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Solomon, the king of the United Kingdom of Israel, must be the
smartest person who has ever walked the earth since he is the only
man described as fabulously wise in Old Testament, Quran, and
Hadiths altogether. George Merchule, the 10th-century author of
“Life of Gregory of Handzta”, uses a proverbial saying attributed to
Solomon as an opening to his text: “Speech is silver, but silence is
golden”.

A modern-day teenager is supposed to sustain for a month
while learning a long hagiographical piece of old Georgian literature,
full of names and story details. Nevertheless, when the intellectual
struggle with the 10th-century syntax is finally complete and the
course is approved as successfully done by the teacher, there comes a
moment of logical satisfaction: Had it not been for Gregory of
Handzta, a Georgian monk who lived and worked in the late 8th and
the first half of the 9th century, Georgia as such might not have
existed in the 21st century. If someone jokingly comments that a
more developed country might have become a homeland for the
people who occupy this land for almost three millennia, a young
Georgian will have a proper answer to the remark thanks to George
Merchule who picked ‘silver speech’ over ‘golden silence’ and told
the story of “the man of heaven and the angel of the earth”.

Elder Gregory of Handzta is one of the most important
historical figures, whose efforts brought Georgia up to today as an
independent country of free people, despite her numerous political
and economic problems the republic faces and, generally, fails to
solve. Thanks to this holy activist, the Georgian people still light
candles in the churches and cathedrals built by their ancestors and
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pray in the same language, which has hardly changed ever since.
“Homeland, Language, Religion”, which is a testamentary will by St.
Elijah the Righteous, has survived to see Georgia of the 21st century,
one way or another but still independent, and with her sovereignty
and liberty recognised by the Group of Seven (G7) and the vast
majority of the modern world. A number of stateless nations much
larger than the Georgians dream of and fight for such a reality.

The Kurdish people are between 30 and 45 million, live
around their traditional homeland — covering 50,000 square
kilometres, have a language of their own and rich ethnical culture,
but suffer from the elimination of independence as a result of
Kurdistan been partitioned between neighbouring Turkey, Iran,
Syria, and Iraq. The same fate fell on the descendants of the once-
powerful Assyrian Empire by the mutual agreement of said four
countries, leaving 3.3 million Assyrians in the position of a minority
on their ancestral land.

Other indigenous people stuck in the similar politically
stateless lockdown, are 76 million Tamils, 27 million Sikhs, 16
million Occitans, 15 million Uighurs, 12 million Zulu people, 8
million Mon people, 8 million Circassians, 7 million Mayans, 6
million Riffians, 6 million Shan people, 5.6 million Kashmiris, 3
million Basques, 2 million Chechens and less than half a million
Ingush people, to name some.

The Tibetan people who live at the ‘roof of the world’, have
no less a tragic fate. On the Chinese pretext of the “peaceful
liberation of Tibet”, the homeland of the Dalai Lama became a part
of the People's Republic of China, so skilfully devoured that no one
in the world could help a nation of 6 million. In 1951, the annexation
of the ‘Heart of the Himalayas’ by communist China claimed the
lives of 1.2 million locals, left more than 6,000 monasteries
destroyed, and resulted in the imprisonment of thousands. The
international community that still needed to further recover from the
aftermath of World War II, had neither military power nor the
political will to support the Buddhists who huddled up on the slopes
of Everest. It was found more convenient to formally recognise Tibet
as Chinese territory. Since China has become a global controlling
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giant, there hardly is a foreign power daring enough to ask the
liberating invader for an answer because of a 70-year-old event. In
March 2020, Qin Gang who serves as the twenty-second spokesman
and Vice Minister of foreign affairs of China since September 2018,
concluded with a brazen assurance: “There is no absolute freedom in
any place in the world”.

Some have the audacity to rewrite the past, as they please.
Others are silenced under the pressure of political correctness. While
some politicians speak their mind and act accordingly, others are
obliged to avoid insensitive comments and show their good political
manners by choosing a noble silence. Thus, the widespread double
standards are agreed in principle. In such a situation, despite the
political and economic problems, it is really an advantage to be still
officially recognised as a citizen of Georgia. Because no one can be
sure what tomorrow or the day after tomorrow brings next.

The 12th-century Georgian poet Shota Rustaveli wrote in his
poem: “Sometimes speech is better than silence, sometimes by
speaking we spoil (things)”. Choosing the right historical moment
before making a statement is essential when the future of the whole
people is decided. Neither the Kurds nor the Tibetans were fortunate
in this regard. The Jews would probably be destined similarly if they
had not fallen victim to Hitler’s sick ideas during WWII. As a result,
the state of Israel was established on 14 May 1948, soon after the
dream of the Kurdish people had shattered once more on 15
December 1946. In real life, fulfilled dreams rarely lead to the
desired happy endings. Palestine, which has become the greatest
challenge of the eastern “hot” war, is living proof of this. We can
only wonder whether the wise King Solomon would comment on
this, or stay silent.

“Silver speech” or “golden silence?

To say, or not to say? “That is the question”.

In a sense, every human life goes through a struggle with this
long-standing dilemma. The answer is sometimes positive and
sometimes negative, depending on the situation.

Generally, the clergy have always valued silence. The 14th-
century English hermit, mystic and religious writer Richard Rolle of
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Hampole said in his commentary on The Psalter: “disciplyne of
silence is goed, that we auyse vs or we speke” (on Psalm CXVIII
from Psalms of David’s 1340 manuscript). In fact, the same idea is
given as with King Solomon but in a slightly more generalised form.

Ancient proverbial saying, which has a very blurry origin
since its author and the following users decided to choose ‘golden
silence’ about its creation, still delivers a pearl of universal and
timeless wisdom. Therefore, the 30,000-year-old phrase is still
frequently used in everyday speech and even in modern digital texts.

It seems that all generations of human beings are followed by
a rhetorical question of whether to use or not the ability of verbal
communication, which differs them from other creatures. A fictional
gentleman’s club, presumably named after Diogenes the Cynic, was
co-founded by Mycroft Holmes, Sherlock’s elder brother. Apart from
the Stranger’s Room area, this private club required absolute silence
at all times so that the gentlemen could get away from the noises of
life outside the club, relax their brain and concentrate on thinking
undistracted.

The meaning of the club name has been discussed for longer
than a century. And yet, it remains unclear what the connection is
between the Londoner gentlemen living like hermits and the eloquent
philosopher who chose to subvert the norms of civilised society
altogether, picking an eccentric living environment like a clay jar or
barrel as his home. If Sir Arthur Conan Doyle actually named this
club after the Greek, it must have been an example of the pure
British humour with the slight cynicism. That said, the author has
never specified the reasons behind naming the private social
organisation the Diogenes Club.

I suggest one obvious similarity between the controversial
orator and silent English gentlemen. The famous cynic opposed his
simple lifestyle to the social values and institutions of a highly
confused society. By practising the “greatness of silence” — like the
dying wolf praised by the French poet Alfred de Vigny — members of
the Diogenes Club radically distanced themselves from the motley
society of 19th-century London. It seems hard to find another skilful
use of completely different methods in achieving exactly the same
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purpose. Diogenes slammed and criticised the entire society,
including Plato himself, and mocked Alexander the Great. Equally
effective is the silent protest of the gentlemen and their
unacceptability of the vanity left behind the club windows.
Ultimately, it turns out that the position is more important than the
choice between saying or not saying, which is decided individually
according to the circumstances.

The ability of opinion formation and communication skills are
practical far beyond a diplomatic career. Both in real and virtual life
— referring to the rapidly grown global online activity because of the
pandemic 2020 — the power of words is worth more than silver or
gold, almost gaining the value of platinum.

The spiral of silence sacrifices personal freedom of expression
and, eventually, the human spirit. The denial of Jesus by Peter is a
vivid example of such. All four Gospels of the New Testament tell
the story in detail: during Last Supper with his disciples, Jesus
informed Peter that he would disown Christ three times before the
rooster crowed the next morning. While mixing with the people,
Peter was recognised as one of the disciples of Jesus, which he
denied three times. At the sound of the rooster, he recalled the
prediction and began to cry in sincere repentance. Later in his life,
Saint Peter was crucified head down, according to the apocryphal
Acts of Peter. Some scholars suggest that the Apostle chose a non-
traditional way of crucifixion because he did not consider himself
worthy of death similar to Christ.

Both in the Bible and in everyday life, we constantly bump
into this great dilemma: when is silence better than speech and vice
versa. We often fail to make the right choice, and even when we
succeed we still manage to fail to carry out the plan as we intended.
Perhaps that is why the proverb as ancient as the pyramids, never
loses its significance: indeed, speech is silver while silence is golden.

After a lengthy speech about the importance of silence, it is
time to become quiet and, as the Georgian saying suggests, one
might hear the sound of the angels fluttering their wings as they pass
by.

106

BRAMS Journal No. 3 ISSN 2667-9299 (print)
2020 Volume 1, Issue 3/4 ISSN 2960-9348 (online)



