vocabulary than the power of the anger and sense of abandonment 
experienced. Many who arrived at the camps as people of faith in time rejected God or became 
atheists. Others continued to find solace and strength from their faith whilst surrounded by evil. 
Eliezer Wiesel’s famous account in his book Night of having to witness a child hanging on a gallows 
gets to this question. 
Behind me, I heard the same man asking: Where is God now?  
And I heard a voice within me answer him: Here He is—He is hanging here on this gallows. 
After this experience, Wiesel writes of his desire to reject God but still finds himself praying. There is, 
somewhere deep within him, a flicker of faith that refuses to be extinguished. 
 
I have seen this incredible inextinguishable flame myself at times in people. I remember particularly a 
man I once knew who had experienced truly awful sexual abuse throughout his childhood in a 
supposedly Christian home. With incredible bravery he shared with me what he’d experienced. Not 
surprisingly, by his teens he had rejected the God who allowed this to happen and who had remained 
silent. Yet there remained this vulnerable, almost imperceptible light of faith and yearning for God 
deep inside that, to his great frustration, would not let him go. 
 
In Martin Scorsese’s recent film, Silence, again, it’s the story of awful suffering at the hands of fellow 
human beings. As the film takes us through the story, it finally distils down to whether the torturers 
can force Father Rodriguez to reject his Christian faith. I won’t entirely spoil the ending for those 
who’ve not yet seen it, but suffice to say that the conclusion has parallels with Eliezer’s Night and my 
example shared above. In Silence, Scorsese keeps taking us back to Father Rodriguez’s memory of an 
icon of the face of Christ at the time of his crucifixion. Whilst Rodriguez is eventually forced publicly 
to trample on an icon to express his apostasy, the icon of Christ that is in his memory remains. The 
wonder of an icon is that it can speak to us in different ways at different times. It gives enough to 
nurture our devotion and is empty enough to leave space for our own individual prayers and journeys. 
On a number of occasions in the film, Scorsese has an icon by El Greco of Christ’s face looking directly 
at the cinema audience… and in silence. The icon speaks of the God who has and does suffer with us, 
but equally it looks at each of us impassively, in silence, giving nothing away. 
 
This great tension and seeming contradiction is where I end my reflection.  
With the God who dies, yet forever refuses to die.  
With the God who reveals himself in scripture, in tradition and in reason, yet remains a mystery.  
With the God who does not rescue his people, yet remains with them through the darkest of evils. 
With the God who is absent, yet always present. 
With the God who can be rejected, yet cannot be fully escaped. 
With the God who is my master and my friend, yet whom I don’t really know. 
With the God who is silent, yet never stops speaking. 
 
The last word goes to two Welsh poets. There needs to be a place for lament and even protest in the 
life of faith. I want, unapologetically, to respond to this suffering and God’s silence with rage; 

Do not go gentle into that good night, 
Rage, rage against the dying of the light. 

(Do not go gently into the night, Dylan Thomas) 
 

Let all mortal flesh rage. 
 
 



But still, I confess that I have been successfully wooed and will not cease my loving pilgrimage. 
Love is the light that refuses extinction. 

There is an island there is no going 
to but in a small boat, the way 
the saints went, travelling the gallery 
of the frightened faces of 
the long-drowned, munching the gravel 
of its beaches. So I have gone 
up the salt lane to the building 
with the stone altar, and the candles 
gone out, and kneeled and lifted 
my eyes to the furious gargoyle 
of the owl that is like a god 
gone small and resentful. There 
is no body in the stained window 
of the sky now. Am I too late? 
Were they too late also, those 
first pilgrims? He is such a fast 
God, always before us, and 
leaving as we arrive. 
 
There are those here 
not given to prayer, whose office 
is the blank sea that they say daily. 
What they listen to is not 
hymns, but the slow chemistry of the soil, 
that turns saints’ bones into dust, 
dust to an irritant of the nostril. 
 
There is no time on this island. 
The swinging pendulum of the tide 
has no clock; the events 
are dateless. These people are not 
late or soon; they are just 
here, with only the one question 
to ask, which life answers 
by being in them. It is I 
who ask. Was the pilgrimage 
I made to come to my own 
self, to learn that, in times 
like these, and for one like me, 
God will never be plain and 
out there, but dark rather, and 
inexplicable, as though he were in here? 

 
(Pilgrimage, R S Thomas) 
A ‘fast God’ indeed! 

Let all mortal flesh never cease the search 
 
As I end, I find myself imaging God responding to me in similar fashion to that of Job, 
‘Right then, my turn to question you!’ 
 

Revd. Paul Cowan 
January 2017 


