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  Beyond these immediacies, I am grateful to the good company of companions who have not only taught me the urgency of breaking the silence but have stood by me through the process of breaking my own silence. That includes a host of teachers, colleagues, and pastoral companions, among them most especially Gerald Jenkins, who saw beyond my silences. Of course our silence breaking is deeply rooted in the biblical tradition of coming to speech, most notably the Hebrew slaves who refused the silence of Pharaoh. Those silence breakers, however, were only an echo of the God who broke the silence of chaos with a command to the light.




  We now live in a barbaric world where the stones cry out against the violence that spirals from the top down. Our work is to join their refusal of silence and their brave insistence on voice.




  
INTRODUCTION




  SILENCE IS A COMPLEX MATTER. IT CAN REFER TO AWE before unutterable holiness, but it can also refer to coercion where some voices are silenced in the interest of control by the dominant voices. It is that latter silence that is the primary focus of the studies that follow.




  On April 15, 1967, at Riverside Church in New York City, Martin Luther King Jr. gave an address to Clergy and Laymen Concerned about Vietnam titled “Beyond Vietnam: A Time to Break the Silence.” In that address, King not only spoke vigorously against the U.S. war policy in Vietnam, but he also linked opposition to the war to the crisis of race that he had long addressed. I remember that address; like many others at the time, I feared that in linking the war to the racial crisis King was detracting focus and energy away from the race crisis. But, of course, I, along with many others, was wrong. King understood that the war and race belonged to a cluster of issues, all of which flow together in a collusive silence in which public opinion had silently accepted top-down authority. King’s breaking of the silence was a freighted moment in mobilizing sustainable opposition to the war in a challenge to settled authority.




  King’s capacity to break the silence that supported the war is representative of many movements that break the silence of long-protected practices of domination and exploitation. Most recently a number of church bodies have begun, albeit belatedly, to speak out against the church’s pernicious, still-in-effect “Doctrine of Discovery” that long ago (and until now) cedes “the new world” to the old European colonizing powers, a ceding that currently feeds white nationalist sentiment in the United States. Such belated protests that work toward abrogation of that long-standing “doctrine” have come with an awareness that we must not be silent. In fact, many groups are now insisting that we must not be silent any longer, such as many liberation movements, among them feminism and womanism in many varieties, queer theology, Black Lives Matter, and voices of and for the disabled. In the Bible, perhaps the most vigorous character in such silence breaking is the importunate (nagging!) widow in Jesus’ parable in Luke 18:1–8. All of these silence breakers have come to see that silence is a strategy for the maintenance of the status quo, with its unbearable distribution of power and wealth. Silence breakers characteristically insist that the old patterns of power must be disrupted and reconfigured. Thus the widow asked for and insisted on justice.




  The silencers variously intend to maintain the status quo. In the ancient text the paradigmatic silencer is above all Pharaoh, a metaphor for all silencers, a company that comes to include, in the biblical tradition, kings, priests, scribes, and “the crowd” that was uncritically allied with such powers. We know very well in our time, moreover, that many voices are required for the maintenance of a democracy, and so the silencers resort to voter repression and gerrymandering, strategies for silencing those who would disrupt present power arrangements.




  Thus, the ongoing historical process can be seen as an unequal contest between the silencers and those who would break the silence in the interest of new historical possibility. The contest is unequal because the silencers have better means of communication and control, not least management and ownership of most of the public media. In the world of the ancient text, “public media” meant especially the stylized practices of monarchy and temple. “Breaking the silence” is always counterdiscourse that tends to arise from the margins of society, a counter to present power arrangements and to dominant modes of social imagination.




  To be sure, the breaking of silence is not always positive and constructive, as some silence breakers may also yield destructive voices; we should not romanticize. A case in point of such negative silence breaking is that of the far-right political leader in the Netherlands, Geert Wilders, who lost an election for prime minister in March, 2017. At the instant of his electoral defeat, he declared, “Regardless of the verdict, no one will be able to silence me.”1 Another example is flag burning in the United States. It is such unwelcome speech, but it is protected by the Constitution. Nevertheless, President Trump wants to silence such activists by jail or revocation of citizenship. That, of course, is the risk of allowing for silence breaking, but it is a risk that is indispensable for any human society that is not to drift further toward fascism and the domination of a single voice.




  The church has a huge stake in breaking the silence, because the God of the Bible characteristically appears at the margins of established power arrangements, whether theological or socioeconomic and political. The church at its most faithful is allied with artistic expression from the margin that voices alternatives to dominant imagination. Prayer—beyond conventional polite prayer—is an act of breaking the silence. Thus, in the parable of Luke 18:1–8 Jesus tells the disciples to pray like the widow in the narrative: that is, “to pray always and not to lose heart” (v. 1). Intercession, that is, intrusion into the courts of power on behalf of another, is central to the church’s action in prayer. Gerald Sheppard has, moreover, proposed that the lament and protest prayers of the book of Psalms that critique and assault enemies are designed for being “overheard” by those enemies, who are thereby called to account.




  

    We may argue that prayer even when spoken in private is a political activity. Prayer requires an economic use of times and places. Prayer seeks to articulate reality, attribute aspects of reality to God, summon God to act, and nurture courage to persevere or provoke change in the conduct of the one who prays. The question is, strictly speaking, not whether prayer is political, but what politics pertain to this or that particular prayer.2


  




  The studies offered here are discrete discussions of specific texts. The effect for me however, has been cumulative, and I hope it will be so for the reader. As I have moved from text to text, the company of silence breakers has become more evident to me. Since we now live in a society—and a world—that is fitfully drifting toward fascism, the breaking of silence is altogether urgent. In the institutional life of the church, moreover, the breaking of silence by the testimony of the gospel often means breaking the silence among those who have a determined stake in maintaining the status quo.




  It is my hope that these sketches of silence will help us to discern more clearly the way in which our sociopolitical circumstance, now as always, is an urgent contest between silence and silence breaking. I hope as well that these sketches of silence may constitute a summons to sign on more vigorously with the silence breakers who know, deeply and intimately, that silence kills.




  I finish with one more vignette concerning silencing from Lewis Hyde, who reports on a sermon by Charles Chauncy in 1742 titled “A Caveat against Enthusiasm.” Chauncy fears the enthusiasts in his context who wanted to sing and dance in worship:




  

    Chauncy gives his flock instruction on how to recognize the enthusiasts in their midst. That you can’t reason with them is the first sign, but, interestingly enough, all the others have to do with their bodies: “it may be seen in their countenance,” “a certain wildness … in their general look,” “it strangely loosens their tongues,” “throws them … into quakings and tremblings,” they are “really beside themselves, acting … by the blind impetus of a wild fancy.” It is precisely the feeling that one’s body has been entered by some “other” that Chauncy wishes to warn against.3


  




  Chauncy saw that such people preferred bodily action rather than talk:




  

    And the ceremonies of enthusiastic religions tend to include the body, rather than talk. The celebrants dance and sing, they quake and tremble. But no one dances ecstatic dances in the churches of the rich. Nor do they speak in tongues or raise their hands in the gesture of epiphany the way the Christian enthusiasts do. The rich would seem to sense that the more you feel the spirit move in the physical body on Sunday, the harder it will be to trade in cash on Monday. Better to sit in one’s pew and listen to talk.4


  




  But Chauncy did not even mean “talk.” More precisely he meant “listen to a talk,” that is, to sit and listen in silence to an authorized voice. Hyde goes on to say that such talk in the church, dominated by “abstraction of symbols” in theology, is deeply linked to the abstract symbol of “cash,” thus linking abstract theology that silences to the reduction of life to commoditization and the management of money. It is, Hyde judges in an appeal to Walt Whitman, reference to the body in its concreteness, which counters such abstractions, that permits domination, monopoly, and exploitation. It has struck me through these several textual studies how silence breaking is evoked by attention to the body in pain. The body knows that silence kills. When the silence is broken, the body may be restored and the body politic may be open to new possibility.




  
Chapter 1





  THE OPPRESSED BREAK SILENCE




  After a long time the king of Egypt died. The Israelites groaned under their slavery, and cried out. Out of the slavery their cry for help rose up to God.




  —EXOD. 2:23




  THE CRUCIAL DRAMA OF THE OLD TESTAMENT (AND OF the entire Bible) concerns the performance of Pharaoh, ancient Israel, and YHWH (see glossary) found in Exodus 1–15. The story begins with Pharaoh and ends with YHWH. The one constant in all parts of the story is Israel, a community that moves from slavery to emancipated possibility. The Exodus narrative is the account of how that movement happened … and continues to happen.




  THE STORY




  The lead character at the beginning of the story is Pharaoh, king of Egypt. He might have been an actual historical character, though his identity is completely elusive. More importantly, he is a metaphor or stand-in for many historical characters who successively reenact his role. On the one hand, in Egyptian lore he is taken to be a god invested with absolute authority. From that it follows that his regime is all-embracing. Nothing is possible or even imaginable beyond his reach. It also means that his absolute authority and control extend to perpetuity. There is no prospect for anything outside of Pharaoh’s absolutism and nothing after it, because there is nothing after perpetuity.




  He is ready to exploit cheap labor ruthlessly and without relief. His strictures against his Hebrew labor force are insistent and uncompromising. The only thing he knows to do is to impose greater demands on the slave force and higher production quotas under increasingly difficult conditions (Exod. 5). He exhibits not a hint of awareness that his labor force consists of actual, vulnerable human persons. His incessant pressure on his slave labor force is in the interest of building “store-house cities” designed to store Pharaoh’s food monopoly so that he can accumulate a surplus on which all others are eventually dependent (1:11). He had the shrewd capacity to utilize his food monopoly as political leverage. His capacity to do so, however, depended on his ability to store the grain adequately, and for that he needed slave labor. Thus the character of Pharaoh, absolute to perpetuity, was committed to and dependent on a ruthless labor policy to protect and enhance his surplus, which he had at the expense of subsistence peasants.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
COMMAND
SPEAK OUT

10

INTERRUPTING sitence

=
=
T
=
(I
A
s
(I
—
'
e
(o
I
 —
—
T
=






OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
INTERRUPTING SILENCE

God'’s Command
to Speak Out

WAITER BRUEGGEMANN





