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The Theology of Silence

In the era in which we exist, theology is seemingly appended to everything, perhaps burdening it as well. This
act has, in a way, transformed into a trend and a form of self-portrayal. One of the things theology adds to is
"silence." Various perspectives on interpreting silence, especially when intertwined with theology, have been
presented. These interpretations range from a negative connotation to a positive one, embodying viewpoints that
lie in between these two extremes. The theology of silence, in the philosophy of religion, generally addresses the
crucial issue of “speaking about God." However, the philosophy of religion is not the sole domain discussing
"silence.” Mystics, too, have spoken and written extensively about silence.

1. Some theologians understand silence in a negative light. Their intention is that, when it comes to God, one
cannot speak positively. Only negatively can one say, "God is not material,” "God is not confined to a location,"
"God is not bound by time," and the like. Followers of negative theology, in their effort to avoid likening the
flawless and boundless to the imperfect and finite, have interpreted silence as a negative concept. The question
arises: How do they know that God is boundless and flawless? This is a question that negative theology must
answer. Another group denies the negative interpretation because it leads to intellectual stagnation. Moreover, if
one must remain silent about God, then initially, God Himself should have been silent. According to the
teachings of monotheistic religions, God has described Himself in celestial books. If humanity does not possess
positive knowledge about God and must remain silent, then how should these descriptions be understood?

2. Mystics, on the other hand, have attempted to impart a different meaning to silence, emphasizing that it
should not be inherently negative. Although mystics have not remained silent on the topic of silence, mystical
silence lacks a theoretical or epistemological aspect; rather, it is practical in nature. It is part of the etiquettes and
guidelines of the journey and practice of mysticism. For a mystic to abstain from the tumult of the world's
abundance and verbal extravagance, silence is imperative. At the outset of their spiritual journey, mystics are to
speak with a measured tongue as needed, and in the practice of silence, they are to refrain from divulging secrets
to the unworthy.

Mystical silence is not negative; rather, it serves as a pathway to discover the truth. One who, according to
Rumi's expression, desires to step into the sea of truth must embark on the ship of silence.

3. Another dimension of silence has been introduced within a different context, one that is more metaphysical
than theological. Wittgenstein, in the final proposition of his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, declares that there
are matters in the world about which one cannot speak; rather, one must be silent. Wittgenstein's statement is not
exclusively related to theology, although it encompasses theology. The distinction he draws between expressible
and inexpressible matters leaves little room for both positive and negative readings. Bertrand Russell, in a
sardonic tone in the preface to the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, notes that Mr. Wittgenstein has spoken about
what cannot be spoken about. Wittgenstein, however, questions religious faith, placing it among the
inexpressible matters. In his lecture on "Religion and Ethics,” he explicitly criticizes those who attempt to
transform religious faith into a scientific issue. Wittgenstein's effort in the tract to separate the domain of religion
from that of science raises the question of how it is possible to lift the veil of meaninglessness from religious
propositions—a task that logical positivists undertook.

4. The perspectives of mystics and Wittgenstein in the tract are profound but strangely converge into a
politically surprising interpretation by some theologians. Some theologians, grappling with the challenge of
expressing God in human language, have fallen into the trap of analogy. How can one express the formlessness
of the Almighty, intellectual humility, and religious tolerance through human language? The theology of silence
itself becomes a form of theology that prohibits speaking about God. Overlooking the fact that this is a kind of
commandment that cannot lead to tolerance and forgiveness from within itself, the theology of silence in the
realm of language does not leave room for various religious beliefs. The theology of silence asserts that God is
formless, not something that can be imposed in any form.
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