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INTRODUCTION TO THE BOOK:

Silence is a 1966 novel of theological and historical fiction by Japanese author Shiisaku Endo. It tells the
story of Jesuit missionaries sent to 17th-century Japan, who endure persecution in the time of Kakure
Kirishitan ("Hidden Christians') that followed the defeat of the Shimabara Rebellion. The recipient of the
1966 Tanizaki Prize, it has been called "Endd's supreme achievement" and "one of the twentieth century's
finest novels". Written partly in the form of letters by its central character, Fr. Sebastian Rodrigues, the
theme of a silent God who accompanies a believer in adversity was greatly influenced by the Catholic
Endd's experience of religious discrimination in Japan, culture gap in France, and a debilitating bout with
tuberculosis.

Silence was published in English in 1969. The novel has been adapted to film three times, a 1971
Japanese film directed by Masahiro Shinoda (for which Endd co-wrote the screenplay), a 1996 Portuguese
film directed by Jodo Mario Grilo, and a 2016 American film directed by Martin Scorsese.

ABOUT SHUSAKU ENDO:

Soon after Endd was born in Tokyo in 1923, his family moved to Dairen, then part of the Kwantung
Leased Territory in Manchuria. When his parents divorced in 1933, Endd's mother brought him back to
Japan to live with an aunt in Kobe. Endo was baptized as a Catholic at the age of 11 or 12 in 1934. Some
say this was brought on by his mother, who had converted to Catholicism after her divorce, while others
state the aunt instigated the initiation. Endo first attended Keio University in the literature program. His
studies were interrupted by the war, during which he worked in a munitions factory. Endd was among the
first Japanese university students to study in France. His studies at the University of Lyon over the 1950—
1953 period deepened his interest in and knowledge of modern French Catholic authors, who were to
become a major influence on his own writing.

His Catholic faith can be seen at some level in all of his books, and it is often a central feature. His work
is often compared to that of the English novelist Graham Greene, with whom he shared a mutual
admiration: Greene himself labeled Endo one of the finest writers alive, while it is reported that Endo
would re-read Greene's novel The End of the Affair before beginning a new work of his own.

His most famous works are The Sea and Poison (1957), Silence (1966), Life of Jesus (1973), Scandal
(1986), and Deep River (1993).

Throughout his life bouts of disease plagued him, and he spent two years in hospital at one point. In 1952,
while studying in France, he came down with pleurisy in Paris. A return visit in 1960 prompted another
case of the same disease, and he stayed in hospital (in France and Japan) for the greater part of three
years. Among other health problems, he contracted tuberculosis, underwent thoracoplasty, and had a lung
removed. While he lost the 1994 Nobel Prize in Literature to Kenzaburd Oe, he received the Order of
Culture the subsequent year. Endo died shortly thereafter from complications of hepatitis at Keio
University Hospital in Tokyo on September 29, 1996.

QUOTES:

“I cannot bear the monotonous sound of the dark sea gnawing at the shore. Behind the depressing silence
of this sea, the silence of God . . . the feeling that while men raise their voice in anguish God remains with
folded arms, silent.” Rodrigues, chapter 4.



“They were martyred. But what a martyrdom! I had long read about martyrdom in the lives of the saints—
how the souls of martyrs had . . . been filled with glory in Paradise . . . But the martyrdom of the Japanese
Christians I now describe to you was no such glorious thing. What a miserable and painful business it
was!” Rodrigues, chapter 4.

“A tree which flourishes in one kind of soil may wither if the soil is changed. As for the tree of
Christianity, in a foreign country its leaves may grow thick and the buds may be rich, while in Japan the
leaves wither and no bud appears. Father, have you never thought of the difference in the soil, the
difference in the water?” Inoue, chapter 6.

“The Japanese are not able to think of God completely divorced from man; the Japanese cannot think of
an existence that transcends the human.” Fr. Ferreira, chapter 7.

“And then the Christ in bronze speaks to the priest: ‘Trample! Trample! I more than anyone know of the

pain in your foot. Trample! It was to be trampled on by men I was born into this world. It was to share
men’s pain that I carried my cross.’” Narrator, chapter 8.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1. What did you think about Silence?

2. Rodrigues comes to regard Kichijird as his Judas. Is this a fair comparison? Why can’t Rodrigues
bring himself to love and forgive Kichijird as he believes Jesus would?

3. Were Garrpe and Rodrigues adequately equipped for their mission? Is there any way they could
have better prepared themselves for what they were about to experience?

4. When they finally meet, Ferreira tells Rodrigues, “the Christianity [the Japanese] believe in is like
the skeleton of a butterfly caught in a spider’s web: it contains only the external form; the blood
and the flesh are gone.” Do you agree or disagree with his assessment? Why?

5. The novel’s primary theme --- maintaining faith during difficult times --- is one that still
powerfully resonates today. Although persecutions of the kind suffered during the era depicted in

SILENCE are largely over, what are some of the biggest challenges faced by today’s Christians?

6. Like Rodrigues, have you ever found yourself asking why God is silent when so many yearn for
His succor? If so, how do you respond?

7. Why does Endo employ both a third person and a first person narrator? What would the novel lose
if it were only written from Rodrigues’ point of view? The narrator’s?

8. Would you recommend Silence? Why or why not?



