Chapter #39- Meira Isenberg

Silence and Suffering

“First they came for the socialists, and | did not speak out—
because | was not a socialist. Then they came for the trade unionists,
and | did not speak out— because | was not a trade unionist. Then they
came for the Jews, and | did not speak out—because | was not a Jew.

Then they came for me—and there was no one left to speak for me.”

Different versions of this quote have been used and attributed to
several people, but the first known usage of it, as quoted above, is
attributed to Martin Niemoller. Niemoller was a patriotic German who
welcomed the reign of the Third Reich and served loyally in the German
army for many years. Ironically enough, it was only when he realized
the true nature of surveillance from the state that he began to view
Nazi-controlled Germany as a tyrannical dictatorship. Despite his early
Germany-sympathizer roots, he is notable for being one of the earliest

Germans to publicly talk about everyone’s complicity in the Holocaust.

This same sentiment of silence in the face of pain is a theme in
Psalm 39, which was written by David but dedicated to Yedutun. In
Psalms 39:2-3, David writes, “l resolved | would watch my step lest |
offend by my speech; | would keep my mouth muzzled while the wicked
man was in my presence. | made myself dumb in silence; | was silent

although my pain was intense.” This is almost exactly parallel to the



situation described by Niemoller, as the protagonist is silent in the face
of his oppressor, and the silence continues even as he suffers intensely-
but there is a small difference in the language. David emphasizes that
this silence is only maintained while he is directly facing the wicked
man, but when the oppressor is not near the protagonist, David writes,
“‘My mind was in a rage, my thoughts were aflame; | spoke out with my
tongue”. Once the fear of the oppressor is less immediate, the
protagonist finds himself able to speak out about his suffering and share
his anger, which leads to the cessation of his pain. While Niemoller
criticizes the common people’s complicity, David simultaneously
criticizes and relates himself to people like Niemoller, who loudly
denounce the actions of oppressors after the fact but find themselves
speechless when faced with the perpetrators. However, while the timing
may not be perfect, David demonstrates that it is still important to speak

up against injustice if possible, as he cries out to Hashem in verse 13.

David dedicated this Psalm specifically to Yedutun, one of the
masters of music appointed by David, which indicates that it was meant
to be sung in a choir. This idea of protesting injustice was something
David desired to share with the public. He wished to create a sense of
communal responsibility that would help the nation develop an

instinctive response to injustice and pain in the form of prayer to God.



