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In memory of

Tuncer Murat Cihan

(c. 1971–2024)

Who came to a place of prayer

and did not walk out.

Killed during the attack on

Santa Maria Church, Istanbul,

28 January 2024.

May his life not be reduced to a statistic,

nor his death absorbed into forgetting.

This book is written

so that his presence remains.
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“Violence ends a life, but forgetting ends its meaning.”

(Marien-Edgard Ngbali BEMI)

“Where violence is forgotten, it is silently repeated.”

(Hannah Arendt)

“A time to keep silence, and a time to speak.”

(Ecclesiastes 3:7)
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This book exists because many people, in different ways, refused silence.

I begin with gratitude to the community of Santa Maria Church in Istanbul. To those who were present that day, and to those who returned in the days and weeks that followed, your quiet courage restored meaning to a space that had been violated. Your presence—unassuming, faithful, steadfast—taught me that refuge can be rebuilt without denial.

I am deeply grateful to Bishop Massimiliano Palinuro, whose words and actions after the attack were marked by restraint, dignity, and moral clarity. His leadership, and that of the clergy who accompanied the community through grief and reopening, offered not spectacle but steadiness—something rare and necessary in the aftermath of terror.

I acknowledge, with respect and humility, the family of Tuncer Murat Cihan. This book does not claim your loss, nor presume to speak for you. It is written in the hope that his life will not be reduced to a footnote, and that his death will not be absorbed into forgetting. Any errors of judgement or emphasis remain mine alone.

My thanks go to those—friends, colleagues, and readers—who listened before they responded, who understood that some stories require patience, and who never pressed for explanations where silence was more honest. Your restraint was a form of care.

I am grateful to my colleagues in education, whose daily work reminds me that memory is shaped not only by events, but by how we teach the next generation to attend to them. Your insistence on thoughtfulness over immediacy helped frame this book’s ethical posture.

Finally, I acknowledge those whose names will not appear here: the witnesses who carry what they saw without ever writing it down; the readers who will encounter this book not out of curiosity but out of concern; and those who believe that remembrance—quiet, disciplined, and humane—is still possible in a world too quick to move on.

This book was written with restraint, but not with detachment.

If it honours anyone, it is those who understand that memory is not passive, that silence is never neutral, and that dignity must be defended not only in moments of violence, but in what follows.

​Foreword – Why This Book, Why Now

I am writing this on a Sunday morning.

Not because the symbolism is intentional, but because Sundays have never been the same since January 28, 2024. Every Sunday, no matter what else I'm doing, part of me is still in Santa Maria church, standing in the aisle, turned halfway around, watching a man I didn't know die two rows behind me.

Today marks two years since that morning. Two years since I walked into a church for Mass and walked out as a witness to murder. Two years since the world learned that sacred spaces offer no guaranteed sanctuary, that prayer provides no immunity from violence, that two rows can be the distance between life and death.

This is what they call a secondary anniversary. The kind that passes with minimal public attention. The first anniversary had ceremonies, news coverage, and official statements. By the second, most people have moved on. The attack on Santa Maria is filed away as history—tragic, yes, but concluded. Something that happened, past tense, to other people.

Except it didn't happen to other people. It happened to Tuncer Murat Cihan. It happened to his mother Nuriye, who still brings flowers to his grave. It happened to his brother Engin and to his sister Özlem, who still grieve. It happened to everyone who was in that church that morning and everyone who walks into a church now carrying the knowledge that violence can reach anywhere.

It happened to me.

And it's still happening. Present tense. Every Sunday.

This book was not written in the immediate aftermath.

I tried to write then. I sat at my computer two months after the attack with a document titled "What Happened" and produced four pages of flat, factual description. I read it over and felt nothing. The words were true but empty. They documented events without capturing weight.

I deleted it and didn't try again for a year.

I wasn't ready. The shock was too fresh. The guilt too consuming. The questions too large. How do you write about survival when you're not sure you deserve it? How do you write about someone's death when you never knew their life? How do you find words adequate to the sound of gunfire in a church?

The book needed distance. Not the distance of forgetting, but the distance of understanding. The distance that comes from learning who Tuncer was, from meeting his family, from sitting with survivors, clergy and the parishioners from the church of the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary, in Istanbul, in Türkiye. The distance that comes from watching society forget while you can't. From understanding that if I didn't write this, maybe no one would.

So I waited. Not because I wanted to, but because the book demanded it. Because witness requires both immediacy and reflection. Both the raw truth of what happened and the accumulated understanding of what it meant.

Two years later, that understanding is still incomplete. But it's enough to know this: if I don't write it now, at this second anniversary when attention has moved on and forgetting feels inevitable, I never will.

Second anniversaries matter precisely because no one else pays attention to them.

The first anniversary of an attack belongs to grief. The media covers it. Politicians make statements. Communities gather. The wound is still open, the emotions still raw, the memory still sharp.

But the second anniversary? The fifth? The eighth? Those belong to the stubborn few who refuse to move on. The mother who still brings flowers. The survivor who still flinches at sudden sounds. The witness who still carries the weight of having lived when someone else died.

These anniversaries are when society decides—often unconsciously—whether an event will remain part of its moral landscape or fade into the archive of things we vaguely remember happening once.

This book is written for that decision point. For the moment when forgetting becomes easier than remembering. When "moving on" is praised as resilience and sustained grief is pathologised as inability to heal. When indifference disguises itself as recovery.

I'm writing this because I've watched it happen. Watched Tuncer’s death go from headline to footnote to forgotten. Watched people who expressed shock and sympathy in 2024 struggle to remember his name by 2026. Watched society absorb his murder into the background noise of violence we've learned to live with.

I'm writing this because if those of us who were there don't hold the memory, no one will.

Silence after terror is dangerous.

Not the silence of grief—that's sacred, necessary, the only response adequate to some losses. But the silence of convenience. The silence that says "enough mourning, it's time to move forward." The silence that mistakes forgetting for healing.

This silence serves terror better than fear ever could. Fear fades, eventually. Bodies adapt. Adrenaline metabolises. Hypervigilance exhausts itself. But silence—quiet, comfortable silence—allows violence to settle into the ordinary. Allows it to become just another thing that happens. Another attack. Another victim. Another statistic.

When we stop speaking about violence, we don't make it disappear. We normalise it. We teach ourselves to expect less of the world. We lower our standards for what's acceptable. We surrender the moral ground that says "this should not be."

I refuse that surrender.

This book is my refusal. My insistence that Tuncer's death two years ago still matters today. That it should interrupt your Sunday morning the way it interrupted mine. That remembering is not dwelling on the past but resisting the normalisation of violence in the present.

Writing this book has been the hardest thing I've ever done.

Harder than surviving the attack. Harder than the therapy, the nightmares, the panic attacks. Harder than learning to live with guilt, with anger, with questions that have no answers.

Because writing meant confronting all of it. Every uncomfortable truth. Every moment of shame. Every failure of courage, every instance of running when staying might have mattered, every time I forgot Tuncer for five minutes and then felt guilty for forgetting.

Writing meant asking Nuriye for permission to tell her son’s story. Meant interviewing his siblings about their grief. Meant visiting his mother and listening to her describe burying her son.

Writing meant making public what I'd kept private. Exposing my crisis of faith. Admitting my survivor's guilt. Confessing that I ran away while Tuncer died.

I wanted to quit a hundred times. The book felt impossible, inadequate, presumptuous. Who was I to write this? What right did I have to Tuncer's story? What could words possibly do against the fact of his death?

But then I'd remember: if I don't write this, he becomes "the victim." If I don't write this, his name disappears. If I don't write this, silence wins.

So I kept writing. Not because I had answers, but because I had an obligation. Because I was there. Because I survived. Because two rows made me a witness, and witnesses have responsibilities they can't escape.

This is not a book about terrorism in the abstract.

It's not an academic analysis of radicalisation or a policy prescription for security. It's not a theological treatise on suffering or a self-help guide for trauma recovery.

This is a book about one man who came to church on an ordinary Sunday and was murdered. About his mother who still brings flowers two years later. About the survivors who carry that morning in their bodies. About the slow, grinding work of refusing to forget when the world has moved on.

This is testimony. Witness. The specific, irreducible truth of what happened in Santa Maria church on January 28, 2024, and what it asks of all of us who live in a world where such things happen.

I've tried to write it with the honesty testimony requires. No sanitising. No easy answers. No false comfort. Just the truth as I experienced it, as accurately as I can render it in language that will always be inadequate to the reality.

I've tried to honour Tuncer by making him fully human—not a saint, not a symbol, not a lesson, but a person. Flawed, ordinary, beloved. Someone who told bad jokes and chatted with me after the mass and doubted God and showed up anyway.

I've tried to honour you, the reader, by trusting you with complexity. By not rushing to conclusions or offering platitudes. By letting you sit with discomfort the way I've had to sit with it.

Why this book?

Because Tuncer deserves to be remembered.

Because Nuriye deserves to have her son’s life honoured, not just his death reported.

Because silence after violence is complicity with violence.

Because indifference is terror's final victory, and memory is how we refuse that victory.

Why now, at this second anniversary?

Because this is when societies forget. This is when attention moves on. This is when the stubborn work of remembering becomes most necessary and most lonely.

Because if I wait any longer, I'll convince myself it doesn't matter, that no one cares, that the story is too old to tell.

Because two years is long enough to have perspective. And two years is nothing—Nuriye's grief is as fresh today as it was that first Sunday.

Because writing is my answer to the question survival asked of me: What will you do with the life that continued when someone else's ended?

This book will not comfort you.

It will not make violence make sense. It will not resolve the tension between faith and horror, between safety and risk, between living fully and living fearfully.

What it will do—what I hope it will do—is make you remember one name. Make you pause at one memorial. Make you refuse one normalisation.

Make you understand that two rows are not just a measure of distance, but a measure of chance, of randomness, of the impossible proximity between life and death.

Make you choose between indifference and engagement, between forgetting and remembering, between accepting this level of violence as normal and insisting it's unacceptable.

That choice is yours.

But first, you have to know what you're choosing.

You have to know Tuncer's name. You have to know what happened in that church. You have to understand what his death cost and what his life was worth.

That's what this book offers: not answers, but knowledge. Not comfort, but truth. Not closure, but the opening of a question that each of us must answer for ourselves.

What will we do with the fact that violence enters sacred spaces?

What will we do with the knowledge that innocent people are murdered while praying?

What will we do when the world forgets but we remember?

I am writing this on a Sunday morning.

Two years after the attack. At this second anniversary that no one but those of us who carry it will mark.

Nuriye will bring flowers today. Father Anton, our parish priest, will say Tuncer's name in prayers. I will sit in the fifth row and remember the two rows behind me.

And you, now, will know why.

Welcome to this testimony.

May it interrupt your comfort as that Sunday interrupted mine.

May it demand something of you as survival has demanded something of me.

May it make you remember when forgetting would be easier.

Because two rows behind me, Tuncer came to pray and was murdered.

And that fact—two years later, always—still matters.

Written on the second anniversary January 28, 2026 For Tuncer, and for all of us who refuse to forget.
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The light that morning was neither bright nor dim.

January light, filtering through the high windows of Santa Maria church. I remember noticing it as I dipped my fingers in the holy water at the entrance, as I made the sign of the cross, as I walked down the centre aisle looking for my usual seat.
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