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Introduction. Into Great Silence is a French language film that depicts the lives of the 

monks of the  Grande Chartreuse, a monastery in the French Alps, just north of Grenoble.  Philip 

Gröning, a German filmmaker, lived with the monks for a year and collected hundreds of hours 

of video during his stay. To watch the film offers you and I the closest opportunity we may have 

to experience deep monastic life.

The few dozen monks depicted in Gröning’s film live pretty much as all Carthusian 

monks have lived since the order was organized in 1086: remaining in their individual cottages 

except for three times per day to attend a common meal in silence, a mass and to tend to one’s 

own garden when necessary. Their day consists of repeatedly reading and reciting a limited set of 

foundational texts, interspersed with mundane chores such as preparing food, chopping firewood, 

and washing clothes.

The Carthusian discipline is recognized as the most severe of Roman Catholic monastic 

orders. Visitation is limited two visits per year with close family and all social interaction is 

prohibited except for a common Sunday meal followed by a short hour of free conversation. 

Except for these limited moments, the monks remain silent, as the title of the film suggests.

Gröning’s 2005 film has no voice-overs, no applied sound track and no commentary. 

There is nothing in the film for the intellect other than one long Bible verse, a handful of 

affirmation-like statements and a short conversation with an elderly monk reflecting on the 

blessings of being blind since birth. That is intentional. This is not a place where one reads too 

many books. Rather it is a place where seeds are planted in one’s mind and the severe monastic 

experience provides space for the seed to grow.

Thesis. So why would Gröning make such a film? And what would his modern point in 

the film? Gröning’s own website gives a very short summary. It reads: “A film about the Grande 

Chartreuse. What does time mean to someone who knows that he will never leave this house, this 

cell? What is everyday life, what is prayer in a world in which everything is determined by 

repetition and yet the individual moves through his time?”1

1. Philip Gröning, “The Great Silence.” ( Google Trans) Philip Gröning film production, 28 Feb. 2021, 
www.groening-film.de/stille.php.
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More insight into Gröning’s intention is given in an interview by a writer for Decent 

Films (unknown date) who provides some answers. The interviewer writes of his talk with 

Gröning:

Among other expressions of this dichotomy of rigor and liberation in the film are a pair 
of scriptural texts to which the film returns again and again. One is a gospel text 
emphasizing discipline and self-denial: is “He who does not give up everything cannot be 
My disciple.” The other is a prophetic utterance evoking ecstatic self-surrender: “You 
seduced me, O Lord, and I let myself be seduced.”2

These two poles, Gröning observed, are “the field of tension in which monks live. On the 
one hand, you do have to and be very hard on yourself, and strict, and get rid of a lot of 
things. On the other hand, if you only follow this path of discipline, then you’re just a 
masochistic person and you’re not going to be a good monk either. So you have to have 
this other level of letting yourself go, letting yourself be seduced, and the balance 
between the two of them is sort of the eternal struggle… And this is very similar for us. 
We also have to find moments of discipline and structuring ourselves, and we also must 
find ways of abandoning ourselves to what life is. And the finding of that balance is one 
of the major human processes. So this is why I chose those two captions.”

Notwithstanding Gröning’s own statements, it could be said that the main point which 

emerges from the film is found in one short bible passage and five additional affirmative 

statements which are interspersed throughout the film. It could also be said that the content of 

Into Great Silence is itself is only a few minutes in length–the few minutes of video where these 

six statements are displayed. The rest of the film, which is 162 minutes in length, is simply a 

combination of cutaways and background scenes. 

If that is so, then we can draw a few conclusions. First, Gröning’s stated objective of 

contrasting the “dichotomy of rigor and liberation” could be a platonic-like mirror image of the 

monastic life, which is a distillation of life essence, void of appearances. Second, the six 

statements may be ordered and they may provide insight to a progression of the spiritual life. 

Finally, an overarching statement may be found in the film which is, as Pierre Teilhard de 

Chardin might have characterized it, an omega point for the monastic life.

Discussion.  Gröning uses various techniques to deliver his message of “dichotomy of 

rigor and liberation.” One of them is the repeated portrait-like scenes in which a monk stares 

2. Steven D Greydanus, “Voyage into Silence: Interview with Philip Gröning: Decent Films - SDG 
Reviews.” Decent Films, 28 Feb. 2021, 10:00, www.decentfilms.com/articles/groning.
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directly into the camera for 20-30 seconds with an expressionless gaze. This is repeated 

throughout the film and placed between scenes of mundane work, giving a sense of work and 

liberation from work. Another technique he uses is the the juxtaposition of the monk facing an 

alter while kneeling in prayer and the monk gazing outward through the window while he eats 

his meal. A third technique is the repeated time lapse photography of night sky against a 

soundtrack of the monks in chant. What these three techniques have in common is strong 

contrast–work and rest, blindness and vision, stillness and motion.

The film opens at 1:52 with a passage from I Kings 19:11-13. Additional bible verses and 

affirmative statements from Carthusian writings are given at 21:30, 35:44, 37:17, 43:57, 1:54:13, 

2:06:10, 2:13:30, 2:25:40, 2:36:46. The film ends with a repeated display of the I Kings passage 

at 2:40:16. Here are the verses and quotes which Gröning has placed throughout the film:

• The Lord said, “Go out and stand on the mountain in the presence of the Lord, for the 

Lord is about to pass by.” Then a great and powerful wind tore the mountains apart and 

shattered the rocks before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind. After the wind 

there was an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake. After the earthquake 

came a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire. And after the fire came a gentle whisper.” — 

1 Kings 19: 11-13

• I am the one who is. — Revelation, 1:8

• O Lord, you have seduced me and I was seduced. — Jeremiah, 20:7

• Anyone who does not give up all he has cannot be my disciple. — Luke, 14:33

• Allow the Lord to speak one word in us that he is. — Carthusian Monk

• You shall seek me and you shall find me. Because you seek me with all your heart, I will 

let myself be found. — Jeremiah 29:13

• Behold I am become human. If you should not want to join me in becoming God, you 

would do me wrong. — Carthusian Monk

The order of these statements come from a February 19, 2016 review of the film 

appearing in The Culturim, a spiritual blog.3 The order as shown above begins with revelation of 

3. “Philip Gröning: Into Great Silence.” The Culturium, Feb 19, 2016, Accesed 23 Feb 2016. 
www.theculturium.com/philip-groning-into-great-silence/

http://www.theculturium.com/philip-groning-into-great-silence/
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the one who is in the form of a whisper. The order continues with the  spiritual practice and 

pathway of the monk: being seduced, giving up all one has, seeking with all one’s heart. It 

concludes with a statement about the destination of the monk’s spiritual journey in finding unity 

with God: “Behold I am become human. If you should not want to join me in becoming God, 

you would do me wrong.” These statements therefore comprise a three-stage spiritual journey for 

the monk: revelation, practice and unity.

The final statement, “Behold I am become human. If you should not want to join me in 

becoming God, you would do me wrong” may be a rephrasing of a statement by St. Athanasius, 

the founder of Christian monasticism: “The Son of God became man so that we might become 

God.” If so, what the monks are declaring is what David Meconi, SJ and Carl E Olson identify as 

“the great exchange”:  

In the Incarnation the Son lowers himself to humanity so as to elevate humans to divinity. 
In his kenosis is our thesis. To explain this, could the Church enroll any more 
foundational theologians than Saint Peter, Saint Irenaeus of Lyons, Saint Athanasius and 
Saint Thomas Aquinas? This is precisely what the Catechism of the Catholic Church has 
done; it points us to the heart of the faith by teaching that: The Word became flesh to 
make us ‘partakers of the divine nature’ (2 Pet 1:4): “For this is why the Word became 
man, and the Son of God became the Son of man: so that man, by entering into 
communion with the Word and thus receiving divine sonship, might become a son of 
God” (St. Irenaeus…) “For the Son of God became man so that we might become 
God” (St. Athanasius …). “The only-begotten Son of God, wanting to make us shares in 
his divinity, assumed our nature, so that he, made man, might make men gods” (St. 
Thomas Aquinas4 …)

A close look at these statements reveal that they are “so that” statements about the 

incarnation. Justo Gonzalez has said “so that” statements are powerful because they do not stress 

what is happening so much as they stress the impact of what is happening.5 According to these 

theologians, God incarnated so that we might become God. It could be said that Gröning has 

unconsciously made a teleological explanation of life: God invites us to become divine.

Conclusion. Gröning’s dichotomy of rigor and liberation is another form of a “so that” 

statement. One could say that the rigor of the monk’s life is so that the monk may become 

4. David Vincent Meconi, and Carl E. Olson, Called to Be the Children of God: the Catholic Theology of 
Human Deification. (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2016), 12-13

5. Justo Gonzalez, Creation: Rediscovering a Misunderstood Doctrine: Presentation by Justo Gonzalez: 
Biologos.” Biologos, 18 April 2019. https://biologos.org/resources/creation-rediscovering-a-misunderstood-doctrine

https://biologos.org/resources/creation-rediscovering-a-misunderstood-doctrine
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liberated. If so, one could conclude that the message of Gröning’s film, perhaps an unconscious 

message, is a commentary on the incarnation–how two natures are combined into one person or 

how Jesus could be fully human and fully God. Further, what is really important is the impact of 

the incarnation–how we might become God. In theology, the idea that God became one of us so 

that we might become God is known as deification, or its Greek equivalent, theosis.6

The biblical basis for deification is found in Psalms 82:6, “You are gods, all of you are 

sons of the Most High” and in Second Peter 1:4, “he has granted to us his precious and 

exceedingly great promises; that through these you may become partakers of the divine nature.”7 

These passages clarify some misunderstandings about deification. First, while it is true that we 

may become Gods, we can do so because we are children of the Most High. That is to say that 

deification does not replace God and the doctrine is not a cover for promoting non-theism. 

Second, deification is an eternal (timeless) process. As Christ is eternally begotten of the Father, 

so is our deification. And, third, we are partakers of the divine nature, not autonomous 

possessors of the divine nature. We have agency, not autonomy.8

Meconi and Olson may have included these clarifications in order to avoid overstepping 

theological limits while attempting to teach and promote human deification. Religious 

movements overstep theological boundaries all the time. But should we not ask those in 

Evangelical and Catholic circles to consider which is the greater error: to over-emphasize human 

deification or to under-emphasize human deification? What has been the spiritual cost of 

teaching the total depravity of human beings? What has been the social and psychological cost of 

declaring that most of humanity is destined for hell?

If so, that the greater error is in under-emphasizing human deification, then it may be that 

Into Great Silence is nudging us to raise up humanity so that we, with the Carthusian monks, 

may join with Jesus and enter into our rightful image and likeness of the 2nd person of the 

Trinity 

6. Meconi, 8
7. Ibid, 20,23
8. Ibid, 13



Hicks  6

6

Bibliography

The Culturium. “Philip Gröning: Into Great Silence.” Feb 19, 2016, Accesed 23 Feb 2016. 
www.theculturium.com/philip-groning-into-great-silence/

Gonzales, Justo. “Creation: Rediscovering a Misunderstood Doctrine: Presentation by Justo 
Gonzalez: Biologos.” Biologos, 18 April 2019. https://biologos.org/resources/creation-
rediscovering-a-misunderstood-doctrine

Greydanus, Steven D. “Voyage into Silence: Interview with Philip Gröning: Decent Films - SDG 
Reviews.” Decent Films, 28 Feb. 2021, www.decentfilms.com/articles/groning. 

Gröning, Philip. “The Great Silence” (Google Trans) Philip Gröning film production, 28 Feb. 
2021. www.groening-film.de/stille.php.

Meconi, David Vincent, and Carl E. Olson. Called to Be the Children of God: the Catholic 
Theology of Human Deification. San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2016.

http://www.theculturium.com/philip-groning-into-great-silence/

	Bibliography

