In Review

by Ted Giese

M

artin Scorsese’s Silence is an adaptation of
Shusaku Endo’s 1966 novel of the same name. It
is the story of two Portuguese Jesuit priests, Father
Rodrigues and Father Garrpe, infiltrating Japan nineteen
years after the authorities had banned Christianity and
enacted brutal persecution meant to snuff out the faith.
The central purpose of Rodrigues’ and Garrpe’s mission
is to find their former Father Confessor and mentor, Ferreira,
who is rumoured to have publicly apostatized his faith
in Christ Jesus. Rodrigues and Garrpe find the rumour
of Ferreira’s renunciation and abandonment of Christ
impossible to believe. Before entering Japan a Jesuit superior,
Father Valignano—who authorizes the continuation of their
mission—provides the two priests with an impassioned
warning, “The moment you set foot in that country, you
step into high danger.”
With their destination closed to Christians, especially
missionaries and priests, Rodrigues and Garrpe must
covertly enter the country. The man who helps smuggle them
into danger is the miserable Kichijiro, an apostate Christian.
As they seek out Ferreira who is believed to be in the city of
Nagasaki, Rodrigues and Garrpe spend time with a group of
Kakure Kirishitan “hidden Christians” who had been led for
decades by the layman Ichizo following the expulsion and
martyrdom of the missionaries and Roman Catholic priests
who had served their village. Faithful Christian men like
Ichizo could baptize but as Roman Catholic converts could
not hear confession or celebrate Mass and the Christian
community believed firmly that Rodrigues’ and Garrpe’s
arrival was an answer to years of prayer.

What follows in the film is an investigation of the
genuineness of Christian faith and the genuineness of
apostasy—a formal denial of Christ. The fulcrum of this
investigation is the perceived silence of God amid extreme
suffering and persecution. This comes into sharp focus
once the Christians and their Jesuit priests are captured.
What caused their long years of suffering? What is causing
their current suffering? The Japanese inquisitor, Inoue,
tasked with eradicating Christianity, puts a fine point on
these questions when he says to one of the Jesuit priests,
“The price for your glory is their suffering.” Essentially this
causes theological questions to emerge: is the faith of the
Jesuit priests, which is being tested by Inoue, rooted in pride,
arrogance, the desire to cling to vain personal reputation, and
fear of reprisal from the hierarchy of the Roman Church, or
is it rooted in Christ? Is the faith of the hidden Christians
genuine or is it misguided? What is the relationship between
the faith of the Jesuits and the faith of the hidden Christians?
Add to these the question: is the apostasy of the miserable
Kichijiro genuine? Could he still have faith in Christ—a faith
that trusts in the forgiveness of God provided in Christ and
delivered through confession and absolution?
Christians throughout history have grappled with the
question of what to do with those who have apostatized.
Can they return to the Christian faith after their apostasy?
Can they still be Christian? Silence looks at this question
from a decidedly Roman Catholic point of view. That said,
a further question might be asked: does the film arrive at
strictly Roman Catholic answer?
While Endo is Japanese and Scorsese is American, as
Roman Catholics they share the same confession of faith.
This is important because it places Silence squarely into
the realm of Christian film and a welcome inclusion in the
category of “faith-based film.” The quality of the source
material and the final product delivered by Scorsese are a cut
above other films in the same genre. Movies like God’s Not
Dead 2 and Heaven is For Real, while enjoyed by some, are
generally panned by critics as one-dimensional and poorly
executed. Not so with Silence.
Endo’s book is clearly the work of a skilled writer and
the film’s production and direction surpasses even a truly
great Christian movie like Roland Joffé’s 1986 film The
Mission, which likewise deals with Jesuit mission work
of the same era. On a technical level, Silence makes a film
like Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ seem rough
around the edges. Some may criticize Silence because of
its 161-minute runtime and pacing, but Scorsese seems
interested in exploring the relationship between “exposure”
and “claustrophobia.” The director picks up on this theme
from Endo’s book, conceiving of his Jesuit priests almost
as rabbits evading a hawk—the hawk being the Japanese
inquisitor, Inoue.
Scorsese received Endo’s book from an Episcopalian
Bishop, Rev. Paul Moore, following the release of Scorsese’s
controversial film The Last Temptation of Christ. About a
year after receiving the book he read it while in Japan and
was struck by its story. Over nearly 30 years he worked on
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and off to bring Silence to the big screen. It’s clear the film
is a labour of love, and it is also clear that this is a carefully
considered film.
The focus is on simplicity both in filmmaking and in
storytelling and this plays into one of the central themes:
what does faith in Christ look like when it is stripped down
to its most bare essentials? This question may be unsettling
to those viewers who rely on external things—rosaries and
images of saints, for example—to help guide their active
faith and facilitate making satisfaction to God for their sin.
This film strips away outward trappings of devotion and
piety, focusing on the impact of having no regular place of
Christian worship and the removal of the celebration of Holy
Communion. By doing this Silence asks: what does faith in
Christ look like when all a person has is their prayers and
their faith?
This causes another question to emerge: is the Christian
faith synergistic or monergistic in nature? Silence asks
whether the things people do in their daily devotion bring
them into, keep them in, and preserve them in the faith “unto
the end” or not? Do the trappings and rites of the faith, from
the essential to the insignificant, when practised devoutly
act as a co-operation in salvation? Are they truly necessary
for gaining merit? Are they necessary for Christian faith?
For those unfamiliar with the term, synergism within
Roman Catholic theology is the belief that cooperation
occurs between an individual and God to produce a
combined effect greater than the sum of their separate
parts. Basically, it assumes the will of humanity after the fall
“has not been totally corrupted” (Catholic Catechism 405),
and for this reason, while the will is wounded, it can still
participate alongside the will of God. Under such a system
the individual’s failure to pull their weight regarding moral
and spiritual matters can produce great despair.
The Lutheran position, by contrast, is monergism. In the
face of harsh persecution and the temptation to apostatise,
the monergist is free to rest their trust on Scriptural
promises like the ones provided by St. Peter in 1 Peter 1:3-7,
“According to [God’s] great mercy, He has caused us to be
born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus
Christ from the dead, to an inheritance that is imperishable,
undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you, who by
God’s power are being guarded through faith for a salvation
ready to be revealed in the last time. In this you rejoice,
though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been
grieved by various trials, so that the tested genuineness of
your faith—more precious than gold that perishes though it
is tested by fire—may be found to result in praise and glory
and honour at the revelation of Jesus Christ.”
Here we read it is God who causes faith, gives it life, and
guards and keeps it even through trials. This is not the work
of the individual acting through their faith but rather God’s
steadfast love working in them. Likewise, in 1 Corinthians
1:4-10, St. Paul teaches that the grace of God in Christ Jesus
is given as a gift to the individual and that it is God who
sustains the individual in a guiltless state unto the end.
If conversion, the Christian life, and eternal perseverance

36

THE CANADIAN LUTHERAN January/February 2017

relied on the cooperation of the individual or quality of their
faithfulness, then despair becomes a real problem. Silence
digs into the despair that can accompany a synergistic
confession of faith in a time of great persecution. It asks:
why do some of the hidden Christians have the strength to
become martyrs while others, like Kichijiro, struggle with
weakness in the face of persecution? The dramatic edge of
the film is a question of whether the faith of the Jesuit priests
will be found wanting under pressure.
All these ideas and questions pose viewers with even
larger questions. Who is Jesus? Who is Jesus to the characters
of the film? Who is Jesus to the viewer of Silence? What is the
nature of the personal faith of the film’s characters? What
is the nature of the personal faith of the viewer? As Martin
Luther attests in the Large Catechism, “The confidence
and faith of the heart alone makes both God and an idol. If
your faith and trust is right then your God is also true. On
the other hand, if your trust is false and wrong then you do
not have the true God. For these two belong together: faith
and God.”
Leading up to His crucifixion Jesus said to His disciples
in Mark 14:27-31, “You will all fall away, for it is written, ‘I
will strike the shepherd, and the sheep will be scattered.’ But
after I am raised up, I will go before you to Galilee.” Peter
said to Him, “Even though they all fall away, I will not.” And
Jesus said to [Peter], “Truly, I tell you, this very night, before
the rooster crows twice, you will deny Me three times.” But
[Peter] said emphatically, “If I must die with You, I will not
deny You.” And they all said the same.”
St. Peter’s pre-crucifixion approach to faith is an
important element of Silence. Rodrigues and Garrpe
frequently express this same kind of flawed conviction. Early
in the film the words of Jesus to Judas His betrayer—“What
you are going to do, do quickly” (John 13:27)—are presented
as a contemplative quandary for one of the priests. The
recollection of Jesus’ words become a sort of foil to the brash
confidence which is otherwise displayed. This quandary
becomes more and more important as the pressure to
apostatize increases and the film finally zeroes in on one of
the two priests.
At the apex of the film, the priest must confront whether
Christ, out of love, would apostatize His faith to save others
from suffering? If so should the priest apostatize? Would that
be the Christ-like thing to do? The clear Scriptural answer is
no. Out of love Christ died for the sins of all people to give
them eternal life and He was faithful to His Heavenly Father
right to His last moment when He looked up and with a loud
voice, said, “Father, into your hands I commit My spirit!”
(Luke 23:46). His lament—“My God, my God, why have
You forsaken Me?” (Mark 15:34)—is a reference to Psalm
22 which is ultimately a Psalm of trust in God.
So, setting aside any notion that the Jesuit in Silence is a
Christ character, a subsequent question surfaces: Who is the
priest most like in relation to Jesus? Is he a Judas or is he a
Peter? All analogies eventually break down when pushed
hard enough and viewers will notice that the Scriptural
account of the lives of Judas and Peter do not perfectly fit the

central protagonist of this tormented
priest. Nevertheless, the question of
the nature of his faith towards Christ
remains front and centre until the
film’s last frame.
Reviewing most Hollywood films
from a Christian perspective is often
like panning for gold. The prospector
ends up with a pan full of gravel,
looking—sometimes fruitlessly—for
a speck of gold. Silence is like having
a pan full of gold with just a few
pieces of gravel to pick out. Mature
Christians and mature open-minded
non-Christians will find a lot to reflect
upon. The more a viewer brings to
the film, the more he or she will draw
out of it. Each person will bring their
confession of faith to the movie, even if
it’s faith in nothing. Silence asks a lot of
its viewers; it is truly a contemplative
film. The cinematic storytelling speaks
as much about the faith of Scorsese as
it asks its audience questions of faith.
The subject matter of Silence
is challenging and is not easy to
view. While the story is fictional,
persecution is still very real and many
people are challenged to abandon or
renounce their faith even today. In the
last two years, an estimated 195,000
Christians were martyred for their
faith. How many others apostatized
under the pressure of psychological
and physical torture? Endo’s book and
Scorsese’s film give a voice to Christian
martyrs generally and specifically a
voice to the Christians who were the
target of persecution in 17th century
Japan, a voice long ‘silent’ on the stage
of history.
Rev. Ted Giese is associate pastor of Mount
Olive Lutheran Church (Regina, Saskatchewan).
He is a contributor to Reformation Rush Hour
on KFUO AM Radio, The Canadian Lutheran,
and the LCMS Reporter, as well as movie
reviewer for the “Issues, Etc.” radio program.

Movie Night!
Take your family’s movie
nights to the next level. The
Canadian Lutheran publishes
regular movie reviews by
Rev. Ted Giese at www.
canadianlutheran.ca.

Partnering with you
in HIS mission

Transitions
Rev. Lucas Albrecht (Brazil) to
Mount Olive Lutheran Church (Regina).
Installation: Feb. 12, 2017.
Rev. Randy Heide to St. Paul’s Lutheran
(Bergheim, Saskatchewan)/St. John’s
Lutheran (Warman, Saskatchewan).
Installation: Feb. 12, 2017.

Live The Six

This booklet can
change the way we
look at our lives
and the people
around us.
Live the Six is not
about dramatic
changes in your
life, it’s about
inviting God into
the life you’re
already living
and finding ways to serve Him by
meeting the needs of people around
you. Booklet (6BE153)
Coming soon as a video-based study!
LHM booklets may be available from
your congregation’s tract rack – if
not, contact us for a free copy.

Melissa McN eil from LaRonge
Lutheran Church Fellowship (La Ronge,
Saskatchewan) to Calvary Lutheran
(Thunder Bay, Ontario). Installation: TBD.
Rev. Esko Murto from visiting professor,
CLTS (St. Catharines, Ontario) to Professor
of Theology (Systematics), CLTS.
Redeemer Lutheran Church (The
Past, Manitoba) has closed as of Dec. 1,
2016.
Rev. Dr. Harold Ristau from chaplain,
Canadian Forces, Ottawa to CLTS.
Rev. Noel Smith from St. Paul’s
Lutheran (Dawson Creek, B.C.) to St.
John’s Evangelical Lutheran (Williams
Lake, B.C.). Installation: Jan. 29, 2017.

Classified

The Easter Story

This colourful,
20–page children’s
booklet follows a
grown-up Jesus as
He enters Jerusalem,
speaks with His
disciples, is betrayed,
arrested, and
crucified. Thankfully it does not end
there – for three days later He rose
again. Wonderful images help to tell
the young reader of God’s love for
us. At 9 x 13 cm it tucks easily into
a card or gift. A package of 25 is just
$10 (plus shipping).
Lenten & Easter resources:
www.lhm.org/easter
Lutheran Laymen’s League of
Canada
270 Lawrence Avenue
Kitchener, ON, N2M 1Y4
www.LLL.ca
1-800-555-6236
or e-mail info@LLL.ca
LutheranHourMinistriesCanada

Foothills Lutheran Church, Calgary,
will celebrate their 50th Anniversary
on the weekend of April 1-2, 2017. We
welcome former members, guests,
staffers, and friends to join us for Saturday
evening banquet (ticket needed), Sunday
morning worship, and the Sunday
afternoon celebration worship.
Please contact Foothills for more details:
3104 - 34 Ave. NW, Calgary, AB T2L
2A3 Ph. 403/284-1342 E-Mail: office@
foothillslutheran.com
Communications Coordinator :
L u t h e r a n L a y m e n ’s L e a g u e o f
Canada (LLL-C) is currently seeking a
Communications Coordinator to prepare
content for its websites, social media,
newsletters, donor communications and
promotional campaigns. More details
about this part-time position are available
at www.lll.ca/HR.
LLL-C is an auxiliary of Lutheran Church–
Canada and assists in the proclamation
of the Gospel of Jesus Christ by creating,
promoting and distributing resources
through various media and by equipping
Christians for outreach.
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