
In 1942, the psychotherapist Victor 
Frankl, along with his wife and 
parents, were deported to the German 
concentration camps. On the basis of 

his experiences in the camps, he came to his 
hallmark conclusion that even in the most 
absurd, painful and dehumanised situations, 
life has potential meaning and therefore 
even suffering can be meaningful.  He 
records an experience he had whilst working 
in the harsh conditions of Auschwitz.

‘We stumbled on in the darkness, over big 
stones and through large puddles, along the 
one road leading from the camp. The 
accompanying guards kept shouting at us 
and driving us with the butts of their rifles. 
Anyone with very sore feet supported 
himself on his neighbour’s arm. Hardly a 
word was spoken; the icy wind did not 
encourage talk. Hiding his mouth behind his 
upturned collar, the man marching next to 
me whispered suddenly: “If our wives could 
see us now! I do hope they are better off in 
their camps and don’t know what is 
happening to us.” 

That brought thoughts of my own wife to 
mind. And as we stumbled on for miles, 
slipping on icy spots, supporting each other 
time and again, dragging one another up and 
onward, nothing was said, but we both knew: 
each of us was thinking of his wife. Occasion-
ally I looked at the sky, where the stars were 
fading and the pink light of the morning was 
beginning to spread behind a dark bank of 
clouds. But my mind clung to my wife’s 

image, imagining it with an uncanny 
acuteness. I heard her answering me, saw 
her smile, her frank and encouraging look. 
Real or not, her look was then more 
luminous than the sun which was beginning 
to rise.

A thought transfixed me: for the first time 
in my life I saw the truth as it is set into song 
by so many poets, proclaimed as the final 
wisdom by so many thinkers. The truth - 
that love is the ultimate and the highest goal 
to which man can aspire. Then I grasped the 
meaning of the greatest secret that human 
poetry and human thought and belief have 
to impart: The salvation of man is through love 
and in love. I understood how a man who has 
nothing left in this world still may know 
bliss, be it only for a brief moment, in the 
contemplation of his beloved. In a position 
of utter desolation, when man cannot 
express himself in positive action, when his 
only achievement may consist in enduring 
his sufferings in the right way—an honorable 
way—in such a position man can, through 
loving contemplation of the image he carries 
of his beloved, achieve fulfillment. For the 
first time in my life I was able to understand 
the meaning of the words, “The angels are 
lost in perpetual contemplation of an infinite 
glory....”’

In 1945, Frankl eventually published his 
findings in a book entitled: ‘Man’s Search for 
Meaning’.  This put him and Logotherapy - 
the School of Psychotherapy which he 
founded - on the world stage.

Theme: In  Silence we unite with God. 

‘That is the heart of the gift of the 
Spirit: that we are able to see 
silence and emptiness as life and 
fullness.’  
Dr Rowan Williams

Victor Frankl, stumbling mile after mile in 
the darkness and the icy-cold and the 
silence, experiences love and fulfilment 
as he contemplates and treasures his 
wife’s image. It was a moment of 
revelation as he glimpsed God reaching 
out to him.

‘It is in silence and stillness,’ says the 
late Cardinal Hume, ‘that we hear the 
voice of God calling us to look for him in 
the world he has created, and to listen to 
his voice speaking deep within us. 
Experience shows that silence and 
stillness open us up to dimensions 
beyond the immediate.’  

The Jesuit poet and peace activist, 
Daniel Berrigan was once asked to give 
a talk on God. He surprised his 
audience. He gave no theological 
treatise. He simply described how he 
goes regularly and sits at the bedside of 
a young boy who is deaf, mute, 
paralysed and unable to react in any way 
to anything around him. He just lies in 
bed, helpless, powerless, unable to say 
or do anything. Nothing is said and 
nothing, seemingly is exchanged. ‘But,’ 
says Berrigan, ‘I sit by his helplessness 
and I know that in this powerlessness, 
God is speaking – speaking in the only 
way that God can speak in this world.’

Silence connects us with the Trinity. 
‘The Father and the Son are silent before 
each other,’ says Rowan Williams, 
quoting the work of the Russian 
Orthodox theologian Sergei Bulgakov. 
‘The Father and the Son have nothing to 
say to each other, because their life is 
wholly in each other. Their love is so total 
that there is nothing to say, nothing to 
communicate in the ordinary sense. It is 
only in the Spirit that the Father and the 
Son speak.’
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Dr. Victor Frankl
Setting the scene

‘If you dwell within the revelation I have brought, you are indeed my disciples; 
you shall know the truth, and the truth will set you free.’ 

Jn 8:31-32



Throughout her life, Mary valued 
silence and stillness. ‘When we 
used to go to church,’ recalls her 
close friend Petronilla, about their 

teenage years, ‘Mary would always stay in an 
inconspicuous place. I always saw her 
extremely recollected.’ When the weather 
was bad, Mary would sit quietly at her 
bedroom window from where she could see 
the church.

In the summer of 1860, twenty three year 
old Mary contracted typhoid. She was 
confined to bed for the next fifty two days. 
The disease brought her to the verge of 
death. When she eventually arose from her 
bed, the old energy which had enabled her to 
compete with the men on the farm was gone. 
She had to find a new life for herself.  It was 
now, in Mary’s silent searching, that God 
spoke:

‘Shortly after my illness, while I was standing 
on the hill of Borgo Alto,’ reports Mary, ‘I saw a 
large building in the exact spot where there had 
been only a hovel. I thought I was dreaming. 
“What is this, I thought, I have never seen this 
before.”  When I looked into the building, I saw a 

number of young women dressed as Sisters and a 
voice said to me: “I entrust them to you.”’

The vision expressed a longing that had 
been born in her heart as a child as she 
helped her mother to care for her younger 
brothers and sisters. It was a longing that had 
been nurtured by her membership, since the 
age of fifteen, of the Daughters of Mary 
Immaculate: I want to lead young girls to Christ. 

In 1862, Mary and Petronilla opened their 
sewing workshop for young girls. In the 
corner of the sewing workroom stood a 
statuette of Jesus’ mother, Mary. When Mary 
and Petronilla entered in the morning they 
would go over to the statuette and say a short 
prayer. When the girls entered they too would 
each go to the statuette and say their own 
prayers. Mary and Petronilla loved silence but 
would allow the girls to chatter if they wanted 
to. However the girls understood how Mary 
and Petronilla felt and so often there was 
absolute silence in the room. Mary carried 
this love of silence and stillness through all 
her endeavours. She saw it as essential to a 
life united to God. 

Silence and attentiveness characterised 

her relationship with the Sisters at the 
Institute. They remembered how quietly, 
‘Mother Mazzarello studied each Sister’s 
character, inclinations and abilities. Then like 
a wise gardener who cultivates his flowers in 
the most suitable places, she would assign 
each Sister to the duty best suited to her 
physical and moral and intellectual strengths, 
abilities and aptitudes. She then kept 
constant vigil to see that they performed 
their duties well.’

Mary didn’t view silence as just the 
absence of noise or conversation, but an 
internal quality that excludes whatever is 
irrelevant to communication with God: ‘If a 
Sister does not speak, but thinks about worldly 
things and loses herself in vain and idle thoughts: 
if she is always trying to find out what others are 
doing or saying about her, if she is thinking about 
the outcome of her work, or about something she 
overheard…tell me, is that Sister keeping silent? 
She might be maintaining material silence, but 
her heart and mind are talking. She cannot have 
been united with God.’

‘The Spirit is what opens up – by 
silence, by contemplation – the hidden 
beauty and joy of creation.’ 
Sergei Bulgakov
We have a wisdom to offer those who have 
reached maturity: not a philosophy of our 
age, it is true, still less of the masters of our 
age, which are coming to their end. The 
hidden wisdom of God which we teach in our 
mysteries is the wisdom that God predes-
tined to be for our glory before the ages 
began. It is a wisdom that none of the 
masters of this age have ever known, or they 
would not have crucified the Lord of Glory; 
we teach what scripture calls: the things that 
no eye has seen and no ear has heard, 
things beyond the mind of man, all that God 
has prepared for those who love him. These 
are the very things that God has revealed to 
us through the Spirit, for the Spirit reaches 
the depths of everything, even the depths of 
God. 
1 Cor 2: 6-10

GOD’S WORD

‘The words of revelation have then a margin of silence which cannot 
be picked up by the ears of those who are outside.’ 

Vladimir Lossky
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Mary Speaks

About Mary

‘Remember that to become holy and wise, 
you must speak little and reflect much. Speak little with 

people, very little of people and nothing of self. 
We must be recollected in our hearts if we want

 to hear the voice of Jesus.’

‘And why should a Sister keep silent?  In order 
to be more easily united to God, to be able to talk to 

him, to tell him her needs, to listen to his voice,
 his counsels, his teachings.’ 

‘Love desires freedom from worldly attachments 
that its glance towards God my not be obstructed.’

Where are the spaces for listening to God’s voice in my daily life?
Do I encourage silence in my heart and in my mind?


