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   The Lord gives wisdom,
 
   from his mouth come knowledge and understanding;
 
   he stores up sound wisdom for the upright;
 
   he is a shield to those who walk in integrity,
 
   guarding the paths of justice
 
   and watching over the way of his saints.
 
   Then you will understand righteousness and justice
 
   and equity, every good path;
 
   for wisdom will enter your heart,
 
   and knowledge will be pleasant to your soul;
 
   discretion will watch over you,
 
   understanding will guard you.
 
   (Proverbs 2:6-11, ESV)
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Introduction
 
    
 
   The irony inherent in works of fantasy is that they are meant to convey truth and wisdom. From Aesop’s Fables to modern epic novels, fantasy serves to showcase truisms that are important to human society. The “moral” of the typical fable, for instance, is hard to miss: “Never cry wolf”; “Never go with strangers”; “One good turn deserves another”; and so on.
 
   The Lord of the Rings is an undeniable classic: a work which invites repeated readings without exhausting its potential to deepen and define our moral and spiritual lives. Young and old alike keep returning to these big books for both wisdom and delight. True fantasy, Tolkien declared in his 1939 essay “On Fairy-Stories,” is escapist in the good sense: it enables us to flee into reality. The strange new world of hobbits and elves and ents frees us from bondage to the pseudo-reality that most of us inhabit: a world deadened by bleary familiarity. Fantasy helps us recover an enlivened sense of wonder, Tolkien observed in this same essay, about such ordinary things “as stone, and wood, and iron; tree and grass; house and fire; bread and wine.”[1]
 
   Some of the maxims of fantasy apply to how wisely we interact with other people, but others apply to how wisely we interact with our world, our God, and ourselves. Other truisms are wise statements about reality quite apart from the small part we play in it. The Lord of the Rings is no exception. Poul Anderson wrote that Tolkien’s fantasy “deals with questions fundamental and timeless, the nature of good and evil, of man, and of God.”[2] Gene Edward Veith asserted,
 
   The [Ring] trilogy is filled with Christian motifs—resurrection, providence, sacrifice, the promise that a king will return—but it is not . . . an allegory, a genre Tolkien disliked. Tolkien called what he was doing a “sub-creation.” God created the universe so human beings, made in His image, can imitate Him, though faintly, by making creations of their own. Whereas God’s creation is real, an author’s creation (or, rather, “sub-creation”) is fictional, existing only in the mind and imagination, though potentially meaningful and valuable nonetheless.[3]
 
   Since J. R. R. Tolkien was a Christian theist who believed that the Bible is the revealed Word of God, the characters and the story of his fantasy novel portray many of the central truths of Christianity. Tolkien himself said, “The Lord of the Rings is a fundamentally religious and Catholic work; unconsciously so at first, but consciously in the revision. . . . The religious element is absorbed into the story and into the symbolism.”[4]
 
   As a Christian, Tolkien understood that our lives are part of a grand drama that both transcends and explains our experiences. The drama’s narrative infuses meaning into scenes and events that would otherwise seem arbitrary and meaningless. Tolkien saw the adventure of our lives, like the adventure of his hobbits, as part of a story that began “once upon a time” and is moving toward its eventual “ever after.”[5]
 
   Philosophically, Christianity is dualistic, unlike the monism of some Eastern religions. In the Christian worldview, God is distinct from his creatures, not one and the same with them. Consequently, individual human acts have significance and meaning. Christians also believe that there is real evil and real good, and though evil might prevail for a time and may seem irresistible, in the end good is destined to triumph. The Lord of the Rings “has some very dark images, but recognizing the difference between darkness and light is exactly what our culture needs.”[6]
 
   In this eradication of evil by the good, the characters in The Lord of the Rings have their parts to play—whether small or large, for good or for ill. The temptation to join with evil is relentless, and many give in to its incessant pull. But it is far better and wiser to resist and to fight on the side of good, as do the protagonists in Tolkien’s fantasy, even though it may result in disappointment, alienation, or even agonizing suffering and death.
 
   Speaking of the movie adaptation of The Fellowship of the Ring, Andrew Coffin, correspondent for World magazine, wrote, “Tolkien’s profoundly Christian worldview . . . dominates the narrative. Without any specific reference to religion, the concepts of providence, temptation, self-sacrifice, personal responsibility, and—most importantly—a clear and radical distinction between good and evil are the driving force of this story of hobbits and wizards.”[7]
 
   Tolkien’s Christian theism is the matrix, if you will, of The Lord of the Rings. He wrote that his fantasy novel “is about God, and his sole right to divine honour. The Eldar and the Númenoreans believed in The One, the true God, and held worship of any other person an abomination. Sauron desired to be a God-King, and was held to be this by his servants.”[8] As a result, Tolkien’s novel contains many elements of Christian truth and wisdom, and Scripture tells us that “wisdom is supreme; therefore get wisdom. Though it cost all you have, get understanding” (Proverbs 4:7).
 
   Each thematic chapter in this book contains excerpted quotes from The Lord of the Rings followed by comments about how the quoted material speaks to Christian truth and wisdom in the real world. The Apostle Paul exhorts us, “Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil” (Ephesians 5:15-16). And Tolkien himself wrote, “It is one of the lessons of fairy-stories . . . that on callow, lumpish, and selfish youth peril, sorrow, and the shadow of death can bestow dignity, and even sometimes wisdom.”[9]
 
   May you find reading The Ring of Truth enjoyable but also instructive and personally valuable, for
 
   Blessed is the one who finds wisdom,
and the one who gets understanding,
for the gain from her is better than gain from silver
and her profit better than gold.
She is more precious than jewels,
and nothing you desire can compare with her.
Long life is in her right hand;
in her left hand are riches and honor.
Her ways are ways of pleasantness,
and all her paths are peace.
She is a tree of life to those who lay hold of her;
those who hold her fast are called blessed. (Proverbs 3:13-18, ESV)
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1
 
   Divine Providence
 
    
 
   Christians define the providence of God as encompassing “two main motifs—his provision for his creation and creatures and his control over all events and creatures (including his guidance of them). That provision and control exert themselves in three arenas—history, nature and the lives of individuals.”[1]
 
   The Bible is filled with examples of how God has used people to accomplish his purposes and provide for his creatures. Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, Joshua, the Judges, David, Jesus, and the Apostle Paul number among the dozens upon dozens that could be named. He used Joseph to save countless people from starvation. He called Moses to deliver his people from slavery and to display his glory and power to the Egyptians. He sent Jesus as the final Prophet, Priest, and King to bring eternal redemption to his people. All these things—and more—come under the rubric of God’s providence.
 
   Providence plays a key and pivotal role in Tolkien’s tale. Each of the main characters has a role in the plan of Providence to rid Middle-earth of Sauron’s evil. Gandalf, the four hobbits, Aragorn, and even Gollum and Sauron have their parts to play.
 
   “Throughout their adventure Frodo and Sam openly discuss the fact that they are in a story, recognizing that the scenes of life are not random or purposeless, but key events in the great drama in which we play a part. Their outlook reflects the Christian understanding of providence, that we are all part of a story being written by the creator of all that is.”[2]
 
    
 
   
 
  

Finding and Bearing the Ring
 
   ‘[The Ring] abandoned Gollum. Only to be picked up by the most unlikely person imaginable: Bilbo from the Shire!’ [said Gandalf.]
 
   ‘Behind that there was something else at work, beyond any design of the Ring-maker. I can put it no plainer than by saying that Bilbo was meant to find the Ring, and not by its maker. In which case you also [Frodo] were meant to have it. And that may be an encouraging thought.’ (pp. 54-55)
 
    
 
   As Gandalf relates the finding of the One Ring to Frodo, he makes clear that something beyond chance and circumstance was behind Bilbo’s stumbling upon it. Bilbo was “meant to find the Ring.” A benevolent force was at work in Bilbo and in Frodo and, in fact, in the whole history of Middle-earth to keep the Ring from Sauron. In our world, Christians call this belief divine providence. Michael Swanwick, an author of science fiction and fantasy, shrewdly observes,
 
   A string of coincidences brings the One Ring to [Frodo]. . . . Coincidences multiply during Frodo’s flight from Hobbiton. . . . There is a special providence on Frodo, guiding and protecting him all the way to Rivendell. Yet from Rivendell onward, the quest is thwarted and delayed with maddening regularity. . . . But the contradiction is only apparent. There is a power at work here, both in the abetting and in the hindrance.[3]
 
   Decades earlier, in the events of The Hobbit, Gandalf gently rebuked Bilbo for attributing the success of his adventures to luck: “Surely you don’t disbelieve the prophecies, because you had a hand in bringing them about yourself? You don’t really suppose, do you, that all your adventures and escapes were managed by mere luck, just for your sole benefit? You are a very fine person, Mr. Baggins, and I am very fond of you; but you are only quite a little fellow in a wide world after all!”[4]Gandalf surely did believe the prophecies; more than that, he considered himself immersed in a grand drama designed and orchestrated by Providence.
 
   In The Lord of the Rings, Gandalf asserts to Frodo that, if Bilbo was meant to find the Ring, it followed that Frodo was “meant to have it. And that may be an encouraging thought.” Why would Gandalf consider this to be an encouraging thought? What does it have to do with the frightful and daunting task that lies ahead in the quest for the Ring’s destruction?
 
   It is encouraging because Frodo’s possession of the Ring is part of the plan of an all-powerful, benevolent being whose aim is the destruction of evil. Thus, however grim the outlook, this benevolent being knew what he was doing when he guided Bilbo to the Ring and as he continued to guide and provide for Frodo in the days and months ahead.
 
   Unlike Bilbo, Frodo his nephew is not called to find but to lose, indeed to destroy, his great gem: the Ring of Total Control. It is not a task that he eagerly seeks but only reluctantly accepts. Yet Frodo proves to be a fit bearer of the Ring. Not only does he possess native powers of courage and resistance; he is also summoned by a mysterious providential grace.[5]
 
   For those of us in the real world, “belief in the providence of God, according to the whole purport of Scripture, is of the highest importance because of its connection with a life of trust and gratitude and patience and hope.”[6] We Christians believe that God is using us and everything around us to accomplish his own good purposes, but as he does so, he is also watching out for us, however insignificant we may feel: as Scripture assures us, “we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose” (Romans 8:28). There is no room, therefore, for anxiety or worry, for according to American theologian Tyron Edwards, “Anxiety is the rust of life, destroying its brightness and weakening its power. A childlike and abiding trust in Providence is its best preventive and remedy.”
 
   This does not mean that we will not experience loss or hardship or deprivation. What it does mean is that God is working everything according to his purpose and for our ultimate good and that he is walking with us along the way, for “the God of providence is like a human companion on the journey of life.”[7] He will always be there as sustainer, provider, guide, and encourager. In him we can confidently put our trust and hope.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Gollum’s Providential Role
 
   ‘Many that live deserve death,’ [said Gandalf.] ‘And some that die deserve life. Can you give it to them, [Frodo]? Then do not be too eager to deal out death in judgement. For even the very wise cannot see all ends. My heart tells me that he has some part to play yet, for good or ill, before the end; and when that comes, the pity of Bilbo may rule the fate of many—yours not least.’ (p. 58)
 
   ‘But for [Gollum], Sam, I could not have destroyed the Ring. The Quest would have been in vain, even at the bitter end. So let us forgive him! For the Quest is achieved, and now all is over.’ (p. 926; also see pp. 626, 797, and 904 for more about Gollum’s providential role)
 
    
 
   Even the smallest, seemingly insignificant, action can impact the lives of multitudes. Gandalf discerns that such was the case with Bilbo’s sparing of Gollum. When he says that “even the very wise cannot see all ends,” he implies that a greater Wisdom was at work in a providential way when Bilbo took pity on Gollum.
 
   His assertion that Gollum “has some part to play yet” indicates that Gollum too is being used by Providence to accomplish the Ring’s destruction. The part that Gollum has to play, however, though good for Middle-earth, is bad for him, for his wicked betrayal results in his own destruction, along with that of the One Ring.
 
   Some people may have difficulty with the thought that an all-powerful but benevolent being uses the wicked and their destruction for a good end. But that is exactly what happens in The Lord of the Rings, and it is exactly what the Bible tells us about God: “The Lord works out everything for his own ends—even the wicked for a day of disaster” (Proverbs 16:4). Even rulers are not exempt from God’s control over all events and creatures: “The king’s heart is in the hand of the Lord; he directs it like a watercourse wherever he pleases” (Proverbs 21:1).
 
   “Nothing occurs in life that does not ultimately align with God’s purposes. Even the distorted schemes of evil can become tools in the hands of providence. . . . Those purposes also include using the intentions of the wicked to undermine their own goals and, at the same time, fulfill [God’s].”[8] Two individuals stand out in Scripture for the wicked role they played in God’s working out of his plan: Pharaoh and Judas Iscariot.
 
   The Apostle Paul wrote that the Lord said to Pharaoh, “‘I raised you up for this very purpose, that I might display my power in you and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth.’ Therefore God has mercy on whom he wants to have mercy, and he hardens whom he wants to harden” (Romans 9:17-18, quoting Exodus 9:16). According to Scripture, Pharaoh’s role in the exodus of the Israelites was to stubbornly resist God so that God could display his power and glory through Moses.
 
   Both Gollum and Judas Iscariot were traitors. Speaking of Judas’s betrayal of Jesus, the Apostle Peter proclaimed, “This man [Jesus] was handed over to you by God’s set purpose and foreknowledge; and you, with the help of wicked men, put him to death by nailing him to the cross” (Acts 2:23). Who handed Jesus over to the authorities? Judas did, and he did it “by God’s set purpose and foreknowledge.” Just a few weeks earlier, Jesus himself said much the same thing when he was praying to the Father: “None [of my disciples] has been lost except the one doomed to destruction so that Scripture would be fulfilled” (John 17:12).
 
   God’s plan of redemption depended on the wicked betrayal of Judas, which was foreordained. But other wicked men were also ordained to help Judas in his conspiracy against Jesus. When some of the first Christians prayed to the Lord, they said, “Herod and Pontius Pilate met together with the Gentiles and the people of Israel in this city to conspire against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed. They did what your power and will had decided beforehand should happen” (Acts 4:27-28). Thus, the Lord of all creation causes even the wickedness of his creatures to praise him and to accomplish his purposes.
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Choosing of Frodo
 
   ‘I wish I had never seen the Ring! Why did it come to me? Why was I chosen?’. . .
 
   ‘You may be sure that it was not for any merit that others do not possess: not for power or wisdom, at any rate,’ [said Gandalf]. ‘But you have been chosen, and you must therefore use such strength and heart and wits as you have.’ (p. 60)
 
    
 
   Gandalf declares that Frodo has been chosen by Providence to be the Ring-bearer. Frodo’s question “why?” goes unanswered, except in a negative way: “not for any merit . . . not for power or wisdom.” This parallel’s closely what the Bible says about God’s choosing of his people:
 
   Consider your calling, brothers: not many of you were wise according to worldly standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth. But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world, even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, so that no human being might boast in the presence of God. (1 Corinthians 1:26-29, ESV)
 
   Frodo was certainly not considered “wise” or “powerful” or “of noble birth”—quite the contrary! He was a reluctant anti-hero of sorts. Nothing about him would suggest that he was destined to accomplish the greatest task of the Third Age of Middle-earth. Frodo himself confessed, “I am not made for perilous quests.” Yet Providence chose “what is low and despised” to nullify the incredibly evil power of Sauron.
 
   Neither are we—if we are the Lord’s—anything special. God chose us—the foolish and weak and lowly and despised—so that we could have no basis for boasting before him. On the contrary, God must take the credit for whatever wisdom, strength, and honor we possess. “To him be glory for ever and ever” (2 Timothy 4:18).
 
    
 
   
 
  

Glorfindel’s Part
 
   ‘There are few even in Rivendell,’ [said Glorfindel,] ‘that can ride openly against the Nine; but such as there were, Elrond sent out north, west, and south. . . . It was my lot to take the Road.’ (p. 205)
 
    
 
   Glorfindel could have been assigned to ride any number of directions, but as Providence would have it, he was assigned to ride the Road in search of Frodo’s party. He played no small part in the rescue of Frodo from the Ringwraiths: he lent Frodo his swift horse; he gave good counsel; he commanded his horse to fly when Frodo reigned him in at the Ringwraiths’ bidding; he revealed his Firstborn glory at the river, driving the remaining Ringwraiths into the torrent. It was not by chance that Glorfindel was selected to ride the Road.
 
   Neither are the real-world events of our lives—whether mundane or momentous—by mere chance. We can be confident that God has some good purpose in mind as a result of the decisions that we make (or that are made for us) and the actions that we take. For “we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose” (Romans 8:28).
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Gathering of the Fellowship
 
   ‘You have done well to come,’ said Elrond. ‘You will hear today all that you need in order to understand the purposes of the Enemy. . . . The Ring! What shall we do with the Ring? . . .
 
   ‘That is the purpose for which you are called hither. Called, I say, though I have not called you to me, strangers from distant lands. You have come and are here met, in this very nick of time, by chance as it may seem. Yet it is not so. Believe rather that it is so ordered that we, who sit here, and none others, must now find counsel for the peril of the world.’ (p. 236)
 
    
 
   What “ordered” the gathering of the “strangers from distant lands” but Providence? The all-powerful, benevolent being who is referred to implicitly by Elrond brought together those in attendance at the great council in Rivendell in the “very nick of time.” Thus, the nine individuals who ultimately composed the Fellowship of the Ring were all providentially brought to the one place where they could volunteer their services.
 
   The nine main characters were specially called by Providence to be part of the Fellowship of the Ring. In this realization there was great gravity but also great encouragement. Christians in the real world ought also to realize that their steps are directed providentially by God, not only for their good but for his greater purpose. Each has a role to play in God’s great plan, and each should approach and view life from that perspective.
 
   Elrond begins by saying that those present at the council “will hear today all that [they] need in order to understand the purposes of the Enemy.” Christians also need to understand the purposes of their enemy, the devil. The Apostle Paul exhorts, “Put on the full armor of God so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms” (Ephesians 6:11-12). If Sauron and the Ringwriths were anything, they were “spiritual forces of evil.” Our spiritual adversaries are equally dangerous. The Apostle Peter warns, “Be self-controlled and alert. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour” (1 Peter 5:8). Alertness and self-control can save us from becoming victims of our spiritual enemy.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Frodo’s Appointed Task
 
   ‘If I understand aright all that I have heard,’ [Elrond] said, ‘I think that this task is appointed for you, Frodo; and that if you do not find a way, no one will. This is the hour of the Shire-folk, when they arise from their quiet fields to shake the towers and counsels of the Great. Who of all the Wise could have foreseen it?’ (p. 264)
 
    
 
   Elrond’s powerful statement puts the entire story of the Ring in context. Divine providence is controlling world events and guiding the creatures of Middle-earth on their quest to destroy the Ruling Ring. That task has been appointed to Frodo, the lowly and unassuming hobbit, who, with his three hobbit friends, has risen “to shake the towers and counsels of the Great.” The genius of Providence’s plan was to choose the weak and reluctant to topple the great and powerful Sauron. “Who of all the Wise could have foreseen it?” Sauron certainly did not, and this miscalculation ultimately sealed his downfall.
 
   Christian history is replete with the stories of weak individuals who rose to accomplish great things. The Apostle Paul, the greatest persecutor of the early Christians, became their greatest missionary. Saint Augustine, who wallowed in sexual sin, became one of the church’s greatest theologians. D. L. Moody, in spite of “little formal education and occasional abrupt manners, . . . presented the gospel to more than 100 million people in more than forty years of ministry.”[9] Carl F. H. Henry started out living “in sensuality”[10] yet became perhaps the foremost evangelical theologian of the twentieth century.
 
   Like them, we do not need to let our weaknesses keep us from accomplishing great things for God, for God has the power and grace to turn our weakness into strength. God’s promise is this: “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Corinthians 2:19).
 
    
 
   
 
  

Merry’s and Pippin’s Providential Role
 
   ‘I wish Gandalf had never persuaded Elrond to let us come,’ [Pippin] thought. ‘What good have we been?’ (pp. 434-35)
 
   ‘It was not in vain that the young hobbits came with us,’ [said Gandalf.], ‘if only for Boromir’s sake. But that is not the only part they have to play. They were brought to Fangorn, and their coming was like the falling of small stones that starts an avalanche in the mountains. . . . Saruman had best not be caught away from home when the dam bursts!’ (p. 485)
 
   ‘Between them our enemies have contrived only to bring Merry and Pippin with marvelous speed, and in the nick of time, to Fangorn, where otherwise they would never have come at all!’ (p. 486)
 
    
 
   Merry and Pippin were destined by Providence to be part of the Fellowship of the Ring, but many times during the course of their journey it seemed quite otherwise. Pippin especially seemed always to be getting into trouble: his loose lips at the Prancing Pony; dropping the stone in the well in Moria and thereby alerting the orcs of their presence; taking, and looking into, the palantír despite Gandalf’s warning. Merry and Pippin felt especially useless when they were captured and carried off by the Uruk-hai. Pippin in his misery and despair thought, “What good have we been?”
 
   What he did not realize, however, was that that their presence in the Fellowship made possible the redemption of Boromir and that their capture brought the five remaining members of the Fellowship “with marvelous speed, and in the nick of time, to Fangorn, where otherwise they would never have come at all!” Once again Providence used evil—the terrible Uruk-hai—to take the two “worthless” hobbits to Fangorn far more quickly than they could possibly have done on their own. Consequently Merry and Pippin were able to stir up Treebeard and the rest of the Ents in time for Saruman to be neutralized and Rohan saved.
 
   Later, Merry’s providential pledge of service and allegiance to Théoden King put him in a position to assist in the destruction of the Lord of the Nazgûl. He played his most decisive role in the War of the Ring when he stabbed the Lord of the Nazgûl behind the knee, distracting him long enough for the wounded Éowyn to deliver the death stroke. Except for his heroic act, Éowyn would have been killed on the field of battle and the Lord of the Nazgûl left free to kill and maim many others and to spread terror and despair among the allies. Further, Pippin’s pledge of service to Denethor put him in a position to bring a person who could aid in rescuing and protecting Faramir from being murdered by his father.
 
   Thus hindsight makes clear that Providence used Gandalf to convince Elrond to allow Merry and Pippin to join the Fellowship. Two apparently useless hobbits providentially served as the means and catalyst for vanquishing Saruman and for saving Rohan, Éowyn, and Faramir.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Gandalf’s Providential Role
 
   ‘Yes, you may still call me Gandalf,’ he said. . . . ‘None of you have any weapon that could hurt me. Be merry! We meet again. At the turn of the tide. . . . I have passed through fire and deep water, since we parted.’ (p. 484)
 
    
 
   Gandalf had to suffer “fire and deep water” and even death in order to return as a far more powerful opponent of Saruman and Sauron. Saruman is no longer the stronger wizard; in fact, he is not the slightest match for Gandalf. Gandalf is also beyond the harmful reach of any ordinary weapon. He has indeed become a worthy adversary of Sauron, which was the whole reason for the arrival of the wizards to Middle-earth in the first place: they “were messengers sent to contest the power of Sauron, and to unite all those who had a will to resist him” (p. 1059). From now on Gandalf is the great orchestrator of the War of the Ring. Before he was merely one of many; now he is the leader, the general without peer, and he brings hope and light wherever he goes.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Sauron’s Providential Folly
 
   ‘[Sauron] supposes that we were all going to Minas Tirith; for that is what he would himself have done in our place. . . . That we should wish to cast him down and have no one take his place is not a thought that occurs to his mind. That we should try to destroy the Ring itself has not yet entered into his darkest dream. . . . Wise fool,’ [said Gandalf]. ‘For if he had used all his power to guard Mordor, so that none could enter, and bent all his guile to the hunting of the Ring, then indeed hope would have faded: neither Ring nor bearer could long have eluded him.’ (p. 486)
 
   As Frodo put on the Ring [at the Cracks of Doom] . . . the Dark Lord was suddenly aware of him, and . . . the magnitude of his own folly was revealed to him in a blinding flash, and all the devices of his enemies were at last laid bare. (p. 924)
 
    
 
   Sauron’s “wisdom” was really folly, which gave his enemies hope and ensured his own destruction. Late in the book Gandalf argued that Sauron’s “Eye is now straining towards us, blind to almost all else that is moving. So we must keep it. Therein lies all our hope” (p. 862).
 
   Gandalf appropriately calls him a wise fool. This is the kind of human wisdom that the Bible refers to when it says that “the wisdom of this world is foolishness in God’s sight” (1 Corinthians 3:19). If Sauron had “bent all his guile to the hunting of the Ring” and to guarding Mordor, he would certainly have found and recovered the One Ring. But providentially (and foolishly) he imputed his own motivations and desires to his enemies, particularly to the hobbits, a race about which he knew very little. His assumption was that all creatures lusted for power and domination, and that was his fatal mistake.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Aragorn’s Providential Role
 
   ‘You must go to Edoras and seek out Théoden in his hall,’ [Gandalf said]. ‘For you are needed. The light of Andúril must now be uncovered in the battle for which it has so long waited.’ (p. 489)
 
   ‘Do I not guess rightly, Aragorn, that you have shown yourself to [Sauron] in the Stone of Orthanc?’
 
   ‘I did so ere I rode from the Hornburg,’ answered Aragorn. ‘I deemed that the time was ripe, and that the Stone had come to me for just such a purpose.’ (p. 861)
 
    
 
   Aragorn’s providential unveiling of himself to Sauron contributed greatly to Sauron’s preoccupation with looking for the “mighty one [who] may suddenly appear, wielding the Ring, and assailing him with war, seeking to cast him down and take his place” (p. 486). Instead of using all his resources to find the Ring-bearer, he focused on the heir of Isildur and his long-time enemies in Gondor. The cause of Sauron’s preoccupation was Aragorn’s belief that the Palantír had come to him for the very reason of challenging Sauron and getting his attention on him and off the Ring-bearer.
 
   Aragorn also became the unifying figure for the humans of Middle-earth. Gandalf was right—now was the time for Aragorn to take his place as the military leader of his people. All looked to him with hope and devotion because he was the rightful king, and in him ran the blood of the Númenoreans. His coming kindled anew the determination and courage of those who encountered him. They looked to him as the one who could fearlessly and successfully oppose the power of Sauron.
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   The Lord of the Rings is one great and marvelous tapestry, tightly and flawlessly woven by Providence in wisdom and goodness. Every warp and woof is necessary to protect the heroes and to ensure the downfall of Saruman and Sauron. Bilbo and Frodo are both chosen; the members of the Fellowship are providentially called together to Rivendell; Gandalf falls to his death but is resurrected to greater power and glory; Gollum is appointed both guide and betrayer to ensure the Ring’s destruction; Aragorn, Legolas, and Gimli speed west in search of Merry and Pippin so that Rohan can be saved and Saruman defeated; Merry and Pippin’s kidnapping and harsh treatment result in the mustering of the Ents; Aragorn confronts Sauron in the Stone of Orthanc; and Sauron makes foolish assumptions about his adversaries. If any of these pieces were missing, the Quest would have failed and the darkness of Sauron would have spread over the whole of Middle-earth.
 
   “Be it the lust of Gollum, the plans of Sauron, or the deception of Satan, everything that opposes God’s story will ultimately serve its plot. And someday, flames similar to those that destroyed the Ring of Doom will consume another rebellion.”[11]
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   Prophecy
 
    
 
   The very nature of biblical prophecy links it tightly to divine providence. God has (providentially) arranged future events so that they work out for his glory and for the good of his people, and he revealed the inevitability of some of these plans to his chosen prophets, who then proclaimed the certainty of God’s plans to the people. So prophecy is essentially God revealing himself, his will, and his plans to his people.[1]
 
   The Old Testament is filled with prophetic passages written down by God’s chosen spokesmen.[2] Some of these revelations came by means of dreams and visions, others by angelic visitation, and some face to face. Most of them dealt with the future redemptive work of Christ and the defeat of Satan, but many foretold events that would affect nations and peoples and that come to pass in the near or distant future. The New Testament also contains prophecy, but for the most part the New Testament explains how the Old Testament prophecies are fulfilled in the Lord Jesus.
 
   Prophecy is the organizing motif of, and unifying element for, the plot of The Lord of the Rings. Therefore, director/writer Peter Jackson makes the colossal mistake of completely omitting Tolkien’s prophetic theme in the movies. In the novel, prophecy is given by means of dreams, seers, Elf Lords, and inspired humans. In a parallel to Scripture, these revelations are linked to a providential plan to deliver Middle-earth from the evil power and designs of Sauron.
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Pivotal Prophecy in The Lord of the Rings
 
   ‘Seek for the sword that was broken:
 
   In Imladris it dwells;
 
   There shall be counsels taken
 
   Stronger than Morgul-spells.
 
   There shall be shown a token
 
   That Doom is near at hand,
 
   For Isildur’s Bane shall waken,
 
   And the Halfling forth shall stand.’ (p. 240)
 
   [Aragorn] believed that the message of the dreams [of Faramir and Boromir] was a summons, and that the hour had come at last when the heir of Elendil should come forth and strive with Sauron for the mastery. (p. 359)
 
    
 
   Though reasonably faithful to the book in most respects, the cinematic version of The Lord of the Rings portrays Aragorn as having given up on assuming his rightful place as the heir of Elendil. This is a mischaracterization of the Aragorn we come to know in the novel. Far from being beset by doubts about his human weakness, as in the movies, he has not spurned his birthright.
 
   For generations the line of Elendil, along with the remnants of the North Kingdom, had served the North in the guise of Rangers, keeping evil away from its unsuspecting inhabitants. They were nondescript, but they had not given up on the kingship; they were merely biding their time, waiting for a (providential and prophetic) sign that the time was right to reclaim the throne and contend once more with Sauron. For Aragorn, that sign was Boromir’s telling of the farsighted dream in Rivendell that came once to Boromir and many times to Faramir, both of whom were sons of the Steward of Gondor.
 
   Boromir shared this dream at the Council that was convened “in Imladris” (Rivendell). There counsels were taken that were “stronger than Morgul-spells,” and there the “Halfling” (Frodo) revealed “Isildur’s Bane” (the Ring of Power) to all present. Aragorn was immediately convinced that the dream “was a summons, and that the hour had come at last when the heir of Elendil should come forth and strive with Sauron for the mastery.”
 
   Literarily and dramatically, this prophecy is pivotal to the novel. It is the organizing principle of the story and is, in fact, the plot in a nutshell:
 
    
    	“Seek for the sword that was broken / In Imladris it dwells”: This part of the prophecy concerned events prior to the The Lord of the Rings; the “sword that was broken” cut the Ruling Ring from the hand of Sauron and was stored for safekeeping in Rivendell.
 
    	“There shall be counsels taken / Stronger than Morgul-spells”: The Ring eventually found its way to Frodo, who took it through great perils to Imladris, where “counsels [were] taken stronger than Morgul-spells.” This was perhaps fulfilled when Elrond cured Frodo of the Morgul-knife wound, showing himself stronger than Morgul-spells. Or it may have been fulfilled by the convening of the council, where the plan to destroy the Ring was formulated.
 
    	“There shall be shown a token / That Doom is near at hand / For Isildur’s Bane shall waken, / And the Halfling forth shall stand”: Elrond called the council that formed the Fellowship of the Ring, at which was “shown a token.” “Isildur’s Bane” had awakened, and Frodo “the Halfling” stood forth with it. His mission, with the help of the Fellowship, was to destroy the Ring by casting it into the fires of Mount “Doom.”
 
   
 
   Thus, the first five lines of this pivotal prophecy outline the story of The Lord of the Rings up to the Council in Rivendell—the plot of the first part of The Fellowship of the Ring. The last three lines, though also taking place at the Council, hint at Frodo’s mission of carrying the Ring to Mount Doom in order to destroy it—the main plot of the second half of The Fellowship of the Ring and most of the action of The Two Towers and The Return of the King. Though there is also the storyline of Saruman’s defeat, the defense of Gondor, and the return of Gondor’s king, these are subplots to the main action, which is the quest to destroy the Ring of Power and the events leading up to that quest.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Aragorn’s Foresight
 
   ‘Farewell, Gandalf!’ [Aragorn] cried. ‘Did I not say to you: if you pass the doors of Moria, beware?’ (p. 324)
 
    
 
   The night before the Company entered the Mines of Moria, Aragorn, displaying the foresightedness of his people, served as the vehicle of prophecy to Gandalf. He warned Gandalf against going in, but Gandalf ignored the portent because he believed that the Fellowship had no other choice. Later, as the Company sought to escape, he fell with the Balrog.
 
   As with many prophecies, however, Aragorn’s was not what it seemed on the surface. Gandalf’s demise looked like the worst thing that could have happened in the quest to destroy the Ring. What was not known at the time, however, was that Gandalf the Grey had to die so that he could be reborn as Gandalf the White and become an even greater adversary to Sauron.
 
    
 
   ‘No enemy has yet taken the Hornburg. Depart, or not one of you will be spared. Not one will be left alive to take back tidings to the North. You do not know your peril.’ (p. 527)
 
    
 
   Aragorn’s prophecy of doom upon Saruman’s orcs that were attacking the Rohirrim at Helm’s Deep was both a warning and a judgment. When Aragorn made his pronouncement, the overthrow of the Hornburg appeared imminent, for no sign or portent of salvation had manifested itself. Aragorn knew nothing of the approach of the Huorns, nor did he know that Gandalf, along with Erkenbrand and his men, was coming to the rescue in a matter of minutes. Aragorn had no idea how his prophecy of judgment would be fulfilled—that the Huorns would swallow up the remaining orcs driven under their branches by the terror of Gandalf the White Rider.
 
   The Bible contains many prophetic pronouncements of judgment. For instance, Moses prophesied curses upon Israel if the people did not keep God’s covenant (Deuteronomy 28:15-68). Isaiah prophesied a series of “oracles” or “burdens” that detailed God’s coming judgment against the nations surrounding Israel (Isaiah 13-23). Even Jesus pronounced God’s judgment on intractable unbelievers (Matthew 11:21-22). And, of course, the book of Revelation is filled with prophecies of judgment against the wicked. Aragorn’s prophecy was of a similar nature.
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Mirror of Galadriel
 
   ‘The Mirror . . . shows things that were, and things that are, and things that yet may be, . . .’ [Galadriel] said. . . . ‘Seeing is both good and perilous. Yet I think, Frodo, that you have courage and wisdom enough for the venture.’ (pp. 352, 354)
 
    
 
   The Mirror of Galadriel was an instrument of prophecy that worked in unpredictable ways and that was potentially deceptive. The one who looked into its depths did not know for sure if he or she was seeing the past, present, or future—and, if future, whether it was what would be or only what might be. According to Galadriel, discerning the truth of what was seen required both “courage and wisdom.”
 
   As a rule, the mandate of the Old Testament prophets was to speak the truth in a way that could be understood, but Scripture also features two instances of lying prophets. The first is an elderly prophet of Bethel, who lived in the days of the Judges:
 
   Now an old prophet lived in Bethel. And his sons came and told him all that the man of God had done that day in Bethel. They also told to their father the words that he had spoken to the king. And their father said to them, “Which way did he go?” And his sons showed him the way that the man of God who came from Judah had gone. And he said to his sons, “Saddle the donkey for me.” So they saddled the donkey for him and he mounted it. And he went after the man of God and found him sitting under an oak. And he said to him, “Are you the man of God who came from Judah?” And he said, “I am.” Then he said to him, “Come home with me and eat bread.” And he said, “I may not return with you, or go in with you, neither will I eat bread nor drink water with you in this place, for it was said to me by the word of the Lord, ‘You shall neither eat bread nor drink water there, nor return by the way that you came.’” And he said to him, “I also am a prophet as you are, and an angel spoke to me by the word of the Lord, saying, ‘Bring him back with you into your house that he may eat bread and drink water.’” But he lied to him. So he went back with him and ate bread in his house and drank water.
 
   And as they sat at the table, the word of the Lord came to the prophet who had brought him back. And he cried to the man of God who came from Judah, “Thus says the Lord, ‘Because you have disobeyed the word of the Lord and have not kept the command that the Lord your God commanded you, but have come back and have eaten bread and drunk water in the place of which he said to you, “Eat no bread and drink no water,” your body shall not come to the tomb of your fathers.’” And after he had eaten bread and drunk, he saddled the donkey for the prophet whom he had brought back. And as he went away a lion met him on the road and killed him. (1 Kings 13:11-24, ESV)
 
   The second instance of lying prophets is a group of 400 prophets that King Ahab of Israel consulted:
 
   Micaiah answered, “I saw all Israel scattered on the hills like sheep without a shepherd, and the Lord said, ‘These people have no master. Let each one go home in peace.’”
 
   The king of Israel said to Jehoshaphat, “Didn’t I tell you that he never prophesies anything good about me, but only bad?”
 
   Micaiah continued, “Therefore hear the word of the Lord: I saw the Lord sitting on his throne with all the host of heaven standing around him on his right and on his left. And the Lord said, ‘Who will entice Ahab into attacking Ramoth Gilead and going to his death there?’
 
   “One suggested this, and another that. Finally, a spirit came forward, stood before the Lord and said, ‘I will entice him.’
 
   “‘By what means?’ the Lord asked.
 
   “‘I will go out and be a lying spirit in the mouths of all his prophets,’ he said.
 
   “‘You will succeed in enticing him,’ said the Lord. ‘Go and do it.’
 
   “So now the Lord has put a lying spirit in the mouths of all these prophets of yours. The Lord has decreed disaster for you.” (1 Kings 22:17-23)
 
   In these two instances, God purposely sent prophets to lie to the prophet from Judah and to King Ahab with the intention of leading them astray so that God could judge them. Though many people would reject this as not appearing to fit the picture of a loving God, God himself did not lie or do wrong here—he merely provided the opportunity for those who heard the message of the lying prophets to do wrong.
 
   If Ahab and the prophet from Judah had “had courage and wisdom enough,” they would have known not to listen to a lying prophet. In Ahab’s case, God communicated the true prophecy through his prophet Micaiah. So Ahab knew the truth even though 400 other prophets unanimously lied to him. In the case of the prophet from Judah, this man of God knew what God had commanded him not to do, and in the absence of a command to the contrary, revealed directly to him and not through a third party, he should have known that the prophet from Bethel was lying to him.
 
   Therefore, even if a so-called prophet speaks to us today, we need to be courageous and wise enough to discern whether the words are truly from God. We must be careful not to be led astray from what we know to be the truth. As the Apostle Paul said, “Even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to you, let him be eternally condemned!” (Galatians 1:8) and “False apostles, deceitful workmen, [are] masquerading as apostles of Christ. And no wonder, for Satan himself masquerades as an angel of light. It is not surprising, then, if his servants masquerade as servants of righteousness” (2 Corinthians 11:13-15).
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Prophecy about Aragorn’s Name
 
   ‘In this hour take the name that was foretold for you, Elessar, the Elfstone of the house of Elendil!’ [said Galadriel.] (p. 366)
 
   They named him Elfstone, because of the green stone that he wore, and so the name which it was foretold at his birth that he should bear was chosen for him by his own people. (p. 853)
 
    
 
   Galadriel tells Aragorn to acknowledge the name that was foretold for him—Elessar the Elfstone. We are not privy to who foretold it, but Galadriel encourages Aragorn to act on the prophecy given to him when he was born. This prophecy was fulfilled when the people of Gondor began calling Aragorn “Elfstone” on their own initiative.
 
   The Elfstone prophecy reflects several biblical prophecies regarding names. Jesus Christ had several names that were foretold for him, spoken through Isaiah the prophet, John the Baptist, and an angel:
 
   To us a child is born,
 
   to us a son is given,
 
   and the government will be on his shoulders.
 
   And he will be called
 
   Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,
 
   Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.
 
   Of the increase of his government and peace
 
   there will be no end. (Isaiah 9:6)
 
   A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse;
 
   from his roots a Branch will bear fruit. (Isaiah 11:1)
 
   The next day John saw Jesus coming toward him and said, “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world! This is the one I meant when I said, ‘A man who comes after me has surpassed me because he was before me.’” (John 1:29)
 
   The angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. And behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. And the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.” (Luke 1:30-33, ESV)
 
   Jesus also foretold that his disciples would have a new name given to them in the next life: “To him who overcomes, I will give some of the hidden manna. I will also give him a white stone with a new name written on it, known only to him who receives it” (Revelation 2:17). Being given a name by God is special and testifies to the fact that we are his children. That this new name will be written on a white stone is a biblical parallel to the green stone worn by Aragorn, which also represented his name.
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Prophecy of Malbeth the Seer
 
   ‘Thus spoke Malbeth the Seer, in the days of Arvedui, last king of Fornost,’ said Aragorn: . . .
 
   The Dead awaken;
 
   for the hour is come for the oathbreakers:
 
   at the Stone of Erech they shall stand again
 
   and hear there a horn in the hills ringing.
 
   Whose shall the horn be? . . . 
 
   The heir of him to whom the oath they swore.
 
   From the North shall he come, need shall drive him:
 
   he shall pass the Door to the Paths of the Dead. . . .
 
   ‘When Sauron returned and grew in might again, Isildur summoned the Men of the Mountains to fulfil their oath, and they would not: for they had worshipped Sauron in the Dark Years.
 
   ‘Then Isildur said to their king: “Thou shalt be the last king. And if the West prove mightier than thy Black Master, this curse I lay upon thee and thy folk: to rest never until your oath is fulfilled. For this war will last through years uncounted, and you shall be summoned once again ere the end.’ (pp. 764-65)
 
    
 
   More than a thousand years before the sons of Elrond met Aragorn at the Fords of Isen and delivered to him the message from their father, Malbeth the Seer gave his prophetic utterance about the “oathbreakers” and the “Paths of the Dead.” Malbeth is called a seer rather than a prophet, but the use of the name “seer” to describe a prophet is scriptural. The early prophets in Israel were commonly called seers, as was Malbeth in Tolkien’s novel: “The prophet of today [that is, the time of King Saul] used to be called a seer” (1 Samuel 9:9).
 
   We are told that Isildur pronounced a curse on the oathbreakers when they did not fulfill their oath—the curse that Aragorn would remit after they helped him rout the southern armies of Sauron, thus fulfilling their oath to fight against Sauron. This too has parallels in the Old Testament. “Covenants” were a common form of agreement between two parties in the ancient Middle East, and they routinely included blessings for keeping the covenant and curses for breaking the covenant.[3]
 
   For instance, when God made his covenant with Abraham, Abraham cut three animals in half, and God, in the form of a smoking firepot with a blazing torch, passed between them (Genesis 15:9-20). In effect God was saying, “May I become like these slain animals if I break my covenant with you.” When Moses set forth the covenant of law, he said, “I am setting before you today a blessing and a curse—the blessing if you obey the commands of the Lord your God that I am giving you today; the curse if you disobey the commands of the Lord your God and turn from the way that I command you today by following other gods, which you have not known” (Deuteronomy 11:26-28).
 
   The God of the Bible rewarded obedience to his covenants and punished the breaking of them. In a similar way, Isildur punished the oathbreakers with a curse, whereas Aragorn rewarded them when they kept their oath.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Frodo’s Prophecy
 
   ‘Begone,’ [Frodo said], ‘and trouble me no more! If you touch me ever again, [Gollum], you shall be cast yourself into the Fire of Doom.’ (p. 922)
 
    
 
   This prophecy serves as a foreshadowing of how the One Ring would be destroyed. It was fulfilled when Gollum bit off Frodo’s ring finger and fell with it and the Ring into the fires of Mount Doom. Now was revealed the indispensable role that Gollum had to play in the destruction of the One Ring of Power. At the Cracks of Doom, Frodo unexpectedly found himself wholly in the Ring’s power and was unable to throw it into the fiery cauldron, even though that was what he had traveled many torturous miles to do. Without Gollum and his unquenchable lust for the Ring, the quest would have failed. Frodo himself did not foresee this, but his prophetic utterance predicted it.
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Prophecy About the Lord of the Nazgûl
 
   ‘Ringwraith, Lord of the Nazgûl. . . . If words spoken of old be true,’ [Gandalf said,] ‘not by the hand of man shall he fall, and hidden from the Wise is the doom that awaits him.’ (pp. 800-801)
 
    
 
   This prophecy takes the form of a riddle. The prophecy makes clear that the Lord of the Nazgûl’s doom is certain, but how his fall would come about is unclear. Even the wise were unable to decipher it. What we discover is that he did not fall “by the hand of man,” because Éowyn, with Merry’s help, destroyed him. The Lord of the Nazgûl was destroyed by a woman, who had help from a hobbit.
 
   Not all Old Testament prophecy was, or is, clear regarding  its nature and fulfillment. The New Testament refers several times to fulfilled prophecy that was not at all obvious in their Old Testament contexts. Two examples will suffice.
 
   First, Matthew says that the statement from Hosea 11:1—“Out of Egypt I called my son”—was prophetically fulfilled when Jesus’ parents brought him back from Egypt after King Herod died (Matthew 2:13-15). But according to the context in Hosea, this is an historical reference to the exodus of the nation of Israel out of Egypt. The prophetic (future) reference to Jesus is not immediately apparent.
 
   Second, Jesus asserted that he spoke in parables to fulfill Isaiah 6:9-10, even though the context of Isaiah 6 applies this passage to Isaiah in the present tense (Matthew 13:11-17; see also 13:34-35). Its future application to the teaching ministry of Jesus is not readily apparent.
 
   The enigmatic nature of the Lord of the Nazgûl prophecy is similar to these biblical prophecies. In both cases, the fulfillment was “hidden [even] from the Wise.”
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   The pivotal prophecy of Tolkien’s tale as related in Boromir’s and Faramir’s dreams, as well as Frodo’s prophecy and what was seen in the mirror of Galadriel, concerned the quest to destroy the Ruling Ring. The prophecy about the Elfstone concerned Aragorn’s assumption of his rightful rule and his opposition to Sauron. The prophecy of Malbeth the Seer pertained directly to the war against Sauron, as did the prophecies uttered by Aragorn and the prophecy about the fall of the Lord of the Nazgûl.
 
   All of these prophetic elements pertain to a providential plan to deliver Middle-earth from the evil power and designs of Sauron. In this respect, their purpose is similar to the purpose of the Old Testament prophecies, which foretell God’s providential plan to defeat death and the devil and to redeem humanity through the proclamation, death, and resurrection of Christ.
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   Biblical Allusions
 
    
 
   Scriptural allusions abound in of The Lord of the Rings. Since Tolkien said that his fantasy is a “fundamentally religious and Catholic work; unconsciously so at first, but consciously in the revision,”[1] it should come as no surprise that biblical imagery populates the pages of his novel. Tolkien also said, “It was my desire to stay theologically orthodox that led me to avoid being too specific. . . . That is why I have not put in, or have cut out, practically all references to anything like ‘religion,’ to cults or practices, in the imaginary world. . . . For the religious element is absorbed into the story and into the symbolism.”[2]
 
   “The Lord of the Rings recount[s] a pre-biblical period of the earth’s ancient history—where there are no Chosen People, no Incarnation, no religion at all—yet from a point of view that is distinctively Christian.”[3] Tolkien’s novel contains images of God’s calling and salvation, as well as allusions to the Last Supper, heaven, hell, and even King Solomon. Such Middle-earth features as the Wizards, the Elves, the White Tree, lembas, and miruvor also have parallels in Scripture.
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Call
 
   Sam, Pippin, and Merry . . . were on their backs [in a Wight’s barrow], and their faces looked deathly pale. . . . Across their three necks lay one long naked sword. . . . [Tom Bombadil] looked down upon the three hobbits. . . . Raising his right hand he said in a clear and commanding voice:
 
   Wake now my merry lads! Wake and hear me calling! . . .
 
   To Frodo’s great joy the hobbits . . . suddenly sprang up. (pp. 137-40)
 
    
 
   Frodo, Sam, Pippin, and Merry had been captured by the Barrow-wight. Frodo managed to summon enough courage to call for the help of Tom Bombadil, who arrived with surprising speed. He called to them “in a clear and commanding voice” and with godlike powers brought them back from their near-death experience. When he said, “Wake and hear me calling,” the hobbits obeyed and sprang to their feet.
 
   Tom Bombadil’s “calling” is reminiscent of the call of Jesus that summons his people from death and darkness to life and light. When Jesus came to the tomb of his friend Lazarus, who had been dead for three days, he “called in a loud voice, ‘Lazarus, come out!’ The dead man walked out, his hands and feet wrapped with strips of linen, and a cloth around his face. Jesus said to them, ‘Take off the grave clothes and let him go’” (John 11:43-44). Jesus’ “commanding voice” penetrated the dead ears and mind of Lazarus and brought him back to life.
 
   Jesus will issue another command at the end of history. The Apostle Paul tells us that “the Lord [Jesus] himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first” (1 Thessalonians 4:16).
 
   These two events—one resuscitation and one mass resurrection—are physical pictures of what happens to individuals when Jesus calls them to spiritual life: “You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light” (1 Peter 2:9). As Tom Bombadil called the hobbits to come out from the darkness of imminent physical death into the light of life, so Jesus calls his people to come out from the darkness of spiritual death into the light of eternal life.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Angels
 
   ‘[The] lords of the Eldar from beyond the furthest seas,’ [Gandalf said], . . . ‘do not fear the Ringwraiths, for those who have dwelt in the Blessed Realm live at once in both worlds, and against both the Seen and Unseen they have great power.’ (p. 216)
 
    
 
   The lords of the Eldar, and the Elves in general, are angelic in their description. They came “from beyond” Middle-earth and did not fear Sauron’s servants of evil. They also had great power “against both the Seen and the Unseen.” Poul Anderson said that Tolkien’s Elves are “grave and brave, powerful and poetic, wonder-working and wistful, an unattainable yet incontestable ideal. In my opinion, here his source was most clearly the Bible, and he was expressing his own faith. As my wife Karen says, these elves are like seraphim” (angels).[4] Like the Elves of Middle-earth, angels also come from beyond our world and have great power against evil forces.
 
   The Lord sent two angels to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah. While there, they struck some evil men with blindness and said to Lot, “Do you have anyone else here—sons-in-law, sons or daughters, or anyone else in the city who belongs to you? Get them out of here, because we are going to destroy this place. The outcry to the Lord against its people is so great that he has sent us to destroy it” (Genesis 19:12-13).
 
   During King David’s reign, an angel was sent to destroy Jerusalem (2 Samuel 24). Other scriptures refer to angels as guardians and rescuers (Psalm 91:11; Daniel 3:28; 6:22; Acts 12:11) and as “powerful” (2 Thessalonians 1:7). They are also “ministering spirits sent to serve those who will inherit salvation” (Hebrews 1:14). In short, angels are supernatural warriors who fight against evil and serve as protectors of God’s people. The Elves serve a similar role in Middle-earth.
 
    
 
   When maybe a thousand years had passed [in the Third Age] . . . Wizards appeared in Middle-earth. It was afterwards said that they came out of the Far West and were messengers sent to contest the power of Sauron, and to unite all those who had the will to resist him. . . . They came . . . in the shape of Men. (Appendix B, p. 1059)
 
    
 
   The Wizards of Middle-earth, and Gandalf in particular, are angelic in character. Their description in Appendix B as “messengers sent to contest the power of Sauron” especially identifies them with angels. In the New Testament, “angel” is a transliteration of the Greek word angelos, which means “messenger.”[5] Thus, the Wizards were angels sent by God to oppose evil. Saruman is the archetype of a fallen angel, whereas Gandalf represents the elect angels (2 Peter 2:4; 1 Timothy 5:21).
 
   After Gandalf died and returned to meet his friends in Fangorn, he is described in angelic, even God-like terms: “They all gazed at him. His hair was white as snow in the sunshine; and gleaming white was his robe; the eyes under his deep brows were bright, piercing as the rays of the sun; power was in his hand” (pp. 483-84). Compare this picture with some biblical descriptions of angels:
 
   His appearance was like lightning, and his clothes were white as snow. (Matthew 28:3)
 
   His face was like the sun, and his legs were like fiery pillars. (Revelation 10:1)
 
   The earth was illuminated by his splendor. (Revelation 18:1)
 
   When the three friends—Aragorn, Legolas, and Gimli—saw Gandalf’s otherworldly glory, “between wonder, joy, and fear they stood and found no words to say” (pp. 483-84). Similarly, the Bible tells us that, when an angel appeared to someone, the person was initially afraid and often speechless (Luke 2:9-10). Thus, the Eldar and the Wizards of Middle-earth are analogous to the angels described in Scripture.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Firstborn
 
   ‘You saw [Glorfindel] for a moment as he is upon the other side: one of the mighty of the Firstborn. He is an Elf-lord of a house of princes.’ (pp. 216-17)
 
    
 
   Glorfindel’s depiction as “one of the mighty of the Firstborn” echoes the description of Jesus as “the firstborn over all creation,” the “firstborn among many brothers,” and “the firstborn from the dead” (Colossians 1:15; Romans 8:29; Revelation 1:5). The New Testament also tells us that “when God brings his firstborn [Jesus] into the world, he says, ‘Let all God’s angels worship him’” (Hebrews 1:6).
 
   Jesus the Firstborn, like the Firstborn “lords of the Eldar,” came into the world from beyond the physical universe, and he, too, did not fear Satan or his servants but had great power against them:
 
   Many who were demon-possessed were brought to [Jesus], and he drove out the spirits with a word and healed all the sick. (Matthew 8:16)
 
   Then they brought him a demon-possessed man who was blind and mute, and Jesus healed him, so that he could both talk and see. (Matthew 12:22)
 
   Jesus healed many who had various diseases. He also drove out many demons, but he would not let the demons speak because they knew who he was. (Mark 1:34)
 
   Demons came out of many people, shouting, “You are the Son of God!” But he rebuked them and would not allow them to speak, because they knew he was the Christ. (Luke 4:41)
 
   “If I drive out demons by the finger of God,” [Jesus said,] “then the kingdom of God has come to you.” (Luke 11:20)
 
   These brief quotes from the Gospels are but a sampling of Jesus’ great power over the seen and unseen. Jesus brought to earth the power and authority of the kingdom of God in order to destroy the cruel and damaging works of the devil and his demons.
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Elements of the Eucharist
 
   ‘Give them this,’ said Gandalf. . . . ‘It is miruvor, the cordial of Imladris.’
 
   As soon as Frodo had swallowed a little of the warm and fragrant liquor he felt a new strength of heart, and the heavy drowsiness left his limbs. The others also revived and found fresh hope and vigour. (p. 283)
 
   ‘We call it lembas or waybread,’ [the Elves said,] ‘and it is more strengthening than any food made by Men. . . . Eat little at a time, and only at need.’ (pp. 360-61)
 
   The lembas had a virtue without which [Frodo and Sam] would long ago have lain down to die. . . . This waybread of the Elves had a potency that increased as travellers relied on it alone. . . . It fed the will, and it gave strength to endure, and to master sinew and limb beyond the measure of mortal kind. (p. 915)
 
    
 
   The Elven drink miruvor and the bread lembas closely resemble the wine and bread of the Eucharist. “Just a mouthful” of miruvor gave “new strength of heart” and produced “fresh hope and vigor” for the members of the Fellowship. Just one lembas could “keep a traveler on his feet for a day of long labour.” Further, it “had a potency that increased as travellers relied on it alone.”
 
   The quantity (only a taste of miruvor—a sip from the cup—and a little lembas—one wafer or piece of bread) and strengthening quality of miruvor and lembas are what make them similar to the bread and wine of the Lord’s Supper. Roman Catholics, Lutherans, and the Reformed all believe (though in different ways) that the partaking of the elements imparts grace to the believing recipient. They are one means of grace provided by the Lord for the spiritual strengthening of his people—and grace, properly understood, is the enabling power of God.[6]
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Holy Spirit
 
   ‘You cannot pass,’ [Gandalf] said. The orcs stood still, and a dead silence fell. ‘I am a servant of the Secret Fire, wielder of the flame of Anor. You cannot pass. The dark fire will not avail you, flame of Udûn.’ (p. 322)
 
    
 
   Gandalf stands on the narrow arch leading out of the Mines of Moria and, in a commanding voice, tells the Balrog that it cannot pass. Then Gandalf calls himself a servant of the Secret Fire. “That fire, Tolkien told a friend, is the Holy Spirit.”[7] Thus Gandalf identifies himself as God’s appointed servant sent to oppose the spiritual evil of Middle-earth. Gandalf contrasts the holy, Secret Fire whom he serves with the “dark fire” of the Balrog, making clear that the power of the dark fire is no match for the power of the Holy Spirit.
 
   This Secret Fire also seems to be related to the Third Elven Ring—Narya the Great, the Ring of Fire—worn by Gandalf. When Cirdan the Shipwright gave Narya the Great to Gandalf centuries earlier, he said, “with it you may rekindle hearts in a world that grows chill” (p. 1060). What else but the Holy Spirit, through this ring, could rekindle fire in the hearts of the people of Middle-earth—people who were experiencing the bone-chilling evil of Sauron?
 
   Gandalf also identifies himself as the “wielder of the flame of Anor.” The index of The Lord of the Rings equates Anor with the sun. By contrast, Gandalf calls the Balrog the “flame of Udûn.” The index associates Udûn with “hell.”[8] By implication, therefore, Gandalf wields the power of heavenly light, whereas the Balrog is himself the very fires of hell, but the darkness of this fire cannot overpower the light. This fits in well with what Scripture says about Jesus: “In [Jesus] was life, and the life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it” (John 1:4-5, ESV).
 
    
 
   
 
  

Hell and Demons
 
   ‘The dark fire will not avail you, flame of Udûn. Go back to the Shadow! You cannot pass.’ (p. 322)
 
    
 
   Since the index associates Udûn with “hell,” Gandalf is calling the Balrog the very fires of hell, namely, a demon of the Underworld. But Gandalf also associates the Balrog with the “dark fire” and “the Shadow.” These terms are suggestive of the darkness of hell referred to in Scripture: “Throw that worthless servant outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Matthew 25:30). The place of “weeping and gnashing of teeth” is certainly a place of punishment and has traditionally been associated with hell, for it is also described as a “fiery furnace” (Matthew 13:50). Thus, Scripture describes hell as a place of darkness and fire, just as Tolkien describes the Balrog as a creature of darkness and fire.
 
    
 
   ‘You cannot enter here,’ said Gandalf [to the Lord of the Ringwraiths]. . . . ‘Go back to the abyss prepared for you! Go back! Fall into the nothingness that awaits you and your Master. Go!’ (p. 811)
 
    
 
   Gandalf orders the Lord of the Ringwraiths to “go back to the abyss prepared for you!” “Abyss” is used in the New Testament to refer to a place of punishment: “When [the angel] opened the Abyss, smoke rose from it like the smoke from a gigantic furnace” (Revelation 9:2; see also Luke 8:31). Further, Gandalf’s phrase “abyss prepared for you” parallels the scriptural reference to the place of “eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels” (Matthew 25:41). In Middle-earth, as in the real world, God has prepared a place of eternal punishment for those who oppose him.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Heaven
 
   All that [Frodo] saw [in Lothlórien] was shapely, but the shapes seemed at once clear cut, as if they had first been conceived and drawn at the uncovering of his eyes, and ancient as if they had endured for ever. . . . No blemish or sickness or deformity could be seen in anything that grew upon the earth. On the land of Lórien there was no stain. . . . Frodo felt that he was in a timeless land that did not fade or change or fall into forgetfulness. (p. 342)
 
    
 
   Frodo saw Lothlórien as “a timeless land” that stood apart from the rest of Middle-earth. It was a heavenly place from which was banished all “blemish or sickness or deformity” or decay. The description of Lothlórien, therefore, is similar to how the book of Revelation paints heaven as a place where God “will wipe every tear from [our] eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away. . . . No longer will there be any curse” (Revelation 21:4; 22:3; see also 7:17).
 
   That Lothlórien is called the Golden Wood brings to mind the way heaven is described in the book of Revelation as a golden city:
 
   [The angel] carried me away in the Spirit to a great, high mountain, and showed me the holy city Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from God, having the glory of God, its radiance like a most rare jewel, like a jasper, clear as crystal. . . . The wall was built of jasper, while the city was pure gold, clear as glass. The foundations of the wall of the city were adorned with every kind of jewel. . . . And the twelve gates were twelve pearls, each of the gates made of a single pearl, and the street of the city was pure gold, transparent as glass. (Revelation 21:10-11, 18-19, 21, ESV)
 
    
 
   Queen Arwen said: . . . ‘If your hurts grieve you still and the memory of your burden is heavy, then you may pass into the West, until all your wounds and weariness are healed.’ (pp. 952-53)
 
   The ship went out into the High Sea and passed on into the West, until at last on a night of rain . . . The grey rain-curtain turned all to silver glass and was rolled back, and he beheld white shores and beyond them a far green country under a swift sunrise. (p. 1007)
 
    
 
   As a Ring-bearer, Frodo had the privilege of sailing into the West to the Undying Realm (so-called in Appendix F). This image of heaven was a place of immortality and joy. Its description gives the impression of blessedness and peacefulness.
 
   Heaven will be a totally positive experience. We will not need to fear death, pain, sickness, or decay. The negative effects of God’s curse pronounced after the fall of Adam and Eve will be nullified. Paradise will be restored. Therefore, Jesus urges us to “provide purses for [ourselves] that will not wear out, a treasure in heaven that will not be exhausted, where no thief comes near and no moth destroys” (Luke 12:33).
 
    
 
   
 
  

Spiritual Reassurance
 
   ‘Do not let your hearts be troubled,’ [Galadriel] said. (p. 348)
 
    
 
   What lies behind Galadriel’s reassurance does not have much in common with its scriptural counterpart in John 14:1. Galadriel is telling the travelers that they need not worry, for they were now safe and could cast off their weariness and get some peaceful rest. Jesus, on the other hand, was giving his disciples reassurance that he was going away to prepare a place for them in heaven and would return to take them back to live with him forever. But there is one thing that these statements do have in common: both Galadriel and Jesus had the power to deliver what they promised. The Fellowship was completely safe within Lothlórien, and Jesus will definitely return to take his people back to heaven to live with him forever.
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Last Supper
 
   Celeborn [said], . . . ‘We bid you . . . to a parting feast, here between the flowing waters that will bear you far from Lórien.’. . .
 
   ‘Now it is time to drink the cup of farewell,’ [Galadriel] said. ‘Drink, Lord of the Galadhrim! And let not your heart be sad. . . .’
 
   Then she brought the cup to each of the Company, and bade them drink and farewell. . . . ‘We have drunk the cup of parting,’ she said. (pp. 364-65)
 
    
 
   This was possibly the last meal that Galadriel and Celeborn would eat with the Fellowship, so Galadriel asked them “to drink the cup of farewell.” It is a classic reenactment of the Last Supper, about which the Apostle Paul wrote,
 
   I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The Lord Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, “This is my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me.” In the same way, after supper he took the cup, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me.” (1 Corinthians 11:26-28)
 
   The Last Supper was much more than a farewell meal, though it was the last meal that Jesus would eat with his disciples, and he was saying goodbye. Jesus said, “I have eagerly desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer. For I tell you, I will not eat it again until it finds fulfillment in the kingdom of God” (Luke 22:15-16).
 
   Galadriel took the “cup of parting” to each of the Fellowship and “bade them drink and farewell.” In a similar fashion Jesus took the cup of the new covenant and passed it around to each of his disciples, commanding them to drink “in remembrance of” him.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Salvation
 
   And there was Frodo, pale and worn, and yet himself again; and in his eyes there was peace now, neither strain of will, nor madness, nor any fear. His burden was taken away. There was the dear master of the sweet days in the Shire. . . .
 
   The burden was gone. His master had been saved; he was himself again, he was free. (p. 926)
 
    
 
   The Ruling Ring was a symbol of sin; it embodied the evil that was Sauron (see the “Temptation” theme). Because of that, it was an ever-increasing burden to Frodo as he drew closer to the place of its creation. When it was finally taken from him and destroyed, he felt great relief and joy. He “had been saved; . . . he was free.”
 
   John Bunyon used the imagery of laying down the burden of sin in Pilgrim’s Progress when Pilgrim left his burden at the foot of the cross. This is also a prevalent image throughout Scripture. The book of Psalms says, “My guilt has overwhelmed me like a burden too heavy to bear,” and “Praise be to the Lord, to God our Savior, who daily bears our burdens” (Psalms 38:4; 68:19).
 
   Jesus urges us, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls” (Matthew 11:28-29). We are urged to let go of our burden of sin and instead allow Christ to be in charge of our lives. This is the only way that we will find spiritual peace and rest.
 
   The Apostle Paul asserts, “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery” (Galatians 5:1). After we have found freedom in Christ from the burden of our sin, we must beware lest we fall once again into that bondage. Only in Christ are we free from enslavement to our sinful nature, but we must continue to rely on his grace lest we be enticed again into slavery. The Apostle Paul wrote, “The grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people, training us to renounce ungodliness and worldly passions” (Titus 2:11, ESV). In fact, “every step in the process of the Christian life is due to grace.”[9]
 
    
 
   
 
  

Jesus the Returning King
 
   When Aragorn arose all that beheld him gazed in silence, for it seemed to them that he was revealed to them now for the first time. Tall as the sea-kings of old, he stood above all that were near; ancient of days he seemed and yet in the flower of manhood; and wisdom sat upon his brow, and strength and healing were in his hands, and a light was about him. (p. 947)
 
    
 
   The King had returned! Evil had been vanquished, and a new golden age of peace and happiness had dawned.
 
   Picture it! Try to feel how it must [have been like]. There he stands before you, a leader like no leader you’ve ever imagined. Mighty in war and wise in counsel. Firm but patient, and tirelessly compassionate. Not a politician or a mere candidate for your support but a figure commanding your loyalty, fealty, and obedience. The embodiment and icon of everything you hold to be good and true and worthy of affection. Wouldn’t you lay everything aside for his sake? Wouldn’t you, like Ceorl of Rohan, kneel before him, offer him your notched sword, and cry, “Command me, lord”?[10]
 
   Aragorn is described as the “ancient of days,” yet “in the flower of manhood.” We are also told that “wisdom sat upon his brow, and strength and healing were in his hands, and a light was about him.” These supernal and eschatological words make us think of Jesus, the real returning King. The Bible does not use these exact words to portray Jesus, but it does say this: “On his robe and on his thigh he has this name written: KING OF KINGS AND LORD OF LORDS” (Revelation 19:16). Jesus will come to execute justice upon his enemies and to usher in an unending era of unparalleled peace and happiness.
 
    
 
   
 
  

King Solomon
 
   The King [Aragorn] sat on his throne in the Hall of the Kings and pronounced his judgements. And embassies came from many lands and peoples, from the East and South, and from the borders of Mirkwood, and from Dunland in the west. (p. 947)
 
    
 
   When Aragorn took his throne, he pronounced judgments and made treaties with the surrounding peoples. This is similar to what happened after Solomon took the throne of Israel: “The whole world sought audience with Solomon to hear the wisdom God had put in his heart” (1 Kings 10:24). The most famous of these envoys was the Queen of Sheba (1 Kings 10:1-13). She was overwhelmed by Solomon’s wisdom, wealth, and splendor. Aragorn similarly made wise and generous decisions, for “wisdom sat upon his brow, and strength and healing were in his hands” (p. 947). His last wise judgment concerned Beregond:
 
    
 
   The King said . . . : ‘Beregond, by your sword blood was spilled in the Hallows, where that is forbidden. Also you left your post without leave of Lord or of Captain. . . . 
 
   ‘All penalty is remitted for your valor in battle, and still more because all that you did was for love of the Lord Faramir. Nonetheless . . . you must go forth from the City of Minas Tirith. . . .
 
   ‘So it must be, for you are appointed to the White Company, the Guard of Faramir, Prince of Ithilien, and you shall be its captain and dwell in Emyn Arnen in . . . the service of him for whom you risked all, to save him from death.’ (pp. 947-48)
 
    
 
   The wisdom of King Solomon is legendary. It is perhaps best illustrated by his arbitration of the parental rights of two women, a case that would challenge the wisdom of anyone:
 
   Then two prostitutes came to the king and stood before him. The one woman said, “Oh, my lord, this woman and I live in the same house, and I gave birth to a child while she was in the house. Then on the third day after I gave birth, this woman also gave birth. And we were alone. There was no one else with us in the house; only we two were in the house. And this woman’s son died in the night, because she lay on him. And she arose at midnight and took my son from beside me, while your servant slept, and laid him at her breast, and laid her dead son at my breast. When I rose in the morning to nurse my child, behold, he was dead. But when I looked at him closely in the morning, behold, he was not the child that I had borne.” But the other woman said, “No, the living child is mine, and the dead child is yours.” The first said, “No, the dead child is yours, and the living child is mine.” Thus they spoke before the king.
 
   Then the king said, “The one says, ‘This is my son that is alive, and your son is dead’; and the other says, ‘No; but your son is dead, and my son is the living one.’” And the king said, “Bring me a sword.” So a sword was brought before the king. And the king said, “Divide the living child in two, and give half to the one and half to the other.” Then the woman whose son was alive said to the king, because her heart yearned for her son, “Oh, my lord, give her the living child, and by no means put him to death.” But the other said, “He shall be neither mine nor yours; divide him.” Then the king answered and said, “Give the living child to the first woman, and by no means put him to death; she is his mother.” And all Israel heard of the judgment that the king had rendered, and they stood in awe of the king, because they perceived that the wisdom of God was in him to do justice. (1 Kings 3:16-28, ESV)
 
   Tolkien had King Aragorn perform a similar act to highlight his fitness to rule with wisdom and justice. It would have been unthinkable for Aragorn to condemn Beregond to death when his action had single-handedly saved Faramir’s life. The difficulty was that Aragorn had to respect the ancient law of the land and at the same time reward the brave and loyal action of Beregond. His wise solution was to remit the ultimate penalty and impose a lesser one—expulsion from the Guard of the Citadel and exile from the city of Minas Tirith. At the same time, he sentenced Beregond to serve Prince Faramir in Ithilien, which was his heart’s desire. Just as all Israel saw the wisdom of King Solomon to administer justice, Beregond recognized both “the mercy and justice” of King Aragorn’s decision.
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Eschatological Tree
 
   Aragorn cried: ‘Ye! Utuvienyes! I have found it! Lo! here is a scion of the Eldest of Trees!’. . .
 
   Then Aragorn laid his hand gently to the sapling, . . . and it was removed without hurt. . . . And Aragorn planted the new tree in the court by the fountain. (pp. 950-51)
 
    
 
   According to Appendix B, the Third Age began with the planting in year 2 of a White Tree sapling in Minas Anor (Tirith) of Gondor. In 1636 it died, and King Tarondor replaced it with a new seedling. This second tree died in 2852, but no seedling was found to replace it for more than 150 years. In year 2 of the Fourth Age, Aragorn found a third sapling to take the place of the second tree. Thus, the Third Age was bracketed by the planting of two White Trees.
 
   Though it is not a perfect analogy, the first White Tree is reminiscent of the Tree of Life that God planted in the Garden of Eden at the inauguration of humanity (Genesis 2:8-9), and the tree that Aragorn planted at the end of the Third Age is similar to the Tree of Life that God will plant at the end of history on a brand-new earth:
 
   Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, as clear as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb down the middle of the great street of the city. On each side of the river stood the tree of life, bearing twelve crops of fruit, yielding its fruit every month. And the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations. (Revelation 22:1-2)
 
   Just as the Tree of Life brackets human history, so the White Trees bracket the Third Age of Middle-earth. By analogy, just as the Tree of Life gave (and will give) hope, healing, and life, the White Tree also brought hope, healing, and life. It was the sign that Aragorn needed in order to marry Arwen, thus extending his line to bring hope, healing, and new life to the Fourth Age of Middle-earth.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Spiritual Maturity
 
   ‘I am not coming to the Shire,’ [said Gandalf]. ‘You [four] must settle its affairs yourselves; that is what you have been trained for. Do you not yet understand? My time is over. . . . And as for you, my dear friends, you will need no help. You are grown up now. . . . Among the great you are, and I have no longer any fear at all for any of you.’ (p. 974)
 
    
 
   Here Gandalf elucidates a clear and dramatic image of discipleship and spiritual growth. The hobbits have been through many trials and hardships and have faced many challenges. They have been tested and have persevered. They “are grown up now.” Unknown to them, they have been trained to become the leaders of the Shire, gaining great maturity and wisdom over the past year. This disipleship theme is a subtle but integral part of The Lord of the Rings. Gandalf is the master who is in the business of making disciples capable of working with him in his God-given mission “to unite all those who had the will to resist” him” Sauron (Appendix B, p. 1059). Besides the five hobbits, his disciples most obviously included Aragorn, Faramir, Gimli, Legolas and, late in life, Théoden King. 
 
   Here Gandalf is a type of Christ, who has trained his disciples and empowered them for the ministry he had been performing. Now he entrusts his work to them and rides to the Grey Havens to sail over Sea. Gandalf’s speech reflects what Jesus said when he ascended into heaven: “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:8-9).
 
   Later the Apostle Paul also took up the image of growing into spiritual maturity, when he said that we are to “no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming. Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ” (Ephesians 4:14-15). The Apostle James put it this way: “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything” (James 1:2-4).
 
    
 
   
 
  

No Honor
 
   Frodo dropped quietly out of all doings of the Shire, and Sam was pained to notice how little honour he had in his own country. (p. 1002)
 
    
 
   “Familiarity breeds contempt” is a true saying. If you have known someone since he or she was a kid and are familiar with his or her warts and human frailties, you are likely to be unimpressed if that person grows up to be someone of position, influence, or authority. This is what Jesus meant when he said, “Only in his hometown, among his relatives and in his own house is a prophet without honor” (Mark 6:4). This lack of hometown honor was true of Jesus and the Old Testament prophets, and it was true of Frodo at home in the Shire.
 
   Frodo denied himself and his dreams and endured great personal sacrifice to save not only the Shire but all of Middle-earth. But the hobbits of the Shire were more impressed with the obvious courage and flair of Merry and Pippin and with the practical service of Sam than they were with the self-effacing Frodo. Among the Elves and Dwarves and humans, Frodo was held in great honor, but he had to return home to find out how little he was appreciated by those who had known him since his youth.
 
   Such contempt and lack of appreciation for self-sacrifice can happen to any of us—and perhaps it has. Family members especially can be contemptuous of great achievements or self-denial. All they see is the person they used to know, for family members tend not to take into account that relatives can change—and often do. Many can identify with Frodo’s being underappreciated, for they also are without honor in their own country.
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   Tolkien saturated his fantasy novel with allusions to biblical themes, scenes, and characters. His protagonists are similar to the heroes and “good guys” of Scripture, whereas the antagonists resemble the evil individuals that populate the Bible. Some are more obvious than others, but all flow from the convinced Christian worldview of the author.
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   Ethical Absolutes
 
    
 
   Ethical relativism is rampant in today’s world, where good may very well be evil and evil good, depending on the common beliefs of your particular community. It is said that “truth is relative to the community in which a person participates. And since there are many human communities, there are necessarily many different truths.”[1] Postmodern people deem that “beliefs are ultimately a matter of social context, and hence they are likely to conclude, ‘What is right for us might not be right for you,’ and ‘What is wrong in our context might in your context be acceptable or even preferable.’”[2]
 
   Christians are not exempt from a relativistic perspective. Os Guinness asserts, “Modern evangelical thinking is riddled with relativism.”[3] Living together outside of wedlock has become OK if two people love each other. Excessive speeding, cheating, or telling white lies are allowable when the good end justifies the means. But the Bible opposes this relativistic and pluralistic ethical outlook: “Woe to those who call evil good and good evil, who put darkness for light and light for darkness, who put bitter for sweet and sweet for bitter” (Isaiah 5:20). God can’t put it any plainer than that.
 
   The basis for absolute ethics is God’s good and holy character. “Good” conduct and character are good because they imitate God’s conduct and character. “Evil” behavior is evil because it is what God is not like and is, in fact, what God hates: “I hate pride and arrogance, evil behavior and perverse speech” (Proverbs 8:13). For these reasons, good behavior is called “godly” and bad behavior “ungodly.” The Apostle Paul wrote that we all know, deep down, what God is like and what he expects of us:
 
   The wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth. For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse. . . .
 
   They were filled with all manner of unrighteousness, evil, covetousness, malice. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, maliciousness. They are gossips, slanderers, haters of God, insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless. Though they know God's decree that those who practice such things deserve to die, they not only do them but give approval to those who practice them. (Romans 1:18-20, 29-32, ESV)
 
   Furthermore, God’s character does not change: “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever” (Hebrews 13:8).
 
   In the beginning you laid the foundations of the earth,
 
   and the heavens are the work of your hands.
 
   They will perish, but you remain;
 
   they will all wear out like a garment. . . .
 
   But you remain the same,
 
   and your years will never end. (Psalm 102:25-27)
 
   What constitutes good and evil does not change because what constitutes good and evil is our eternal and unchanging God. It’s as simple as that.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Unchanging Good and Evil
 
   ‘Good and ill have not changed since yesteryear, [Éomer]; nor are they one thing among Elves and Dwarves and another among Men,’ [Aragorn said]. ‘It is a man’s part to discern them, as much in the Golden Wood as in his own house.’ (p. 428)
 
    
 
   Tolkien’s novel is populated with several races: Elves, Dwarves, humans, hobbits, Ents, the Great Eagles, and Wizards. Some of these diverse racial “communities” are composed of smaller communities with their own distinctives. For instance, there are both High Elves and Silvan Elves, and there are many different human communities. The postmodern person would assert that each of these racial communities, as well as their subcommunities, have their own beliefs and their own truth; and these different beliefs and truths are equally valid.
 
   Contrary to this, Aragorn asserts that “good and ill . . . are [not] one thing among Elves and Dwarves and another among Men.” Aragorn believed in absolute right and wrong, universal good and evil. He also declares that what constitutes good and evil do not change; the criteria have always been, and ever will be, the same.
 
   This is the biblical teaching as well, for good and evil are defined by God’s own character and by what he loves and hates. Therefore, his command to us is “Seek good, not evil, that you may live. Then the Lord God Almighty will be with you, just as you say he is. Hate evil, love good; maintain justice in the courts” (Amos 5:14-15).
 
   Many people believe that a fine line exists between good and evil and that it is often not easy to pass judgment on what is right and wrong. But the Apostle Paul says that good deeds and sinful behavior are clear and evident: “The sins of some men are obvious, reaching the place of judgment ahead of them; the sins of others trail behind them. In the same way, good deeds are obvious, and even those that are not cannot be hidden” (1 Timothy 5:24-25).
 
   Further, Aragorn tells Éomer that it is every person’s responsibility “to discern” what is good and what is sinful. Scripture also indicates that we need to be discerning in this area—to be, as King David was described, “like an angel of God in discerning good and evil” (2 Samuel 14:17). David’s son and successor, King Solomon, prayed, “Give your servant a discerning heart to govern your people and to distinguish between right and wrong” (1 Kings 3:9). The Apostle Paul prayed that “your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, so that you may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ—to the glory and praise of God” (Philippians 1:9-11).
 
    
 
   
 
  

It’s What’s Inside that Counts
 
   ‘Why, I knew some good old willows down the Entwash,’ [Treebeard said,] ‘gone long ago, alas! They were quite hollow, indeed they were falling all to pieces, but as quiet and sweet-spoken as a young leaf. And then there are some trees in the valleys under the mountains, sound as a bell, and bad right through.’ (p. 457)
 
    
 
   Treebeard is talking about the age-old axiom that you can’t tell a book by its cover. Treebeard knew trees who looked awful and rotten on the outside but were “quiet and sweet-spoken” in nature. Conversely, he knew trees who appeared solid and sound but were “bad right through.” Postmodern people disagree. They believe that we are what other people perceive and that we can change or remake ourselves by changing our external appearance. The teaching of Scripture, however, agrees with Treebeard.
 
   In an exact parallel to Treebeard’s comment, Jesus at one point rebuked the teachers of the law: “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are like whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of dead men’s bones and everything unclean” (Matthew 23:27). The Apostle Peter further points out the importance of what’s on the inside when he tells women, “Your beauty . . . should be that of your inner self, the unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is of great worth in God’s sight” (1 Peter 3:3-4). This is what my wife and I told our beautiful daughter repeatedly as she was growing up. She took it to heart and is now a young adult whose true beauty is her “inner self.”
 
   Most would agree that the devil is evil personified, but “Satan himself masquerades as an angel of light” (2 Corinthians 11:14). People can be the same way—angelic on the outside but a devil on the inside. Evil people like this really do exist. They are like some of the Iraqi troops, who during Operation Iraqi Freedom pretended to surrender as a ruse to kill Coalition soldiers. Like the Coalition forces, however, we can’t “shoot first and ask questions later,” but we can exercise caution and not put our full trust in people until we have gotten to know them. Even Jesus did not fully entrust himself to others, for he knew that they were sinful:
 
   Now while he was in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast, many people saw the miraculous signs he was doing and believed in his name. But Jesus would not entrust himself to them, for he knew all men. He did not need man’s testimony about man, for he knew what was in a man. (John 2:23-25)
 
   The Psalmist speaks of wicked people “who speak cordially with their neighbors but harbor malice in their hearts” (Psalm 28:3). Though we should hope for and expect the best in others, it is the path of wisdom to be prepared for the worst for the very reason that we cannot see what is in their hearts.
 
    
 
   ‘So Saruman would not leave?’ [Treebeard] said. ‘I did not think he would. His heart is as rotten as a black Huron’s.’ (p. 572)
 
    
 
   Some hearts are more rotten than others, but Saruman’s heart was about as rotten as a heart can get. A favorite saying today is that we should trust our hearts, but this is not wise, for there is at least some dry rot in every human heart. Here is what Scripture says about the subject:
 
   The hearts of men . . . are full of evil and there is madness in their hearts while they live. (Ecclesiastes 9:3)
 
   The heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure. (Jeremiah 17:9)
 
   [Jesus said,] “What comes out of a man is what makes him ‘unclean.’ For from within, out of men’s hearts, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly.” (Mark 7:20-22)
 
   [Jesus said,] “The good man brings good things out of the good stored up in his heart, and the evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in his heart. For out of the overflow of his heart his mouth speaks.” (Luke 6:45)
 
   How could Scripture be more clear? But if what the Bible says is true, how does someone become a good person who “brings good things out of the good stored up in his heart”? For “as it is written: ‘None is righteous, no, not one; no one understands; no one seeks for God. All have turned aside; together they have become worthless; no one does good, not even one’” (Romans 3:10-12, ESV). What hope is there when there is no one who does good? The Apostle Paul answers:
 
   Now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law, although the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it—the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction: for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus. (Romans 3:21-24, ESV)
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Sin of Murder-Suicide
 
   ‘[Faramir] will not wake again,’ said Denethor. . . . ‘Why should we not go to death side by side?’
 
   ‘Authority is not given to you, Steward of Gondor, to order the hour of your death,’ answered Gandalf. ‘And only the heathen kings, under the domination of the Dark Power, did thus, slaying themselves in pride and despair, murdering their kin to ease their own death.’ (p. 835)
 
    
 
   Rarely a week goes by that we don’t read about or hear of a man who murders his wife and children and then kills himself. Though people may disagree over whether suicide is wrong, no one denies the abhorrence of murdering one’s wife and children. This is what Denethor tried to do when he ordered his son to be placed on the pyre with him. Gandalf put Denethor’s plan in clear perspective when he told Denethor that only “heathen kings . . . [slew] themselves in pride and despair, murdering their kin to ease their own death.” Only kings with no religious or moral beliefs did what Denethor intended to do. Denethor’s pride and despair had driven him completely over the ethical edge.
 
   At one time or another we have all lost hope and come face to face with despair. When that happens, we must keep firmly in mind that a sinful course of action is not a legitimate means of escape from our problems. Whether we face homelessness, bankruptcy, disgrace, prison time, or a tragedy of incomprehensible proportions, we are not justified in taking innocent life or even our own. As Gandalf said, “Authority is not given to you, Steward of Gondor, to order the hour of your death.” Only God has that authority.
 
   Jesus said, “You know the commandments: ‘Do not murder. . . .’” (Mark 10:19). The Apostle John said, “Do not be like Cain, who belonged to the evil one and murdered his brother” (1 John 3:12). If we place our hope in Christ, we can trust that he will provide a way out of our bleak situation: “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness. Through these he has given us his very great and precious promises, so that through them you may participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires” (2 Peter 1:3-4).
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   What constitutes good and evil is not so nebulous as some would have us believe, for God’s unchanging and eternal character is what defines right and wrong. Our God-appointed task is to discern between them, choosing the good and rejecting the evil. Our prayer should ever be, “Let not my heart be drawn to what is evil, to take part in wicked deeds with men who are evildoers” (Psalm 141:4). Rather, “let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up. Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, especially to those who belong to the family of believers” (Galatians 6:9-10).
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   Resurrection
 
    
 
   A lot of people tend to think of the afterlife as a disembodied, amorphous state, but Scripture declares unequivocally that the bodies of all people who have died will be resurrected—some to eternal punishment, others to eternal life (Matthew 25:31-46). The Apostle John wrote about resurrection in the end times: “Blessed and holy are those who have part in the first resurrection. The second death has no power over them, but they will be priests of God and of Christ and will reign with him for a thousand years” (Revelation 20:6). The second resurrection will be the resurrection of those to be punished:
 
   The sea gave up the dead who were in it, Death and Hades gave up the dead who were in them, and they were judged, each one of them, according to what they had done. Then Death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the second death, the lake of fire. And if anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire. (Revelation 20:13-15, ESV)
 
   When God made Adam, he created him as a psycho-spiritual-physical unity. To be sure, we are composed of different aspects—visible and invisible, spiritual and physical, psychological and emotional—but God meant us to be indivisible. The problem is that death entered into the world and caused great violence to the unity of our persons. There are two kinds of death—physical death and spiritual death—and death, by definition, is “separation.”
 
   Spiritual death is separation from God, but God restores fellowship with himself when he brings our spirits to life by Christ’s redemptive power:
 
   You were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked, following the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience. . . . But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ—by grace you have been saved. (Ephesians 2:1-2, 4-5, ESV)
 
   The second kind of death—physical death—is separation of spirit from body, which is a violent tearing apart of what God meant to stay together. The firm assurance of the Christian, however, is that the spirit and body will be reunited in the resurrection:
 
   If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit, who lives in you. (Romans 8:11)
 
   By his power God raised the Lord from the dead, and he will raise us also. (1 Corinthians 6:14)
 
   Since death came through a man, the resurrection of the dead comes also through a man. For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive. (1 Corinthians 15:21-22)
 
   The Lord of the Rings contains two resurrection stories. Tom Bombadil’s rescue of the hobbits from the Barrow-wight is a figurative resurrection. Gandalf’s resurrection, however, is as literal as it is unexpected and astonishing. It is also crucial to turning the tide against Saruman and Sauron.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Sam, Merry, and Pippin’s Figurative Resurrection
 
   [Tom Bombadil] looked down upon the three hobbits. . . . Raising his right hand he said in a clear voice:
 
   Wake now my merry lads! Wake and hear me calling! . . .
 
   The hobbits stirred, stretched their arms, rubbed their eyes, and then suddenly sprang up. (pp. 139-40)
 
    
 
   Frodo, Sam, Pippin, and Merry had been captured and put under a spell by the Barrow-wight. Frodo managed to call for the help of Tom Bombadil, but only after his friends had been laid out on a slab in the very image of death. When Tom arrived with surprising speed, he called to them “in a clear and commanding voice” and brought them back from the brink of death. When he said, “Wake and hear me calling,” the hobbits jumped to their feet.
 
   The experience of the hobbits is a metaphor of physical resurrection, much like what Scripture says about Abraham’s near sacrifice of his only son, Isaac:
 
   By faith Abraham, when God tested him, offered Isaac as a sacrifice. He who had received the promises was about to sacrifice his one and only son, even though God had said to him, “It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned.” Abraham reasoned that God could raise the dead, and figuratively speaking, he did receive Isaac back from death. (Hebrews 11:17-19)
 
   What Tom Bombadil did for the three hobbits has one fundamental similarity to wHhat will occur at the end of history when Jesus returns for his people. Jesus will issue a command comparable to Tom’s: “The Lord [Jesus] himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first” (1 Thessalonians 4:16).
 
    
 
   
 
  

Gandalf’s Physical Resurrection
 
   ‘Long I fell,’ [Gandalf said], ‘and [the Balrog] fell with me. . . . Then we plunged into deep water and all was dark. Cold it was as the tide of death: almost it froze my heart. . . .
 
   ‘Naked I was sent back—for a brief time, until my task is done. And naked I lay upon the mountain-top. . . . Each day was as long as a life-age of the earth. . . . And so at the last Gwaihir the Windlord found me again, and he took me up and bore me away. . . .
 
   ‘“Do not let me fall!” I gasped, for I felt life in me again.’ (pp. 490-91)
 
   ‘I have not passed through fire and death,’ [said Gandalf,] ‘to bandy crooked words with a serving-man till the lightning falls.’ (p. 503)
 
   ‘Behold, I am not Gandalf the Grey, whom you betrayed. I am Gandalf the White, who has returned from death.’ (p. 569)
 
    
 
   It seems clear and incontrovertible that Gandalf literally and physically died after destroying the Balrog. He did not just swoon or enter a coma, for he testifies, “I was sent back—for a brief time, until my task is done.”
 
   He also tells Wormtongue, “I have . . . passed through fire and death,” and he announces to Saruman, “I am Gandalf the White, who has returned from death.” Appendix B further says that Gandalf lay on the mountain peak for more than two weeks before he “returns to life, and lies in a trance” for three more days (p. 1067).
 
   Returning from death was not an everyday occurrence in Middle-earth. Quite the contrary, except for Sauron’s reemergence, it was unheard of. Gandalf’s return to life was unprecedented and, therefore, completely unexpected.
 
   Except for medical resuscitations, people returning from death is extremely rare in our experience as well, despite what popular fiction and television fantasy would have us believe. Elijah and Elisha each restored the life of a child (1 Kings 17:17-24; 2 Kings 4:8-36). Jesus raised people from the dead (Mark 5:37-42; Luke 7:11-17; John 11:1-44) and was himself raised to life after being in the tomb for three days. The Apostle Paul also raised from death the man Eutychus (Acts 20:8-10), and the Apostle Peter restored Tabitha to life (Acts 9:40). But such restorations were rare and astounding. As a rule, death is final: “Man is destined to die once, and after that to face judgment” (Hebrews 9:27). On occasion, however, God has shown the extraordinary mercy of restoring the dead to life.
 
    
 
   His hair was white as snow in the sunshine; and gleaming white was his robe; the eyes under his deep brows were bright, piercing as the rays of the sun; power was in his hand. Between wonder, joy, and fear they stood and found no words to say.
 
   ‘None of you have any weapon that could hurt me.’ (pp. 483-84)
 
    
 
   This postresurrection appearance of Gandalf in The Two Towers makes him a Christ figure. His description is comparable to the Apostle John’s picture of the resurrected Christ:
 
   In the midst of the lampstands [I saw] one like a son of man, clothed with a long robe and with a golden sash around his chest. The hairs of his head were white like wool, as white as snow. His eyes were like a flame of fire, his feet were like burnished bronze, refined in a furnace, and his voice was like the roar of many waters. In his right hand he held seven stars, from his mouth came a sharp two-edged sword, and his face was like the sun shining in full strength. (Revelation 1:13-16, ESV)
 
   The similarities in imagery regarding the hair, the eyes, and the sun are striking. The scriptural description of the resurrected Christ conveys great power. Such terms as “flame of fire,” “roar of mighty waters,” and “sharp two-edged sword” express tremendous intensity, energy, and authority. Likewise the resurrected Gandalf has become much stronger and authoritative. He is, indeed, transformed, for he tells Aragorn, Gimli, and Legolas that no ordinary weapon can harm him. Just as Jesus was raised with a glorified, supernatural body, Gandalf has become much more than he used to be. He is a glorified person who no longer belongs to the world of Middle-earth.
 
   His resurrection is very much as the Apostle Paul described it, when he compared resurrection to the organic growth of a seed:
 
   What you sow does not come to life unless it dies. And what you sow is not the body that is to be, but a bare kernel, perhaps of wheat or of some other grain. But God gives it a body as he has chosen, and to each kind of seed its own body. . . . So is it with the resurrection of the dead. What is sown is perishable; what is raised is imperishable. It is sown in dishonor; it is raised in glory. It is sown in weakness; it is raised in power. It is sown a natural body; it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a natural body, there is also a spiritual body. (1 Corinthians 15:36-38, 42-44, ESV)
 
   Resurrection is very different from resuscitation. A person who is resuscitated is returned to mortal life; therefore, he or she will eventually face death again. This was the case with the people raised by Elisha, Jesus, and the apostles—they were miraculously resuscitated, not resurrected. “On three occasions Christ brought back people from the dead (the daughter of Jairus, the son of the widow of Nain, and Lazarus). These, however, are not to be thought of as resurrection so much as resuscitation. There is no indication that any of these people did other than come back to the life that they had left.”[1]
 
   A person who is resurrected, however, is raised to immortality, never to face death again. Jesus, “the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep” (1 Corinthians 15:20), was raised with an imperishable, glorified, powerful, and spiritual body. So too will be the resurrected bodies of believers. Resurrection is the final stage in our salvation. First, we are justified, then we are progressively sanctified throughout life, and finally, we are glorified through the resurrection of our bodies, when we will be raised to a remarkable new level of existence.
 
   Gandalf also was returned to a new level of existence. In the image of the resurrected Jesus, he was raised with an imperishable, glorified, powerful, and spiritual body. Power, glory, and immortality emanated from him.
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   The Apostle Paul wrote, “I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures” (1 Corinthians 15:3-4, ESV). He goes on to say,
 
   If there is no resurrection of the dead, then not even Christ has been raised. And if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in vain and your faith is in vain. . . . For if the dead are not raised, not even Christ has been raised. And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins. . . . But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep. For as by a man came death, by a man has come also the resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive. (1 Corinthians 15:13-14, 16-17, 20-22, ESV)
 
   The future resurrection of the body should be a source of great encouragement and anticipation for the Christian. The glory and power of our immortal bodies is something that we cannot even imagine: “As it is written: ‘No eye has seen, no ear has heard, no mind has conceived what God has prepared for those who love him’” (1 Corinthians 2:9; cf. Isaiah 64:4). Therefore, “let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful” (Hebrews 10:23).
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   Spiritual Healing
 
    
 
   When we get sick, we naturally want to get better. So we go to a medical doctor or take medication, or we ask for prayer or go to a healing service. Physical health is important to us—and rightly so. How much more important, though, is spiritual health?
 
   Like physical illness, spiritual sickness can be of greater or lesser degree. The worst spiritual illnesses involve demonic possession or oppression, as well as involvement in cults or the occult or in gross sinful behavior. In the case of Tolkien’s tale, spiritual sickness results in one of three ways: from a Morgul-knife wound, from Saruman’s spell weaving, and from the Black Breath of the Nazgûl. The healers of these spiritual sicknesses are Elrond, Gandalf, and Aragorn.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Elrond and the Morgul-knife Wound
 
   ‘Elrond has cured you,’ [said Gandalf]. . . . ‘Elrond is a master of healing, but the weapons of our Enemy are deadly. . . .
 
   ‘They tried to pierce your heart with a Morgul-knife which remains in the wound. If they had succeeded, you would have become like they are, only weaker and under their command. You would have become a wraith under the dominion of the Dark Lord.’ (pp. 215-16)
 
    
 
   Elrond was one of the chief Eldar and, therefore, one of the Wise. Consequently, he had great healing power against the spiritual weapons of Sauron. In the case of Frodo’s Morgul-knife wound, Elrond was able to find the sliver that was working its way toward his heart. The intent of the Morgul-knife wound was to make Frodo a slave of the Dark Lord. Elrond’s healing arts were able to save Frodo from such a fate.
 
   The Word of God—the Bible—is the healing defense of Christians against the efforts of the devil to enslave them. The job of Christian leaders in the church is to instruct people in the Word so that they do not become captive to the devil’s will:
 
   The Lord’s servant must not quarrel; instead, he must be kind to everyone, able to teach, not resentful. Those who oppose him he must gently instruct, in the hope that God will grant them repentance leading them to a knowledge of the truth, and that they will come to their senses and escape from the trap of the devil, who has taken them captive to do his will. (2 Timothy 2:24-26)
 
   The Apostle Paul exhorts us to armor ourselves against the schemes of the devil with truth, righteousness, and the gospel, as well as with our faith, our salvation, and the Word of God:
 
   Be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his might. Put on the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the schemes of the devil. . . . Therefore take up the whole armor of God, that you may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand firm. Stand therefore, having fastened on the belt of truth, and having put on the breastplate of righteousness, and, as shoes for your feet, having put on the readiness given by the gospel of peace. In all circumstances take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming darts of the evil one; and take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God. (Ephesians 6:10-11, 13-17, ESV)
 
    
 
   
 
  

Gandalf and Théoden King
 
   ‘Now Théoden son of Thengel, will you harken to me?’ said Gandalf. . . . ‘I bid you come out before your doors and look abroad.’. . .
 
   Slowly Théoden left his chair, . . . and with faltering steps the old man came down from the dais. . . .
 
   ‘Now, lord,’ said Gandalf, ‘look out upon your land! Breathe the free air again!’. . .
 
   ‘It is not so dark here,’ said Théoden.
 
   ‘No,’ said Gandalf. ‘Nor does age lie so heavily on your shoulders as some would have you think. Cast aside your prop!’
 
   From the king’s hand the black staff fell clattering on the stones. He drew himself up, slowly. . . . Now tall and straight he stood, and his eyes were blue as he looked into the opening sky.
 
   ‘Dark have been my dreams of late,’ he said, ‘but I feel as one new-awakened. . . .
 
   ‘Your fingers would remember their old strength better, if they grasped a sword-hilt,’ said Gandalf. . . .
 
   Slowly Théoden stretched forth his hand. As his fingers took the hilt, it seemed to the watchers that firmness and strength returned to his thin arm. (p. 503-6)
 
    
 
   Gandalf dramatically healed Théoden of the spiritual oppression he was under from Saruman and Wormtongue. It is of great interest that for the movie version of The Two Towers Director/Writer Peter Jackson interpreted Théoden’s condition as something like demon possession and what Gandalf did as akin to an exorcism. That does not seem to be exactly what Tolkien had in mind, but in the book Théoden was definitely under Saruman’s evil spell or influence, which was nurtured and fostered by Wormtongue.
 
   Notice that Gandalf’s method of spiritual healing is his spoken word. He asks Théoden to get up and walk outside and look at his kingdom. Slowly “and with faltering steps” the king responds. Gandalf then encourages him to look abroad and “breathe the free air.” Next, Gandalf commands the king, “Cast aside your prop!” The king does so and stands up straight under his own power. Finally, Gandalf suggests that the king take hold of his sword. When he does, Théoden regains his strength—”firmness and strength returned to his thin arm.” This is a reflection of Jesus’ oft-used method of healing and casting out demons.
 
   Jesus frequently gave spiritual healing by the spoken word. On one occasion, “when evening came, many who were demon-possessed were brought to [Jesus], and he drove out the spirits with a word” (Matthew 8:16). Another time “a man approached Jesus and knelt before him. ‘Lord, have mercy on my son,’ he said. ‘He has seizures and is suffering greatly. He often falls into the fire or into the water.’ . . . Jesus rebuked the demon, and it came out of the boy, and he was healed from that moment” (Matthew 17:14-15, 18). Jesus spoke and the evil spirits fled.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Aragorn and the Black Breath
 
   ‘The hands of the king are the hands of a healer, and so shall the rightful king be known.’ (p. 844)
 
   When the black breath blows
 
   and death’s shadow grows
 
   and all lights pass,
 
   come athelas! come athelas!
 
   Life to the dying
 
   In the king’s hand lying! . . .
 
   Now Aragorn knelt beside Faramir, and held a hand upon his brow. . . . Aragorn’s face grew grey with weariness; and ever and anon he called the name of Faramir. . . . Soon the word had gone out from the House that the king was indeed come among them, and after war he brought healing.’ (pp. 847-48)
 
    
 
   Aragorn used a special plant to bring healing from the Black Breath and the Black Shadow; but he also called to his patients, softly urging them to come back to the conscious world. This is similar to the call of Jesus that summons his people from death and darkness to life and light. When Jesus came to the tomb of his friend Lazarus, who had been dead for three days, he “called in a loud voice, ‘Lazarus, come out!’ The dead man came out’” (John 11:43-44). Similar to how Jesus’ call penetrated the dead ears and mind of Lazarus and brought him back to life, Aragorn’s call penetrated the darkness of the Black Breath and restored his patients to the waking world.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Frodo’s Ultimate Healing
 
   ‘If your hurts grieve you still and the memory of your burden is heavy, then you may pass into the West, until all your wounds and weariness are healed.’ (pp. 952-53)
 
    
 
   Frodo’s psychological, spiritual, and physical wounds received during his quest to destroy the One Ring of Power would never fade or heal as long as he lived in Middle-earth. So Arwen gave him the incredible opportunity to sail to the Undying Realm (so-called in Appendix F) in the West in her place, for she had given up her immortality to marry Aragorn. Thus Frodo left Middle-earth with Gandalf, Bilbo, Galadriel, and Celeborn to go to the place of ultimate healing.
 
   This is a picture of heaven, where God “will wipe every tear from [our] eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away. . . . No longer will there be any curse” (Revelation 21:4; 22:3). Nothing negative will exist there. It will be the perfect paradise.
 
   Never again will they hunger;
 
   never again will they thirst.
 
   The sun will not beat upon them,
 
   nor any scorching heat.
 
   For the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd;
 
   he will lead them to springs of living water.
 
   And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes. (Revelation 7:16-17)
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   To experience spiritual healing, we must first recognize that we are sick. Jesus said, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance” (Luke 5:31-32). The Psalmist prays, “O Lord, have mercy on me; heal me, for I have sinned against you” (Psalm 41:4). He promises that God “heals the brokenhearted and binds up their wounds” (Psalm 147:3).
 
   God heals the spirit of those who call upon him and confess their sins. According to the prophet Isaiah, Jesus “was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed” (Isaiah 53:5). The Apostle Peter agreed: “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed” (1 Peter 2:24).
 
   The spiritual healing provided by the redemptive work of Christ comes by the Word of God: “The word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart” (Hebrews 4:12). Jesus said, “It is written: ‘Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God’” (Matthew 4:4). The Apostle Peter wrote, “You have been born again, not of perishable seed, but of imperishable, through the living and enduring word of God” (1 Peter 1:23). With the prophet Jeremiah, our prayer should be, “Heal me, O Lord, and I will be healed; save me and I will be saved, for you are the one I praise” (Jeremiah 17:14).
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   The Creation
 
    
 
   “By faith we understand that the universe was formed at God’s command, so that what is seen was not made out of what was visible” (Hebrews 11:3). The Apostle Paul wrote, “By [Christ] all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him” (Colossians 1:16).
 
   Tolkien saw our world as neither completely right nor completely wrong, but rather as a good that has been violated, a beauty marred. He realized that the only way we can understand that which occurs within time is to view it within the context of that which occurred before and beyond time.
 
   Though our world is broken, there is good news. It will not always be so. The story of history, like that of Middle-earth, is progressing toward eventual redemption.[1]
 
   Because Christians believe that God created all things and pronounced his creation good and, further, that he holds humanity responsible for being good stewards of his creation, they should be first among those who respect nature and seek to maintain and preserve it. A document signed by hundreds of Evangelical Christian leaders, “An Evangelical Declaration on the Care of Creation,” affirms the following:
 
   The cosmos, in all its beauty, wildness, and life-giving bounty, is the work of our personal and loving Creator.
 
   Our creating God is prior to and other than creation, yet intimately involved with it, upholding each thing in its freedom, and all things in relationships of intricate complexity. God is transcendent, while lovingly sustaining each creature; and immanent, while wholly other than creation and not to be confused with it.
 
   God the Creator is relational in very nature, revealed as three persons in One. Likewise, the creation which God intended is a symphony of individual creatures in harmonious relationship.
 
   The Creator’s concern is for all creatures.[2]
 
   Christians should take an intense and deeply felt joy and delight in the created order as something that God made for his own delight and pleasure:
 
   The fact that God personally brings the material world into being and labels it “good” and “very good” stands in marked contrast to later Greek and other philosophical and theological perspectives, which view the material realm as intrinsically evil and morally suspect. But that simple observation hardly does justice to the enthusiasm with which God views the work he has done. God’s declaration is both a benediction and an expression of joy. Good means “It’s wonderful!” Very good is equivalent to saying, “It’s perfect!”. . . God takes pleasure in the wide variety of physical forms and behavior patterns found in creation, while the creation rejoices in the God who has made it.[3]
 
   Several characters in Tolkien’s fantasy take great delight in and have high regard for God’s creation. Goldberry and Tom Bombadil take joy in all growing things and assume the responsibility for being their caretakers. Treebeard cares deeply for the trees of Fangorn and takes seriously his role as shepherd of the forest. The hobbits live closely to the earth, as evidenced by their underground homes, and they cherish the plants and trees of the Shire.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Goldberry and Tom Bombadil
 
   ‘Fair lady!’ said Frodo. . . . ‘Who is Tom Bombadil?’. . .
 
   ‘He is Master of wood, water, and hill,’ [said Goldberry].
 
   ‘Then all this strange land belongs to him?’
 
   ‘No indeed!’ she answered, and her smile faded. ‘That would indeed be a burden,’ she added in a low voice, as if to herself. ‘The trees and the grasses and all things growing or living in the land belong each to themselves.’ (p. 122)
 
    
 
   Although the Bible supports our ownership of land, Scripture makes clear that God is the ultimate owner of the land and that we are merely temporary occupants: “The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it” (Psalm 24:1). This is a significantly different concept from Goldberry’s assertion to Frodo that each living thing belongs to itself. But similarity resides in the fact that both Tom Bombadil and Christians see it as their responsibility to nurture and protect the creation, rather than to exploit it for personal gain. They both see themselves as stewards of the land, not greedy landlords. Stewards do not have the right to treat plant and animal life any way they want. They may benefit from it and make a living from it, but they must also nurture and protect it.
 
   Radical environmentalists have tried to make us believe that the greedy abuse of farmers, paper companies, and “big” business are responsible for our environmental problems. But this is simply not true and doesn’t even make sense.
 
   The accusations that these organizations and companies knowingly destroy ecosystems and resources because of greed borders on the absurd, considering such greed would put them out of business within a few short years. The question has historically been one of finding better ways to manage and use our resources while protecting them. . . . Starting in the 1970s, however, the environmental equation began to shift from “wise use” of our resources to one of “no use.” Even more serious, the demands for “no use” policies began to be justified by pseudoscience grounded in emotion rather than in true science.[4]
 
   It is in our best self-interest to preserve and protect the environment, but more important, to do so is to responsibly care for what God has graciously given to us.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Treebeard
 
   ‘Nobody cares for the woods as I care for them, not even Elves nowadays. . . . ‘[Saruman] is plotting to become a Power. He has a mind of metal and wheels; and he does not care for growing things, except as far as they serve him for the moment. . . . Down on the borders they are felling trees—good trees. Some of the trees they just cut down and leave to rot—orc-mischief that. . . .
 
   ‘Curse him, root and branch! Many of those trees were my friends, creatures I had known from nut and acorn; many had voices of their own that are lost for ever now. And there are wastes of stump and bramble where once there were singing groves.’ (pp. 461-63)
 
    
 
   “Nobody cares for the woods as” Treebeard does, but Saruman “has a mind of metal and wheels.” Treebeard cares deeply for his forest; by contrast, Saruman cares nothing “for growing things.” This worldview antithesis is what made Saruman Treebeard’s enemy. Saruman (and Sauron) epitomize the anti-earth mentality, whereas Treebeard personifies the pro-earth mindset.
 
   Christians, like Treebeard, should be pro-earth because of their theological worldview. The problem, however, is that Christians appear to be anti-earth when they differ with the opinions of radical environmentalists, who along with Treebeard believe that nobody cares for the earth like they do. Pagans—who believe in Mother Earth and Father Sky—and radical environmentalists—who believe in the monism of Eastern religions—have a decidedly different worldview than do those who believe in the God of the Bible.
 
   Though the environment is very important to Christians, people always come first. Humans are God’s special creation; they carry his image and are the pinnacle of the created order. Monism, on the other hand, which is the belief that all is ultimately one, treats “man as just another animal, no more significant, in some cases actually less privileged, than other animals.”[5] “Rather than seeing harmony in the things God created, the various aspects of nature itself [become] the creator of harmony. Nature [has] become god, and man [has] no greater place in this nature/god than any other aspect of nature.”[6] Therefore, when an otherwise laudable environmental goal would have adverse consequences for humans, Christian environmentalists who raise objections are vilified as anti-earth. But in reality, what Christians are doing is seeking a balance between use of and care for the environment.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Mock Creation
 
   ‘The shadow that bred [the orcs] can only mock,’ [Frodo said,] ‘it cannot make: not real new things of its own. I don’t think it gave life to the orcs, it only ruined them and twisted them.’ (p. 893)
 
    
 
   Frodo concludes that Sauron cannot create living things from nothing—not like God can—and he is correct. Sauron can only badly imitate the Creator. He can only twist and ruin what the Creator originally made good.
 
   We too create only from things that have already been created, and we cannot create living things from nonliving things. God is the only giver of life and the only Creator of all things:
 
   “To whom will you compare me?
 
   Or who is my equal?” says the Holy One.
 
   Lift your eyes and look to the heavens:
 
   Who created all these?
 
   He who brings out the starry host one by one,
 
   and calls them each by name. . . .
 
   Do you not know?
 
   Have you not heard?
 
   The Lord is the everlasting God,
 
   the Creator of the ends of the earth. . . .
 
   This is what God the Lord says—
 
   he who created the heavens and stretched them out,
 
   who spread out the earth and all that comes out of it,
 
   who gives breath to its people,
 
   and life to those who walk on it. . . .
 
   “This is what the Lord says—
 
   your Redeemer, who formed you in the womb:
 
   I am the Lord,
 
   who has made all things,
 
   who alone stretched out the heavens,
 
   who spread out the earth by myself. . . .
 
   It is I who made the earth
 
   and created mankind upon it.
 
   My own hands stretched out the heavens;
 
   I marshaled their starry hosts. (Isaiah 40:25-26, 28; 42:5; 44:24; 45:12)
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Shire
 
   ‘All the ruffians do what [Sharkey] says,’[said Cotton.]. . . ‘They cut down trees and let ’em lie, and they burn houses and build no more. . . . And they pour out filth a purpose; they’ve fouled all the lower Water, and it’s getting down into Brandywine. If they want to make the Shire into a desert, they’re going the right way about it.’ (pp. 989-90)
 
   The trees were the worst loss and damage, for at Sharkey’s bidding they had been cut down recklessly far and wide over the Shire; and Sam grieved over this more than anything else. . . .
 
   Then suddenly one day . . . he remembered the gift of Galadriel. . . .
 
   So Sam planted saplings in all the places where specially beautiful or beloved trees had been destroyed, and he put a grain of the precious dust in the soil at the root of each. . . .
 
   Spring surpassed his wildest hopes. His trees began to sprout and grow, as if time was in a hurry and wished to make one year do for twenty. (pp. 999-1000)
 
    
 
   Saruman and his wicked followers wreaked great havoc on the natural environment of the Shire. As Farmer Cotton said, “They cut down trees and let ’em lie, and they burn houses and build no more.” Saruman delighted in his assumption that it would take generations to restore the Shire to its former beauty. Sam believed the same thing and grieved over the damage, until he remembered Galadriel’s gift of soil and the mallorn seed. The soil caused the new trees that Sam planted all over the Shire to grow twenty times faster than normal. So within the year, the Shire was restored to its original beauty—even more so, for now a mallorn tree graced Bilbo’s Party Field.
 
   Several times in Scripture, God’s blessing is described in terms of luscious vegetation and fruitful trees: “Thetreesof the field will yield their fruit and the ground will yield its crops; the people will be secure in their land. They will know that I am the Lord, when I break the bars of their yoke and rescue them from the hands of those who enslaved them” (Ezekiel 34:27). Eschatological blessing especially is described in this way: “Fruit trees of all kinds will grow on both banks of the river. Their leaves will not wither, nor will their fruit fail. Every month they will bear, because the water from the sanctuary flows to them. Their fruit will serve for food and their leaves for healing” (Ezekiel 47:12).
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (Genesis 1:1) has profound ramifications for Christians. We worship the God who is the source of all things, a God who created with the purpose of glorifying himself. He has commissioned us to subdue and rule over his creation (Genesis 1:28), but it is to be a benevolent rule, one that both benefits us and protects the environment.
 
   The Christian environmentalist needs to be theologically true, factually accurate, and scientifically sound—values that are in direct contrast to those of today’s radical environmentalists. The radicals espouse Eastern monism and the insignificance of humanity; they either manipulate, or show indifference to, the facts; and they ignore the consensus of the scientific community. The misguided hysteria generated over DDT, acid rain, global warming, and the effect of CFCs on the ozone layer—all agitated by Al Gore’s Earth in the Balance—are prime cases in point.[7] We have been “blinded by a religion that claims that nature is god. . . . The truth is that the only eco-catastrophes that have been found have been through the eyes of nature religion. . . . A religion that demands that it be the central organizing principle of the world.”[8]
 
   Many concerned people, convinced that environmental problems are more spiritual than technological, are exploring the world’s ideologies and religions in search of non-Christian spiritual resources for the healing of the earth. As followers of Jesus Christ, we believe that the Bible calls us to respond in four ways:
 
   First, God calls us to confess and repent of attitudes which devalue creation, and which twist or ignore biblical revelation to support our misuse of it. Forgetting that “the earth is the Lord’s,” we have often simply used creation and forgotten our responsibility to care for it.
 
   Second, our actions and attitudes toward the earth need to proceed from the center of our faith, and be rooted in the fullness of God’s revelation in Christ and the Scriptures. We resist both ideologies which would presume the Gospel has nothing to do with the care of non-human creation and also ideologies which would reduce the Gospel to nothing more than the care of that creation.
 
   Third, we seek carefully to learn all that the Bible tells us about the Creator, creation, and the human task. In our life and words we declare that full good news for all creation which is still waiting “with eager longing for the revealing of the children of God” (Rom. 8:19).
 
   Fourth, we seek to understand what creation reveals about God’s divinity, sustaining presence, and everlasting power, and what creation teaches us of its God-given order and the principles by which it works.[9]
 
   God has commanded that humanity rule nature and not allow nature to rule humanity. This is the Judeo-Christian concept of humanity’s stewardship of nature. “The concept of stewardship allows us to use nature, but not to abuse it,”[10] and this is our best hope for securing both the rights of humanity and the protection of the environment.
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   Beauty
 
    
 
   The Bible says that God “has made everything beautiful in its time” (Ecclesiastes 3:11). This makes beauty an important subject in Scripture. “Modern English translations give us approximately a hundred biblical references to beauty and beautiful, and the overwhelming majority of these references are positive. . . . The impression that these references leave is that beauty is something of great value in human and spiritual experience.”[1]
 
   The patriarchs—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—married women who were described as beautiful (Genesis 12:11; 26:7; 29:17). King David took beautiful wives for himself (1 Samuel 25:3; 2 Samuel 11:2), and Job’s daughters were considered the most beautiful of women (Job 42:15). A whole book of the Bible—the Song of Songs—celebrates love and beauty.[2]
 
   On the other hand, the Bible says that beauty is passing: “Charm is deceptive, and beauty is fleeting; but a woman who fears the Lord is to be praised” (Proverbs 31:30; see also Psalm 37:28). While my lovely daughter was growing up, my wife and I often told her to remember that it is more important to be beautiful on the inside. Outward beauty fades, but inward beauty is forever. Women who fear God and put their hope in him are all inwardly beautiful:
 
   Your beauty should not come from outward adornment, such as braided hair and the wearing of gold jewelry and fine clothes. Instead, it should be that of your inner self, the unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is of great worth in God’s sight. For this is the way the holy women of the past who put their hope in God used to make themselves beautiful. (1 Peter 3:3-5)
 
   The Lord of the Rings also celebrates beauty, and the beauty is that much more impressive in contrast to the ugliness of Sauron, his servants, and his land. The protagonists “know that Goodness and Truth and Beauty are the first and the last and the only permanent things.”[3] The land of Lothlórien, the Lady Galadriel, Arwen Evenstar, Elven songs, human achievement, and natural wonders are prominent examples of the beauty to be found in Tolkien’s fantasy.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Lothlórien
 
   All that [Frodo] saw was shapely, but the shapes seemed at once clear cut, as if they had first been conceived and drawn at the uncovering of his eyes, and ancient as if they had endured for ever. He saw no colour but those he knew, gold and white and blue and green, but they were fresh and poignant, as if he had at that moment first perceived them and made for them names new and wonderful. (p. 341)
 
    
 
   The beauty and impressiveness of the land of Lothlórien stands in stark contrast to the desolation and ugliness of Mordor. In the land of the Dark Lord, Frodo and Sam observed that the “the tops of the Morgai were grassless, bare, jagged, barren as a slate. . . . All seemed ruinous and dead, a desert burned and choked” (pp. 901-2). Nothing living or beautiful survived in Mordor, only decay, barrenness, ash, and slag. No “gold and white and blue and green” colors decorated the landscape as they did Lothlórien. All was ugly, stained, and blemished.
 
   The experience of beauty brings satisfaction and levity. It fosters optimism and hope. Ugliness, on the other hand, produces depression and despair. God’s will for us is to appreciate and surround ourselves with beauty: “whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable . . . think about such things” (Philippians 4:8).
 
    
 
   
 
  

Arwen Evenstar and the Lady Galadriel
 
   [Arwen’s] white arms and clear face were flawless and smooth, and the light of stars was in her bright eyes. . . . Such loveliness in living thing Frodo had never seen before nor imagined in his mind. (p. 221)
 
    
 
   [Gimli] rose clumsily and bowed in dwarf-fashion, saying, ‘Yet more fair is the living land of Lórien, and the Lady Galadriel is above all the jewels that lie beneath the earth.’ (p. 347)
 
    
 
   ‘There are certain rash words concerning the Lady of the Golden Wood that lie still between us,’ [said Éomer.] ‘And now I have seen her with my own eyes.’
 
   ‘Well, lord,’ said Gimli, ‘and what say you now?’
 
   ‘Alas!’ said Éomer, ‘I will not say that she is the fairest lady that lives. . . . I will put Queen Arwen Evenstar first.’. . . 
 
   Then Gimli bowed low. . . . ‘You have chosen the Evening; but my love is given to the Morning.’ (p. 953)
 
    
 
   In the Bible, as in our own personal experience, women, not men, are described as beautiful. Although we portray men as handsome, beauty as a personal characteristic is still reserved for women. Here the Lady Galadriel and Arwen Evenstar, her daughter, are heralded as the two most beautiful women on Middle-earth. Éomer votes for Arwen, Gimli for Galadriel.
 
   Gimli was enamored with Galadriel because she had praised Khazad-dûm (Moria). He was taken by surprise by her words because there was no love lost between Elves and Dwarves. Gimli probably further surprised himself when he returned the compliment that Galadriel was more beautiful than all precious jewels. This is incredibly high praise coming from a Dwarf!
 
   The Bible does not condemn the appreciation of beauty, but it does condemn lustfulness and covetousness. Christian men must be certain that they are being an Éomer or a Gimli when they appreciate female beauty, and Christian women must also be sure that their appreciation for attractive men is not lustful or covetous. But above all, Christians of both genders need to remember, contrary to the external focus of our postmodern society, that it is more important to appreciate inner beauty and to seek to be inwardly beautiful ourselves.
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Beauty of Elven Songs
 
   The beauty of the melodies and of the interwoven words in elven-tongues . . . held [Frodo] in a spell. . . . Almost it seemed that the words took shape, and visions of far lands and bright things that he had never yet imagined opened out before him. . . . He felt that an endless river of swelling gold and silver was flowing over him. (p. 227)
 
    
 
   Frodo’s experience of Elven singing in the Last Homely House transcended the purely physical. The songs transported him to “far lands” and gave him bright and beautiful visions. Even ordinary music, melodies, and singing can be beautiful and moving, but what mesmerized Frodo went far beyond the ordinary. “Rivendell was a haven of light in a world that was growing darker by the day. Best of all, it was a citadel of Elven-lore, a repository of the old songs and stories, almost the last of its kind in Middle-earth.”[4]
 
   Music and singing are important to God, for God himself sings: “The Lord your God is with you, he is mighty to save. He will take great delight in you, he will quiet you with his love, he will rejoice over you with singing” (Zephaniah 3:17). God joyfully sings over his people. In fact, joy and singing, whether human or divine, are closely related in Scripture. (See, for example, Psalms 33:1; 71:23; 81:1; 90:14; 132:9, 16.) “Sometimes God or his Spirit is said to be the source of the skills that produce music and song, so that music assumes the quality of a gift and inspiration.”[5]
 
    
 
   
 
  

Natural Beauty
 
   ‘My good Legolas,’ [said Gimli,] ‘do you know that the caverns of Helm’s Deep are vast and beautiful? There would be an endless pilgrimage of Dwarves, merely to gaze at them, if such things were known to be.’ (pp. 534)
 
   The level shafts of the setting sun behind beat upon it, and the red light was broken into many flickering beams of ever-changing colour. It was as if they stood at the window of some elven-tower, curtained with threaded jewels of silver and gold, and ruby, sapphire and amethyst, all kindled with an unconsuming fire. . . .
 
   ‘This is the Window of the Sunset, Henneth Annun, fairest of all the falls of Ithilien.’ (pp. 658-59)
 
    
 
   The Grand Canyon and the Matterhorn are two of the Seven Natural Wonders of the World. God’s creation contains many marvelous and beautiful spectacles, and so does Middle-earth. Gimli considered the caverns of Helm’s Deep beyond compare, and Faramir called Henneth Annun “fairest of all the falls of Ithilien.”
 
   In her conversation with Gimli, Galadriel called Moria at its height beautiful. Here Gimli calls the caverns of Helm’s Deep “vast and beautiful.” More than that, he calls them emotionally moving. If you have been able to experience a breath-taking cavern for yourself, you know what Gimli is talking about.
 
    
 
   Peeping among the cloud-wrack above a dark tor high up in the mountains, Sam saw a white star twinkle for a while. The beauty of it smote his heart, as he looked up out of the forsaken land, and hope returned to him. (p. 901)
 
    
 
   Sam was smitten with the beauty of a single star in a moment of reflection while he and Frodo were struggling through the denuded wastes of Mordor. This also was an intense emotional experience, and it gave Sam hope.
 
   Sam here discerns that light and shadow are not locked in uncertain combat. However much the night may seem to triumph, it is the gleaming star which penetrates and defines the darkness. These hobbits cannot name their source, but they know that Goodness and Truth and Beauty are the first and the last and the only permanent things.[6]
 
   We don’t usually think of beauty as giving hope, but beauty can be a powerful force. The Apostle Paul urges, “Whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things” (Philippians 4:8). Lovely, excellent, and praiseworthy things are legitimate objects of thought and are, in fact, good for us psychologically and spiritually.
 
    
 
   
 
  

The White Tower
 
   Pippin cried aloud, for the Tower of Ecthelion, standing high within the topmost wall [of Minas Tirith], shone out against the sky, glimmering like a spike of pearl and silver, tall and fair and shapely, and its pinnacle glittered as if it were wrought of crystals. (pp. 734-35)
 
    
 
   Everyone has heard of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, but if pressed, most people would be able to name only one or two of them, if any. Over the centuries majestic and incredible edifices such as the Great Pyramid and the Colossus of Rhodes have captivated the awe of millions. People of all ages and cultures have appreciated the beauty and structural impressiveness of these colossal achievements.
 
   Pippin experienced the same thing when he first saw the White Tower glittering in the sunrise. He was so overcome with emotion that he “cried aloud.” “Tall and fair and shapely,” the White Tower was an architectural achievement of great beauty. It lifted the hearts and fostered the hope of the people of Gondor and inspired them, especially when times were dark.
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   God “has made everything beautiful in its time.” God wants us to enjoy and take pleasure in the beauty around us, both God-made and manmade—whether it be architectural or artistic beauty or the exquisiteness of glittering caverns, majestic mountains, colorful coral reefs, lush meadows, ancient forests, gently falling snow, sunrises, sunsets, a star-filled night, trees budding in the spring, or waves breaking on the beach. Take time to delight in and appreciate the beauty that God has created.
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   The Reality of Evil
 
    
 
   A prominent characteristic of both political and theological liberals is their optimistic belief in the goodness of humanity. This conviction runs so deep that it very nearly leaves no room for the existence of genuinely evil people. But such people are real. The plot of A Clockwork Orange vividly portrays the truth that genuinely evil people will never be cured by rehabilitation programs, by reprogramming, or by sympathetic therapists.
 
   The Church of Jesus Christ, Scientist goes so far as to deny the reality of evil altogether, as do Eastern monistic religions. In their view, evil, sickness, and even death are actually illusions. But venomous and wicked people who take pleasure in the pain, suffering, and death of others are very real. The atrocities of the Nazis, Stalin, Lenin, the Khmer Rouge, Saddam Hussein, the Taliban, Al Qaeda, ISIS, and the warlords of East Africa attest to the reality of evil.
 
   Many critics derided President Regan when he called the Soviet Union an Empire of Evil, but it was true. Many scoffed at President George W. Bush when he called Iran, Iraq, and North Korea an Axis of Evil, but all three dehumanizing regimes have tortured, murdered, and starved their people for decades.
 
   Middle-earth . . . is a hauntingly luminous mirror image of our world. For we know that the world in which we live is a perilous place, a place where good and bad, light and dark, innocence and horror, glory and depravity march side by side and sleep back-to-back. We forget this at times, of course. In the course of our dull daily routines we often grow numbly accustomed to it all. But there are those moments when we wake suddenly in the middle of the night and remember that we are, after all, surrounded by terrors. This is what it means to live in the midst of a fallen creation.[1]
 
   The world of Middle-earth too is populated with creatures and individuals that are indisputably evil. The archetypes of the evil hordes are Sauron, Saruman, and Shelob. But more ordinary wicked people, such as Bill Ferny and Gollum, also inhabit Middle-earth.
 
    
 
   
 
  

The One Ring of Power
 
   One Ring to rule them all, One Ring to find them,
 
   One Ring to bring them all and in the darkness bind them
 
   In the Land of Mordor where the Shadows lie.
 
    
 
   The Ring of Power was not only the symbol of evil, it was evil itself. Galadriel told Frodo regarding the Ring, “The evil that was devised long ago works on in many ways, whether Sauron himself stands or falls” (p. 356). It inevitably corrupted its user, sought to betray its keeper, and always endeavored to find its way back to its master—the Dark Lord Sauron. It betrayed Isildur to his death. It managed to escape from Gollum in the dark tunnels and caverns of his subterranean world, hoping to be picked up by someone who would take it out to the surface world once again, for Gollum showed no indication of ever leaving his deep domain. That someone was Bilbo Baggins.
 
   Bilbo and Frodo quickly discovered the Ring’s treacherous nature, for it often changed size and weight. So Bilbo—and later Frodo—hung it on a chain that he put around his belt so that he could keep the Ring safe and secure in his pocket. Gandalf confirmed the Ring’s perfidious nature: “A Ring of Power looks after itself, Frodo. It may slip off treacherously, but its keeper never abandons it. . . . It was not Gollum, Frodo, but the Ring itself that decided things. The Ring left him. . . . The Ring was trying to get back to its master” (p. 54).
 
   When Frodo stood at the Cracks of Doom—to which he had come against all odds to cast the Ring into the fire—he found that the evil power of the Ring had grown so great that he could not destroy it. “Possessing its bearer, the Ring seemed to be defending itself. ‘I will not do this deed,’ Frodo proclaimed. ‘The Ring is mine!’ Evil had taken control of the Ring-bearer in hopes of preventing its own ruin. . . . In order to protect itself from the flames, the Ring overtook Frodo’s will.”[2]
 
   None of the Wise dared touch the Ruling Ring because of its power to corrupt; and it had power to corrupt because it was a great evil. The more powerful the person, the greater the Ring’s corrupting power. As Galadriel explained it, “The rings give power according to the measure of each possessor” (p. 357).
 
   Lord Acton is famous for having stated, “Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.”[3] In general, the more power, the more corruption. Most of us recognize the tragic truth of this maxim, but we so easily ignore or forget it, especially when it gets personal. This maxim is especially obvious when it comes to national governments, and it is a big reason why the U.S. Constitution has such an elaborate separation of powers. But it is also true in small, everyday ways.
 
   The New Testament refers to local church government as having a plurality of elders. This prevents too much power being vested in one person. Yet many churches and parachurches are led by one person, so the temptation to be corrupted is multiplied many times over. Some municipalities are also a one-person show. A town not far from where I live is run by a man who has transformed it into a Gestapo-type city-state. Its many rules and regulations are intrusive and unnecessary, and those who oppose him face boycotts of their businesses. So in our day-to-day living, we need to be on the alert against placing too much power in a single person.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Sauron
 
   ‘There is such a thing as malice and revenge.’ (p. 48)
 
   Sauron . . . knew where [Shelob] lurked. It pleased him that she should dwell there hungry but unabated in malice. . . . So they both lived, delighting in their own devices, and feared no assault, nor wrath, nor any end of their wickedness. (pp. 707-8)
 
    
 
   ‘If [the Ring] is destroyed,’ [said Gandalf,] . . . ‘a great evil of this world will be removed.
 
   ‘Other evils there are that may come; for Sauron is himself but a servant or emissary.’ (p. 861)
 
    
 
   Sauron is a relentless and determined evil power. His goal is the propagation of misery, enslavement, torture, death, and destruction. As Gandalf asserts, “There is such a thing as malice and revenge,” and Sauron supremely embodies them both. Gandalf calls Sauron “but a servant or emissary” of a greater evil behind him. We call this supreme evil power “Satan.” It seems to be no coincidence that the three major evil nemeses—Sauron, Saruman, and Shelob—all have names that start with the letter “S,” for the name of Satan, the ultimate evil nemesis of humanity, also starts with the letter “S.”
 
   The Christian worldview is far from naïve or simplistic with regard to evil. It understands the existence and nature of an enemy set upon our enslavement and ultimate destruction. Just as there is a person called Sauron who is part of a conspiracy invading the happy world of hobbits, there is a rebel called [Satan] whose calculating schemes invade the lives of men.[4]
 
   Satan means “accuser.” He is also a schemer (2 Corinthians 2:11), and Jesus calls him “a murderer from the beginning” and “the father of lies” (John 8:44). He is described as one who “prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour” (1 Peter 5:8). These depictions—accuser, schemer, murderer, liar, and predator—apply equally well to Sauron, Saruman, and Shelob.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Bill Ferny
 
   ‘Bill Ferny . . . has an evil name in the Bree-land. . . . He would sell anything to anybody; or make mischief for amusement.’ (p. 162)
 
    
 
   Most of us probably do not know or have contact with someone as evil as Sauron or Saruman. We are more likely to know an ordinary kind of evil person, like a Bill Ferny. Ferny was reputed to have “an evil name” and was known for shady deals and for making “mischief for amusement.” Ferny was the kind of person you steered clear of and definitely did not have business dealings with.
 
   The Bible says that we should be loving: “Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres” (1 Corinthians 13:6-7). Thus, we should think the best of people. But we should be wise enough not to blind ourselves to the truly evil individuals we may encounter. Neither should we spend time with them: “He who walks with the wise grows wise, but a companion of fools suffers harm” (Proverbs 13:20).
 
   Do not enter the path of the wicked,
 
   and do not walk in the way of the evil.
 
   Avoid it; do not go on it;
 
   turn away from it and pass on.
 
   For they cannot sleep unless they have done wrong;
 
   they are robbed of sleep unless they have made someone stumble.
 
   For they eat the bread of wickedness
 
   and drink the wine of violence. (Proverbs 4:14-17, ESV)
 
   This is a description of people who actually enjoy an evil lifestyle and who seek to recruit others to the same way of life. There are, in fact, people like this, and we should not be Pollyannish about it. Therefore, when it comes to evil, we need to exercise wisdom:
 
   Wisdom will save you from the ways of wicked men,
 
   from men whose words are perverse,
 
   who leave the straight paths
 
   to walk in dark ways,
 
   who delight in doing wrong
 
   and rejoice in the perverseness of evil,
 
   whose paths are crooked
 
   and who are devious in their ways. (Proverbs 2:12-15)
 
    
 
   
 
  

Saruman
 
   ‘But listen, Saruman . . . would it not be well to . . . turn to new things, perhaps? Think well, Saruman! Will you not come down?’
 
   A shadow passed over Saruman’s face. . . . Pride and hate were conquering him. . . . ‘I do not trust you, Gandalf.’. . .
 
   ‘The treacherous are ever distrustful,’ answered Gandalf wearily. . . . ‘I am giving you a last chance. You can leave Orthanc, free—if you choose. . . . 
 
   ‘You have become a fool, Saruman, and yet pitiable. You might still have turned away from folly and evil, and have been of service. But you choose to stay and gnaw the ends of your old plots.’ (pp. 568-69)
 
   ‘I grieve that so much that was good now festers in the tower. . . . Often does evil hurt itself!’ (pp. 571)
 
    
 
   Saruman came with the other Wizards to Middle-earth with a mission: “When maybe a thousand years had passed [in the Third Age] . . . Wizards appeared in Middle-earth. . . . [They] were messengers sent to contest the power of Sauron, and to unite all those who had the will to resist him” (Appendix B, p. 1059). Saruman started out as one of the good guys, and that is why Gandalf gave him the chance of starting fresh and using his gifts and power for good. Gandalf later told Pippin, “I grieve that so much that was good now festers in the tower.”
 
   Over the centuries, as Saruman studied the rings of power, especially the Ruling Ring, his lust for the Ring slowly but surely turned him to evil. “Pride and hate” were his constant companions. Gandalf told him, “You might still have turned away from folly and evil, and have been of service. But you choose to stay and gnaw the ends of your old plots.”
 
   He was now a fallen angel of sorts (see “Angels” in the “Biblical Allusions” theme) who lived only for himself and lusted for power and domination. Later, Saruman shows the thoroughness of his hatred and thirst for revenge when he escapes Orthanc and goes to the Shire to wreak as much havoc and destruction as possible in a limited amount of time. The Bible talks about angels who were once good but who fell into evil and rebellion against God:
 
   God did not spare angels when they sinned, but sent them to hell, putting them into gloomy dungeons to be held for judgment. (2 Peter 2:4)
 
   The angels who did not keep their positions of authority but abandoned their own home—these [God] has kept in darkness, bound with everlasting chains for judgment on the great Day. (Jude 6)
 
   But there are also plenty of people in the real world who “choose to . . . gnaw the ends of . . . old plots” instead of turning “away from folly and evil.” The natural tendency of our sinful nature is to dig in our heels and to selfishly insist on our own way when someone tries to correct us; however, the wise man says, “Whoever loves discipline loves knowledge, but he who hates correction is stupid” (Proverbs 12:1).
 
   Saruman stupidly and obstinately rejected Gandalf’s correction, but the path of wisdom would have been to listen and consider and eventually to accept Gandalf’s correction, for “whoever heeds correction shows prudence” (Proverbs 15:5). If Saruman had accepted Gandalf’s urgings, he would have had a positive impact on others instead of being the negative influence that he was. No matter how hard it is to swallow our pride when someone corrects us, “he who heeds discipline shows the way to life, but whoever ignores correction leads others astray” (Proverbs 10:17). Saruman’s way is the way of folly and death.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Gollum
 
   Sam’s guess was that the Sméagol and Gollum halves (or what in his own mind he called Slinker and Stinker) had made a truce and a temporary alliance: neither wanted the Enemy to get the Ring; both wished to keep Frodo from capture. (pp. 624-25)
 
   ‘[Gollum is] not altogether wicked,’ said Frodo.
 
   ‘Not wholly, perhaps,’ said Faramir; ‘but malice eats it like a canker, and the evil is growing.’ (p. 676)
 
    
 
   Gollum is a classic “conflicted” character. The debates that he has with himself about good and evil courses of action resonate with a humanity that constantly finds itself engaged in the same kinds of internal disputes. All of us feel the terrible influence of our sinful nature whenever we seek to do the right thing. The Apostle Paul writes about this:
 
   I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh. For I have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it out. For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I keep on doing. Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me. So I find it to be a law that when I want to do right, evil lies close at hand. For I delight in the law of God, in my inner being, but I see in my members another law waging war against the law of my mind and making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members. (Romans 7:18-23, ESV)
 
   How do we solve this conflict? What hope do any of us have if this is our condition? Paul goes on to tell us: “Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” (Romans 7:24-25, ESV). Only a personal relationship with Jesus Christ can give us hope of victory over our sinful nature. We will never reach perfection in this life, but God has given us the power to say “No” to sin:
 
   For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people, training us to renounce ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the present age, waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, who gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for himself a people for his own possession who are zealous for good works. (Titus 2:11-14, ESV)
 
   What a great thing—to be able “to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives”! That is what we want to do but so often fail. Our own personal evil is real. That is why we need help to overcome it. That help is the grace of God, which is his enabling power, available to us for the asking. The intent of grace is to “redeem us from all lawlessness” and make us “zealous for good works.” As we grow in the grace of God, we should become less and less “conflicted” and more and more righteous, for “the path of the righteous is like the first gleam of dawn, shining ever brighter till the full light of day” (Proverbs 4:18).
 
    
 
   
 
  

Shelob
 
   Little [Shelob] knew of or cared for towers, or rings, or anything devised by mind or hand, who only desired death for all others, mind and body, and for herself a glut of life, alone, swollen. . . . Sauron . . . knew where she lurked. It pleased him that she should dwell there hungry but unabated in malice. . . . So they both lived, delighting in their own devices, and feared no assault, nor wrath, nor any end of their wickedness. (pp. 707-8)
 
    
 
   Tolkien’s description of Shelob produces a shudder of horror. She is the very epitome of evil, malice, and wickedness. She cares for nothing but herself. She delights in gloating and killing and maiming. She has no fear. No one has ever defeated her, not even the Elves, and she believes that no one ever will. She is the embodiment of disdain, depravity, and decadence.
 
   One problem for us in the real world is that we too have “Shelobs”—or at least “little Shelobs.” We give them several labels: psychopaths, sociopaths, crazy people, and mass murderers. We think that they are aberrations, but what they really are is utterly depraved individuals. God has given them over to their sinful desires: “Since they did not think it worthwhile to retain the knowledge of God, he gave them over to a depraved mind, to do what ought not to be done. They have become filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit and malice” (Romans 1:28-29). There but for the grace of God go we.
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   Those of us who are wise recognize that evil is real—both inside and outside of ourselves—and that the battle with evil is an unremitting reality. The battle with our own evil impulses will never end in this life, though the internal conflict should lessen as we grow in grace.
 
   We also need to be wary and on our guard against external evil, trying to think the best of people but at the same time not succumbing to naïveté. When evil people accept correction and repent and acknowledge their sinful behavior, we are obligated to forgive them and give them a second chance. However, if they are intransigent in their evil ways, we are duty-bound to pursue justice and protect the innocent. As regards our evil spiritual enemy, the devil, we must remember that “he is very intentional about his plan for revenge and domination. We must therefore be on our guards and prepare ourselves to overcome obstacles that we will certainly face while on the great adventure of living by faith.”[5]
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   Temptation
 
    
 
   The temptation theme in The Lord of the Rings provides the novel’s chief source of tension and conflict. The innately evil nature of the Ring of Power forces a person either to give in to its temptation or to resist it. There is no middle ground, no neutrality.
 
   Peter Jackson . . . told columnist Terry Mattingly, “Some of the messages and some of the themes . . . are based on [Tolkien’s] beliefs.” Principal among these beliefs is the Christian idea that, as Solzhenitsyn once put it, “the line between good and evil runs through every human heart,” and it oscillates back and forth.
 
   The cinematic version of Lord of the Rings is more than a story about good versus evil. It’s a story that, as Mattingly puts it, offers modern audiences “another chance to understand the timeless roots of sin.” Characters wrestle with the evil within them. Even when they seek to do good they must guard against the possibility of doing the right thing for the wrong reasons or in the wrong way.[1]
 
   Temptation constantly plagues the characters in the novel as they struggle against their sinful desires and the enticing lure of the Ring. Some successfully resist, others succumb to their lust for power, but none emerge completely unscathed by their encounter with sin and temptation. The One Ring
 
   is both thoroughly evil and perilously powerful. It is . . . the single, tiny point at which the potential for universal dominion, the ability to do whatever one wants to do, has been localized. And therein, as the wise know very well, lies the seed of evil itself—the same evil that has infected the world since the beginning of human history.[2]
 
    
 
   
 
  

Bilbo
 
   ‘I shall keep [the Ring], I say.’
 
   Gandalf stood up. He spoke sternly. ‘You will be a fool if you do, Bilbo,’ he said. ‘You make that clearer with every word you say. It has got far too much hold on you. Let it go! And then you can be yourself, and be free.’ . . . Go away and leave it behind. Stop possessing it.’ (p. 33)
 
    
 
   Though neither Bilbo nor Gandalf know for certain at this point that Bilbo’s ring is the One Ring of Power forged by the Dark Lord Sauron, Gandalf has discerned that Bilbo’s magical ring clearly has an unhealthy hold over him. He knows that if he forces Bilbo to give up the Ring, Bilbo will never be free of its emotional and mental tyranny. As he said later to Frodo, “Already you too, Frodo, cannot easily let [the Ring] go, nor will to damage it” (p. 59). Bilbo must freely surrender the Ring and give it to Frodo if he wishes to be truly free.
 
   Bilbo must resist the Ring’s temptation to continue to possess it, for in possessing it the Ring is really possessing him. But even though Bilbo feels “stretched” and knows that he must let the Ring go, the temptation to keep it is overpowering. He keeps deceiving himself that he has left the Ring for Frodo when, in fact, it is still in his pocket. Only with Gandalf’s admonitions and help is he able to leave the Ring behind. Nevertheless, he holds the exceptional distinction of being only one of two individuals able to do that (the other being Samwise).
 
   This is the way of evil and sin. Many people “have no understanding of spiritual realities, that good and evil are not mere psychological states but objective truths, that they can be freed from their bondage of sin into an everlasting life wonderful beyond their conception.”[3] The more people hold on to their sin and the more they dabble in evil, the harder it is to let go of it and be truly free. The power of sin is immense, but the power of Jesus is greater. His power breaks the hold of sin’s sway and sets people free. Jesus said, “I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave to sin. Now a slave has no permanent place in the family, but a son belongs to it forever. So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed” (John 8:34-36).
 
   Bilbo was enslaved by the evil power of the Ring. Gandalf helped him to resist that power and to break its hold. “As an evocative symbol for sin, the ring tempts the characters in both the book and the movie. It becomes an addiction, an obsession, and—like real sin—a corrosive cancer that eats away every part of its wielder’s life, until he wastes away to a spiritual shadow.”[4] In the real world we too are enslaved by our obsession with sin. We need to recognize our enslavement and resist it by trusting in the power of Christ to set us free from its hold over us.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Gandalf and Galadriel
 
   ‘Will you not take the Ring?’
 
   ‘No!’ cried Gandalf, springing to his feet. ‘With that power I should have power too great and terrible. And over me the Ring would gain a power still greater and more deadly.’ His eyes flashed and his face was lit as by a fire within. ‘Do not tempt me! For I do not wish to become like the Dark Lord himself.’ (p. 60)
 
   ‘I will give you the One Ring, if you ask for it. It is too great a matter for me.’
 
   Galadriel laughed with a sudden clear laugh. . . . ‘I do not deny that my heart has greatly desired to ask what you offer. . . . In place of the Dark Lord you will set up a Queen. . . . All shall love me and despair!’. . . She stood before Frodo . . . , terrible and worshipful. Then she let her hand fall, and the light faded. . . .
 
   ‘I pass the test,’ she said. ‘I will diminish, and go into the West, and remain Galadriel.’ (pp. 356-57)
 
    
 
   What a marvelous and moving testimony Galadriel gives in the simple but profound statement “I pass the test”! Galadriel and, earlier, Gandalf were faced with the greatest temptation imaginable: on two separate occasions Frodo freely offered both of them the Ring. It was the ultimate test of whether or not they would succumb to evil.
 
   The noble prove, alas, to be most nobly tempted. Gandalf, the Christ-like wizard who literally lays down his life for his friends, knows that he is an unworthy bearer of the Ring—not because he has evil designs that he wants secretly to accomplish, but rather because his desire to do good is so great. Lady Galadriel, the elven queen, also refuses the Ring of Force. It would make her enormous beauty mesmerizing. Those who had freely admired her loveliness would have no choice but to worship her.[5]
 
   “The whole point of the story . . . is that the power of the Ring, because it was forged by the Dark Lord, must not be used. Though the temptation to use its occult power is great, to do so corrupts the user, even if it were used for a good end or to defeat Sauron. The user would become a new Sauron. The forces of good—Gandalf, the elves—know that the Ring must be destroyed but they themselves dare not touch it.”[6]
 
   Gandalf’s reaction is reminiscent of Joseph’s response to temptation in the book of Genesis: “Now Joseph was well-built and handsome, and after a while his master’s wife took notice of Joseph and said, ‘Come to bed with me!’ But he refused. . . . She caught him by his cloak and said, ‘Come to bed with me!’ But he left his cloak in her hand and ran out of the house” (Genesis 39:6-8, 12). When Gandalf sprang to his feet after being offered the Ring, it seemed almost that he was preparing to sprint out of Frodo’s house if need be. If Frodo had persisted in his offer, Gandalf might very well have run, for he knew that he was not above giving in to temptation.
 
   Gandalf’s and Galadriel’s temptation also have similarities to Jesus’ temptation in the desert. Three times Satan tempted Jesus—with the “‘lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the pride of life’ (1 John 2:16), which suggests that the temptations were typical of those which mankind as a whole has to face.”[7] In a nutshell, Satan offered Jesus all the kingdoms of the world, the very thing the Ring offered.
 
   Gandalf and Galadriel were sorely tempted by the power that the Ring would bestow. Few on Middle-earth had the strength of will to control the Ring should they dare to put it on their finger, but Gandalf and Galadriel were numbered among that few, both of whom already wore lesser rings of power (pp. 1005, 1007). Even they, however, would have been eventually subverted by its innate evil. Just as Jesus successfully resisted Satan’s lure, Gandalf and Galadriel resisted the Siren call of the Ring. As Galadriel aptly put it, “I pass the test.”
 
    
 
   
 
  

Frodo
 
   [Frodo’s] terror was swallowed up in a sudden temptation to put on the Ring, . . . and he could think of nothing else. . . . Something seemed to be compelling him to disregard all warnings. . . . Resistance became unbearable, and at last he slowly drew out the chain, and slipped the Ring on the forefinger of his left hand. . . .
 
   He bitterly regretted his foolishness, and reproached himself for weakness of will; for now he perceived that in putting on the Ring he had obeyed not his own desire but the commanding wish of his enemies. (pp. 191, 194)
 
    
 
   For Frodo the temptation to put on the Ring was so powerful that it consumed all thought. Gandalf’s and Strider’s warnings to resist were to no avail. Desire blotted out all reason. He gave in and slipped on the Ring. Doing so resulted in the stab of the Morgul knife and the wound that festered inside him for weeks. Were it not for Strider and Elrond, the poison would have worked its way to his heart, and Frodo would have entered the shadow world forever.
 
   Frodo came close to experiencing the same temptation sequence spoken of in Scripture: desire—sin—death. “Each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed. Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death” (James 1:14-15). Frodo experienced this three-step progression, only just barely avoiding death.
 
   Temptation is the same for us. It can so powerfully work on our emotions, will, and desires that all warnings and logical thought are eclipsed. All we can think about is the desirability of the sin. “There is a progressive quality about evil. It begins in the simplest way: with a desire. It begins with a wish to have, to hold, to possess something. And then to use that something to achieve purposes of our own.”[8]
 
   After succumbing to the temptation to put on the Ring, Frodo “bitterly regretted his foolishness, and reproached himself for his weakness of will.” How often this is true of us. We are so weak, so easily entangled by the sin that surrounds us (Hebrews 12:1), and we keenly feel the same “weakness of will.” But God has provided a way of escape:
 
   Live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature. For the sinful nature desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the sinful nature. They are in conflict with each other, so that you do not do what you want. . . . Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature with its passions and desires. (Galatians 5:16-17, 24)
 
   By the power of the Holy Spirit, Christians can put to death their sinful nature and be bound no longer by its passions and desires. At any given time they can be living either by the Holy Spirit or by their sinful nature. If by their sinful nature they are desiring what is contrary to the Spirit and are doing what they really do not want to do, they are like Frodo when he wanted to resist the Ring Wraiths but was unable: “he had obeyed not his own desire but the commanding wish of his enemies.” But if Christians live by the Spirit, they will not gratify their sinful desires. Living by the strength and motivations of the Spirit is God’s provision to resist temptation.
 
    
 
   [Frodo] knew in his heart that [the Riders] were silently commanding him to wait. Then at once fear and hatred awoke in him. (p. 208)
 
    
 
   Fear and hatred are appropriate responses to temptation. The Bible says, “Snatch others from the fire and save them; to others show mercy, mixed with fear—hating even the clothing stained by corrupted flesh” (Jude 1:23). Because of our sinful nature, even Christians need to fear being sucked into the vortex of temptation. We are to hate the sin and evil that we see around us while at the same time being merciful and loving. Through fear of becoming like those who are corrupted by sin and through hatred of that sin, we are armored against the temptation to do and be likewise. Consequently, we will not have the regret of realizing that we have become that which we hate.
 
   When we show mercy to those who have fallen into sin, the Bible warns us to be on our guard so that we also do not fall: “Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently. But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted” (Galatians 6:1).
 
   So, there are two sides to the Christian life: hating evil and loving good. According to Scripture both are equally important: “Hate evil, love good; maintain justice in the courts” (Amos 5:15); “Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good” (Romans 12:9); “To fear the Lord is to hate evil” (Proverbs 8:13). God gives a command and a promise to those who love him: “Let those who love the Lord hate evil, for he guards the lives of his faithful ones and delivers them from the hand of the wicked” (Psalm 97:10).
 
    
 
   
 
  

Isildur and Sméagol (Gollum)
 
   ‘Isildur took [the Ring], as should not have been. It should have been cast then into Orodruin’s fire nigh at hand where it was made. . . . But Isildur would not listen to our counsel. . . . He took it to treasure it. But soon he was betrayed by it to his death.’ (p. 237)
 
   ‘Sméagol . . . caught Déagol by the throat and strangled him, because the gold looked so bright and beautiful. Then he put the ring on his finger.’ (p. 52)
 
   What went on in [Gollum’s] wretched heart between the pressure of the Eye, and the lust of the Ring that was so near, . . . the hobbits did not guess. (p. 616)
 
   ‘You swore a promise by what you call the Precious,’ [Frodo said.]. . . ‘It will hold you to it; but it will seek a way to twist it to your own undoing. . . . The desire of it may betray you to a bitter end.’ (p. 626)
 
   Isildur and Sméagol did not resist the lure of the Ring at all. They were both immediately smitten with the desire to possess it. Isildur refused to listen to reason and wise counsel and eventually met with an ignoble death when the Ring betrayed him. Sméagol began his possession with murder and went from bad to worse. Over hundreds of years he was corrupted and deformed by the evil power of the Ring until he no longer resembled the creature he once was. Nevertheless, a “good” Sméagol managed to survive—barely.
 
   Sméagol had two natures so to speak—“Slinker” and “Stinker” as Sam wryly christened them later on. Because of this, Gandalf held to a tiny sliver of hope that Sméagol could be saved. But it was not to be. “Stinker” won out in the end, and Sméagol perished with the Ring.
 
   When a person becomes a Christian, he or she is given a new nature: “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!” (2 Corinthians 5:17). However, the old, sinful nature is not completely dead. It still rears its ugly head on a daily basis. In fact, the Apostle Paul says that we must constantly be on guard against our old self and live according to the new self that God has created within us: “You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; to be made new in the attitude of your minds; and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness” (Ephesians 4:22-24).
 
   In another place, Paul says, “You must rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy language from your lips. Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator” (Colossians 3:8-10). He even goes so far as to say, “Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry” (Colossians 3:5).
 
   Paul believed that this was serious business. As Christians, we need daily to put on our new self and kill our old self. Paul himself said, “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me” (Galatians 2:20). Contrary to Isildur and Sméagol, both of whom let “Stinker” win out, we need to put to death our sinful nature if we are to “live by faith in the Son of God.”
 
    
 
   
 
  

Saruman
 
   ‘If we could command [the One Ring], then the Power would pass to us. . . .’ As [Saruman] said this a lust which he could not conceal shone suddenly in his eyes.
 
   ‘Saruman, . . . you have unmasked yourself at last.’ (pp. 253)
 
   ‘It is perilous to study too deeply the arts of the Enemy,’ [Elrond said,] ‘for good or for ill. But such falls and betrayals, alas, have happened before.’ (pp. 258)
 
    
 
   “The one free creature utterly undone by the lure of total power is Saruman the wizard. Like Judas, he is impatient with the slow way that goodness works. He cannot abide the torturous path up Mount Doom; he wants rapid results.”[9]
 
   Saruman’s specialty was ring lore. The rings that he studied and researched were forged by Sauron, which meant that Saruman was studying evil and was therefore especially susceptible to temptation. If he had been truly wise, he would have asked someone—perhaps Gandalf—to keep a critical eye on him and give a warning when it looked like he was getting too close to the edge. But he did not. He worked in solitude and fell in solitude.
 
   Saruman also allowed himself the arrogance to think that he had the strength to control a palantír that did not belong to him and that was already under the control of the Dark Lord. Sauron’s influence further subverted and deceived Saruman. Desire for the Ring turned a good and wise Wizard into something completely evil. He tore up the beauty of the trees and plant life and replaced them with the ugliness of machines and evil creatures. When he created the Uruk-hai, he took the evil devised by Sauron and made it more evil. He sought to destroy Gandalf and Théoden and anyone else who stood in his way. Nothing mattered except obtaining the Ruling Ring. It was Saruman’s obsession.
 
   Even after his defeat, he did not repent. Gandalf offered to let him go free if he would forsake his evil ways: “Listen, Saruman, for the last time! Will you not come down? . . . . Would it not be well to . . . turn to new things, perhaps?” But pride and hate conquered him, for “fools mock at making amends for sin” (Proverbs 14:9). He wanted nothing to do with Gandalf and his companions, so he remained hidden in Isengard and eventually found death in the Shire at the hand of Wormtongue.
 
   The world that we live in harbors people who respond in like manner. They are what the book of Proverbs calls “fools”:
 
   The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge,
 
   but fools despise wisdom and discipline. . . .
 
   The waywardness of the simple will kill them,
 
   and the complacency of fools will destroy them. (Proverbs 1:7, 32)
 
   A fool finds pleasure in evil conduct,
 
   but a man of understanding delights in wisdom. (Proverbs 10:23)
 
   The way of a fool seems right to him,
 
   but a wise man listens to advice. (Proverbs 12:15)
 
   A longing fulfilled is sweet to the soul,
 
   but fools detest turning from evil. (Proverbs 13:19)
 
   Do not speak to a fool,
 
   for he will scorn the wisdom of your words. (Proverbs 23:9)
 
   Saruman was a fool in the biblical sense, for each of these proverbs described him. Let us make sure that we are found in the company of the wise rather than in the fortress of the fool.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Boromir
 
   ‘Why should we not think,’ [Boromir said,] ‘that the Great Ring has come into our hands to serve us in the very hour of need? . . .’
 
   ‘Alas, no,’ said Elrond. . . . ‘The very desire of it corrupts the heart.’ (pp. 260-61)
 
   ‘[The Ring] might have been mine. It should be mine. Give it to me!’ . . . His fair and pleasant face was hideously changed; a raging fire was in his eyes. . . .
 
   ‘What have I said?’ he cried. ‘What have I done?’ (pp. 390)
 
   ‘Poor Boromir!’ [Gandalf said.]. . . ‘It was a sore trial for such a man: a warrior, and a lord of men. . . . But he escaped in the end. I am glad.’ (p. 485)
 
   ‘From the moment he first saw it [Boromir] wanted the Enemy’s Ring!’ (p. 665)
 
    
 
   Unlike Galadriel, Boromir did not pass the test. He lusted for the power of the Ring and tried to take it by force. His motive was good—to defeat Sauron and save his beleaguered people. But he was probably not strong enough to wield the One Ring, for, as Elrond said, “The very desire of it corrupts the heart.” Had Boromir succeeded in possessing the Ring, it would have been his doom, as well as the destruction and subjugation of all of Middle-earth.
 
   When the Ring and its bearer disappeared and Boromir was jolted to his senses, he deeply regretted his foolish and evil behavior. In tears he repented of his wicked action and sought to make amends. Indeed, mercifully he was given a chance to show his true character by fighting to protect Merry and Pippin from the orcs. Alone he stood against overwhelming odds, and though he failed, he sacrificed himself for the hobbits and acquitted himself bravely and with honor.
 
   Fatally wounded, he made confession to Aragorn: “I tried to take the Ring from Frodo,” he said. “I am sorry. I have paid.” He concluded with the despairing cry, “I have failed.” But Aragorn gave him absolution and hope: “No! . . . You have conquered. Few have gained such a victory. Be at peace! Minas Tirith shall not fall!” (p. 404).
 
   When someone we know falls into sin and genuinely repents, we should show mercy and give hope. As Scripture says, “Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently” (Galatians 6:1). We are not to spurn or rebuke or punish. God has accepted the repentance, and so should we. Aragorn did not allow his “brother” Boromir to die in despair; neither should we reject our spiritual brothers and allow them, without hope, to drown in self-recrimination.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Pippin
 
   The thought of the dark globe seemed to grow stronger as they all grew quiet. Pippin . . . tossed and turned and tried to think of something else. . . .
 
   Driven by some impulse that he did not understand, Pippin walked softly to where Gandalf lay. . . . Then he put his hands out stealthily, and slowly lifted the lump up. (p. 577)
 
   ‘How [the palantír] draws one to itself!’ [said Gandalf]. ‘Have I not felt it? . . . You knew you were behaving wrongly and foolishly; and you told yourself so, though you did not listen. . . . If I had spoken sooner, it would not have lessened your desire, or made it easier to resist.’ (p. 584)
 
    
 
   In innocence Pippin picked up the palantír, but the palantír, having become the embodiment of evil, stole into Pippin’s mind and gnawed at his curiosity. Pippin could not rest. All he could do was think about the mysterious orb. His curiosity quickly became obsession. The palantír tempted him and drove him with an impulse that he did not understand. The Apostle Paul could identify: “I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate. . . . So now it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me. For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh. For I have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it out” (Romans 7:15-18, ESV).
 
   Pippin did not really want to take the stone and peer into it, but as Jesus said to his disciples, “Watch and pray so that you will not fall into temptation. The spirit is willing but the body is weak” (Matthew 26:41). Pippin’s good intentions needed help to resist the powerful temptation of the sphere, but he did not turn to anyone for help. He could have asked Merry for help but instead sought only to make him an accomplice. He could have gone to Gandalf and confessed the terrible pull he felt to look into the palantír. But he chose to fight the battle with temptation alone, and that is an almost certain prescription for failure.
 
   Billy Graham knew the truth of this, and his solution whenever he traveled was to take a trusted companion with him whose only job was to keep the great evangelist from falling to the powerful pull of temptation. It is in the strength and support of community and in mutual accountability that we can best resist temptation: “Though one may be overpowered, two can defend themselves. A cord of three strands is not quickly broken” (Ecclesiastes 4:12).
 
    
 
   
 
  

Faramir
 
   ‘Not if I found it on the highway would I take it I said. Even if I were such a man as to desire this thing, and even though I knew not clearly what this thing was when I spoke, still I should take those words as a vow, and be held by them.
 
   ‘But I am not such a man. Or I am wise enough to know that there are some perils from which a man must flee. ’ (pp. 665-66)
 
    
 
   Faramir was the opposite of his brother, Boromir, in almost every way, including his attitude toward the One Ring of Power: “I would not take this thing, if it lay by the highway. Not were Minas Tirith falling in ruin and I alone could save her.” Faramir was not tempted by the Ring, and in this he was also the opposite of his father, Denethor. Gandalf and Galadriel had to pass the test of temptation, but not so Faramir. His strength of integrity was such that he held to his vow that he would not take it. He was also “wise enough to know that there are some perils from which a man must flee.”
 
   It was a comfort to Frodo to meet such a man in his travels. He had become accustomed to having to hide the Ring from men who lusted for power, so this was an unexpected blessing. Frodo had found an unlooked-for ally. But their meeting was not as much of a blessing for Faramir. In rejecting the Ring he alienated himself from his father, Denethor, once and for all, for his father was one of those who lusted for power. In fact, Denethor despised the weakness and unfaithfulness that he attributed to his son.
 
   Scripture says that such personal rejection may result when we stand up for what is right: “He whose ways are devious despises him whose walk is upright” (Proverbs 14:2). But our duty is to be Christ-like in our integrity and to do what is upright in the sight of the Lord, regardless of the personal cost.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Denethor
 
   ‘You are strong and can still in some matters govern yourself, Denethor; yet if you had received this thing, it would have overthrown you. . . . It would burn your mind away.’ (pp. 796)
 
    
 
   Denethor trusted too much in his own strength. He believed that he possessed the wisdom and character to resist the evil nature of the Ring and that he would remain unscathed if he used its power to protect Gondor. But Gandalf was correct when he told Denethor that the Ring would have overthrown him. Denethor’s weakness was his pride in his own abilities. This is clearly demonstrated in his arrogant decision to look into the palantír that he had hidden in the tower. He believed himself strong enough to battle Sauron one on one. But even the most powerful of God’s angels do not presume to battle Satan one on one: “The archangel Michael, when he was disputing with the devil about the body of Moses, did not dare to bring a slanderous accusation against him, but said, ‘The Lord rebuke you!’” (Jude 9).
 
   The Bible says, “Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall” (Proverbs 16:18). In Denethor’s case, pride led literally to his own self-destruction when he cast himself into the funeral pyre that he had prepared for himself and Faramir. Though it is difficult to resist the sin of pride, it is imperative that by God’s grace we do so.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Sam
 
   [Sam] felt that he had from now on only two choices: to forbear the Ring, though it would torment him; or to claim it, and challenge the Power that sat in its dark hold beyond the valley of shadows. Already the Ring tempted him, gnawing at his will and reason. Wild fantasies arose in his mind. . . .
 
   In that hour of trial it was the love of his master that helped most to hold him firm; but also deep down in him lived still unconquered his plain hobbit-sense: he knew in the core of his heart that he was not large enough to bear such a burden, even if such visions were not a mere cheat to betray him. (pp. 880-81)
 
    
 
   Sam was severely tempted by the deceit of the Ring, but two things enabled him to resist its diabolical pull: love of his master, and humility. We Christians have one master—the Lord Jesus—and it is love for him that enables us to resist the temptations that we face daily. The Apostle Paul understood this, and that is why he wrote, “This is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, so that you may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ—to the glory and praise of God” (Philippians 1:9-11). He also said, “Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good” (Romans 12:9).
 
   True humility is another weapon we have by which we can defeat temptation. Again Paul exhorts us to “do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others. Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus” (Philippians 2:3-5). Sam humbly considered Frodo to be better than himself and so put Frodo’s interests above his own. As Christians we should also humbly submit ourselves to God. Then we will be able to “resist the devil, and he will flee” from us (James 4:7).
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   The Apostle Paul gives a final exhortation and encouragement regarding temptation: “The grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people, training us to renounce ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the present age, waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, who gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for himself a people for his own possession who are zealous for good works” (Titus 2:11-14, ESV).
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   Love
 
    
 
   Love is probably the most important thing to people in our society. The lyrics of most popular music are about romantic love. Movies and novels are virtually obligated to have a love theme. Chekhov wrote, “Love is a great thing. It is not by chance that in all times and practically among all cultured peoples love in the general sense and the love of a man for his wife are both called love.”[1] One of Tolstoy’s characters in War and Peace said, “Love is life. All, everything that I understand, I understand only because I love. Everything is, everything exists, only because I love. Everything is united by it alone. Love is God, and to die means that I, a particle of love, shall return to the general and eternal source.”[2]
 
   Love is the chief ethical virtue for the Christian. The heavenly Father is loving—“God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8)—and he wants his people to imitate his love:
 
   Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for he who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the law. The commandments, “Do not commit adultery,” “Do not murder,” “Do not steal,” “Do not covet,” and whatever other commandment there may be, are summed up in this one rule: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Love does no harm to its neighbor. Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law. (Romans 12:8-10)
 
   Love is also a significant theme in The Lord of the Rings. Bilbo and Frodo love each other dearly, and Sam wears his love for Frodo on his sleeve. Aragorn and Faramir were also widely loved by those who knew them. Romantic love is represented by Aragorn and Arwen, Éowyn and Aragorn, and Faramir and Éowyn.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Hobbit Love
 
   Glóin looked at Frodo and smiled. ‘You were very fond of Bilbo were you not?’ (p. 223)
 
   ‘I am sorry: sorry you have come in for this burden, [Frodo]: sorry about everything,’ [Bilbo said]. (p. 226).
 
    
 
   Frodo had just come out of his “coma” that resulted from of the Morgul-knife wound and was not aware that Bilbo was living in Rivendell. As he conversed with the Dwarf Glóin, who had been one of Bilbo’s companions on the quest for Smaug’s gold in The Hobbit, he began to miss his uncle. Frodo, Bilbo’s adopted heir, had developed a tight bond with his mentor.
 
   Glóin noticed and commented on Frodo’s love for Bilbo. Observe that Frodo’s love for his uncle was so deep that people noticed. Jesus said that this is the kind of love that Christians should have for each other: “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another” (John 13:35).
 
   When Frodo finally does see Bilbo, they spend much time together. During one of their conversations Bilbo sees the Ring, and he briefly succumbs to the Ring lust. This makes him fully realize that bequeathing the Ruling Ring to Frodo was conferring on him a curse, not a blessing. It is a critical turning point for Bilbo. No longer does Bilbo view the Ring as a fun and convenient toy but as an evil and deadly serious weapon. Because of his affection for Frodo, Bilbo expresses his regret that, because of him, Frodo now has this unasked-for burden to bear.
 
   This is reflective of the scriptural command to “carry each other’s burdens, and in this way . . . fulfill the law of Christ” (Galatians 6:2). What is the “law of Christ”? The law of Christ is to sacrificially love each other as Christ loves us. We treat the burdens, cares, and concerns of others as though they were ours. If Bilbo could have carried Frodo’s burden, he would have. But he doesn’t have to, for Frodo sacrificially loves Bilbo, so Frodo freely and willingly carries Bilbo’s burden for him.
 
    
 
   ‘That’s hard trying to go without me and all. . . .’
 
   ‘But I am going to Mordor.’
 
   ‘I know that well enough, Mr. Frodo. Of course you are. And I’m coming with you.’ (p. 397)
 
   [Sam’s] love for Frodo rose above all other thoughts. (p. 879)
 
    
 
   How could anyone imagine a greater love than that of Samwise for Frodo? Sam would (and did) endure any sacrifice and rush into any danger for his beloved master. Indeed, he would have given his life for Frodo. Jesus said, “Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends. You are my friends if you do what I command” (John 15:13-14). Sam’s love reflected Jesus’ love, which Jesus expressed in giving himself up to death on the cross.
 
   Sam had a servant love for Frodo, which is the kind of love that Jesus wants us to show to others. Jesus set the example when he washed his disciples’ feet, a function reserved for the household servant:
 
   When he had washed their feet and put on his outer garments and resumed his place, he said to them, “Do you understand what I have done to you? You call me Teacher and Lord, and you are right, for so I am. If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another's feet. For I have given you an example, that you also should do just as I have done to you. Truly, truly, I say to you, a servant is not greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him. If you know these things, blessed are you if you do them.” (John 13:12-17, ESV)
 
   Sam was totally committed to Frodo. He refused to let Frodo sneak off at Rauros Falls to continue his mission alone. He served as Frodo’s protector as they made their tortuous way to Mount Doom. He saved Frodo from Shelob and from his orc captors. He carried Frodo on his back mile after mile when the Ring grew too heavy for him. He encouraged Frodo and tried time and again to cheer him up and give him hope. In all these ways he was the very definition of love in action.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Unrequited Love
 
   ‘Tomorrow I shall ride by the Paths of the Dead,’ [Aragorn said]. . . . 
 
   ‘Those others who go with thee,’. . . [Éowyn said,] ‘go only because they would not be parted from thee—because they love thee. . . . Wilt thou not let me ride with this company, as I have asked?’
 
   ‘I will not, lady,’ he said. . . .
 
   Then she fell on her knees, saying: ‘I beg thee!’
 
   ‘Nay, lady.’. . . Only those who knew him well and were near to him saw the pain that he bore. (pp. 766-68)
 
   ‘You desired to have the love of the Lord Aragorn,’ [Faramir said]. . . . ‘But when he gave you only understanding and pity, then you desired to have nothing, unless a brave death in battle.’ (p. 943)
 
    
 
   If you are like most people, you have fallen in love with, or become infatuated with, someone who did not reciprocate your feelings and desires. No matter how much you implored or importuned, his or her back was turned and the door slammed in your face. It is an agonizing and depressing situation.
 
   Such was Éowyn’s love for Aragorn. She fell hard for him, but he had already given his heart to another. Then, thinking that Aragorn had gone to his death on the Paths of the Dead, she disguised herself and rode to die gloriously in battle. Upon learning that Aragorn was still alive, she still grieved over her unrequited love for him. Life no longer held meaning for her.
 
   Éowyn’s actions betray that her priorities were skewed. She needed to have a higher purpose in life than the love of a particular man. Ideally that purpose would be to glorify God and to enjoy him forever, as the Westminster Shorter Catechism puts it. Such a priority of purpose will not guarantee that we do not have disappointments or heartache, but it will prevent a long-term—and perhaps permanent—descent into despair.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Love for Faramir
 
   Here was one with an air of high nobility such as Aragorn at times revealed . . . one of the Kings of Men born into a later time, but touched with the wisdom and sadness of the Elder Race. He knew now why Beregond spoke his name with love. He was a captain that men would follow, that he would follow, even under the shadow of the black wings. (p. 792)
 
    
 
   Faramir was a man of such character, nobility, and wisdom that he inspired love and loyalty in his people. Men implicitly trusted him and would follow him even into the “valley of the shadow of death.” They knew that Faramir cared for them, that he fought for just causes, and that he led men, not sent them, into danger.
 
   King David was such a man. The Bible says that King Saul’s son “Jonathan . . . loved him as himself” and that “all Israel and Judah loved David” (1 Samuel 18:1, 16). Joshua and Caleb and King Solomon were also men of noble character. They were wise and fearless leaders. Further, the Apostle Paul exhorted Christian men to “be on your guard; stand firm in the faith; be men of courage; be strong. Do everything in love” (1 Corinthians 16:13).
 
    
 
   
 
  

Love for Aragorn
 
   ‘I was held to the road [of the Paths of the Dead] only by the will of Aragorn,’ [said Gimli].
 
   ‘And by the love of him also,’ said Legolas. ‘For all those who come to know him come to love him.’ (p. 856)
 
    
 
   Aragorn was another who inspired love in those who came to know him. They knew implicitly that he would do the right thing, that he asked nothing from anyone that he wasn’t willing to do himself, and that he lived for the good of all humanity. Though heir to the headship of a vast part of Middle-earth, he did not live for himself or seek exalt himself. He showed strength and determination, but he also was a truly humble man who waited for others to exalt him to his deserved status as King. All these attributes make him a Christ-figure:
 
   [Jesus] who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the form of a servant. . . . He humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name. (Philippians 2:6-9, ESV)
 
    
 
   
 
  

Romantic Love
 
   Faramir . . . looked at [Éowyn], and being a man whom pity deeply stirred, it seemed to him that her loveliness amid her grief would pierce his heart. And she looked at him and saw the grave tenderness in his eyes, and yet knew, for she was bred among men of war, that here was one whom no Rider of the Mark would outmatch in battle. . . .
 
   ‘Were you sorrowless, without fear or any lack,’ [said Faramir], ‘were you the blissful Queen of Gondor, still I would love you. Éowyn, do you not love me?’
 
   Then the heart of Éowyn changed. . . .
 
   ‘I will wed the White Lady of Rohan,’ [Faramir said,] ‘if it be her will.’ (pp. 938-43)
 
    
 
   In the Houses of Healing in Minas Tirith, Éowyn continued to despair of her unrequited love for Aragorn when Faramir first met her. They had much in common: both had recently lost family members; both were of high lineage; both had been wounded by the Black Breath; both had been healed and brought back to conscious life by Aragorn. This is an instance of similar backgrounds and experiences drawing two people together. But in one respect they differed: Faramir retained his hope, whereas Éowyn had lost hers.
 
   Faramir quickly fell in love with Éowyn and pursued her until he won her heart and brought her out of her despair. Faramir’s love pursuit of Éowyn is reminiscent of how Christ lovingly pursues us. Jesus said, “I have come down from heaven, not to do my own will but the will of him who sent me. And this is the will of him who sent me, that I should lose nothing of all that he has given me, but raise it up on the last day” (John 6:38-39, ESV). Christ’s bride, the church, is what the Father has given him, and Christ’s mission is to draw her to himself and raise her up from death on the last day.
 
    
 
   On the evening of Midsummer Aragorn Arathorn’s son, and Arwen daughter of Elrond went to the fair hill, Cerin Amroth, . . . and they plighted their troth and were glad. . . .
 
   ‘I am a mortal,’ [said Aragorn], ‘and if you will cleave to me, Evenstar, then the twilight you must also renounce.’
 
   And she stood then as still as a white tree, looking into the West, and at last she said: ‘I will cleave to you, Dúnadan, and turn from the Twilight.’ (Appendix A, pp. 1033, 1035-36)
 
    
 
   The love story of Aragorn and Arwen is interesting because of the extreme differences between them. Aragorn was mortal, though long-lived, but Arwen was immortal; Aragorn was human, but Arwen was Elf-kind. Aragorn fist met Arwen when he was 20 years old, and they declared their love for each other when he was 49. They were married many years later when he was 88, but Arwen was 2,778 years old! So their age difference was profound. Arwen sacrificed much more than Aragorn to marry him—she had to give up her immortality and become subject to death. Thus, there were few similarities between the two of them, except that both were the quintessence, or ideal, of their people.
 
   It was said of Arwen “that the likeness of Lúthien had come on earth again” (p. 221), and Lúthien was considered “the fairest maiden that has ever been among all the children of this world” (p. 189). Aragorn was “the most hardy of living Men, skilled in their crafts and lore, and was yet more than they; for he was elven-wise, and there was a light in his eyes that when they were kindled few could endure” (Appendix A, p. 1035). When Arwen saw him in Lothlórien, “more than any kind of Men he appeared, and seemed rather an Elf-lord from the Isles of the West” (p. 1035). So it was not unexpected that these very different people fell in love.
 
   Why people fall in love and marry has been debated for countless centuries, but according to the Bible, people fall in love when they find their counterpart. When Adam saw Eve, he exclaimed, “‘This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man.’ Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh” (Genesis 2:23-24, ESV). God created humanity as “man and woman.” They are a part of each other and need each other. Therefore, a man and woman fall in love and marry because they are “one flesh” and belong together.
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   Though love is paramount for the follower of Christ, the temptation always exists to put other good things ahead of it in importance. But living a life of love fulfills the whole law of God. This includes the marriage relationship: “Husbands should love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. . . Let each one of you love his wife as himself, and let the wife see that she respects her husband” (Ephesians 5:28, 33, ESV). This is the “one flesh” principle again. The Apostle Paul gives a rhetorical reminder about the priority of love:
 
   If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. If I give away all I have, and if I deliver up my body to be burned, but have not love, I gain nothing. . . . So now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; but the greatest of these is love. (1 Corinthians 13:1-3, 13, ESV).
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   Mercy
 
    
 
   He has showed you, O man, what is good. And what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God. (Micah 6:8)
 
   This is what the Lord Almighty says: “Administer true justice; show mercy and compassion to one another.” (Zechariah 7:9)
 
   Mercy is one of the outworkings of love, because love provides the motivation for showing mercy. Therefore, mercy and love often appear together in Scripture: “In his love and mercy he redeemed them” (Isaiah 63:9). On the other hand, hatred and cruelty cause people to withhold mercy: “They are cruel and show no mercy” (Jeremiah 6:23).
 
   Mercy is one of the chief attributes that God requires of his people. Why? Because he himself is merciful:
 
   Who is a God like you, who pardons sin and forgives the transgression of the remnant of his inheritance? You do not stay angry forever but delight to show mercy. (Micah 7:18)
 
   “I desire mercy, not sacrifice,” [declares the Lord]. (Hosea 6:6)
 
   [God] saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit. (Titus 3:5)
 
   Tolkien expert Ralph Wood asserts, “The unstrained quality of mercy is what, I suggest, makes The Lord of the Rings an enduring Christian classic despite its pagan setting.”[1] Gandalf and Frodo discuss Bilbo’s having had pity on Gollum. Frodo and Sam have mercy on Gollum as well. Gandalf, Galadriel, and Frodo show mercy to Saruman. We can learn much about mercy from the admirable characters of Middle-earth.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Bilbo’s Pity
 
   ‘It was Pity that stayed [Bilbo’s] hand. Pity, and Mercy: not to strike without need. And he has been well rewarded, Frodo. Be sure that he took so little hurt from the evil, and escaped in the end, because he began his ownership of the Ring so. With Pity.’ (p. 58)
 
    
 
   Gandalf the pagan wizard here announces the nature of Christian mercy. As a creature far more sinning than sinned against, Gollum deserves his misery. He has committed Cain’s crime of fratricide in acquiring the Ring. Still Gandalf insists on pity, despite Frodo’s protest that Gollum be given justice. If all died who deserve punishment, none would live. Many perish who have earned life, Gandalf declares, and yet who can restore them? Neither hobbits nor humans can live by the bread of merit alone. Hence Gandalf’s call for pity and patience: the willingness to forgive trespasses and to wait on slow-working providence rather than rushing to self-righteous judgment.[2]
 
   Bilbo was a kind hobbit who showed mercy to Gollum. Because he showed his goodness through the merciful act of sparing Gollum’s life, the Ruling Ring had less evil power over him. That explains in great part why he was one of only two people ever able to willingly let it go. His passing it on to Frodo was both rare and extraordinary in the annals of Middle-earth.
 
   The lesson that we learn from Bilbo is that people who are kind and merciful are blessed by God and shielded from evil. Scripture says, “A kindhearted woman gains respect, but ruthless men gain only wealth. A kind man benefits himself, but a cruel man brings trouble on himself” (Proverbs 11:16-17). Jesus said that God blesses the kindhearted because he himself is kind: “Love your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting to get anything back. Then your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, because he is kind to the ungrateful and wicked” (Luke 6:35).
 
    
 
   
 
  

Gandalf’s Offer of Mercy to Saruman
 
   ‘Listen, Saruman, for the last time! . . . Isengard has proved less strong than your hope and fancy made it. So may other things in which you still have trust. Would it not be well to leave it for a while? To turn to new things, perhaps? Think well, Saruman! Will you not come down?’ (p. 568)
 
   ‘I gave him a last choice and a fair one: to renounce both Mordor and his private schemes, and make amends by helping us in our need. He knows our need, none better. Great service he could have rendered. But he has chosen to withhold it, and keep the power of Orthanc. He will not serve, only command.’ (pp. 570)
 
    
 
   Gandalf had good reason to seek vengeance and execute justice on Saruman, his bitter enemy. Saruman had held Gandalf captive, allied himself with Sauron, sent his armies against Rohan, caused the death of many innocent people, and drawn badly needed resources away from the defense of Gondor. Gandalf had the power and the right to execute justice on Saruman, but according to G. K. Chesterton, “To have a right to do a thing is not at all the same as to be right in doing it.”[3]
 
   Instead, Gandalf showed extraordinary mercy to Saruman, in essence offering him total amnesty in exchange for his help against Sauron. Sir Francis Bacon once said, “In taking revenge, a man is but even with his enemy; but in passing it over, he is superior; for it is a prince’s part to pardon. And Solomon, I am sure, saith, It is the glory of a man to pass by an offence.”[4] By showing mercy, Gandalf revealed the stuff that he was made of—he was far superior to Saruman in goodness and in strength of character.
 
   Gandalf was being like God in his merciful dealings with Saruman. The prophet Isaiah wrote, “Let the wicked forsake his way and the evil man his thoughts. Let him turn to the Lord, and he will have mercy on him, and to our God, for he will freely pardon” (Isaiah 55:7). Like God, Gandalf was giving the wicked Saruman the opportunity to forsake his evil ways. But he did not overlook Saruman’s offenses, for when Saruman refused to repent, Gandalf broke his staff and imprisoned him in Orthanc.
 
   Revenge is a popular theme nowadays, especially in movies. Examples of some revenge movies—ancient and modern—are Kevin Costner’s Revenge, Mel Gibson’s Payback, Ashley Judd’s Double Jeopardy, Morgan Freeman’s A Time to Kill, Jennifer Lopez’s Enough, Clint Eastwood’s The Outlaw Josie Wales, Gregory Peck’s The Bravados, and Cary Grant’s To Catch a Thief (not Grant’s character, but Danielle). In 2011, revenge finally hit prime time when a television show named Revenge premiered. For the Christian, however, revenge is not an option. Scripture is very clear on this:
 
   Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought to do what is honorable in the sight of all. If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” To the contrary, “if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coals on his head.” Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. (Romans 12:17-21, ESV)
 
    
 
   
 
  

Frodo’s Mercy on Gollum
 
   ‘What have you to say now, Frodo? Why should we spare [Gollum]?’ [asked Faramir]. . . .
 
   ‘Gandalf, your Mithrandir, he would have bidden you not to slay him. . . . He forbade the Elves to do so. . . . But this creature is in some way bound up with my errand.’ (pp. 670-71)
 
    
 
   Frodo showed mercy to Gollum in imitation of Gandalf and the Elves, who eventually also came to pity the wretched creature. Bilbo’s pity, as elucidated by Gandalf, was undoubtedly an influence as well. Frodo came to believe that Gollum had some significant role to play in the destruction of the One Ring. For that reason, he pleaded with Faramir to show Gollum mercy. As it turned out, Gollum’s role was not a merciful one, but it did ensure the Ring’s destruction and it did save Frodo from the domination of the Ruling Ring and from death.
 
   This suggests a pragmatic, if not wholly admirable, motive for showing mercy to others: we never know if and when someone on whom we have or have not had mercy will be in the position to be merciful to us—or not. Another way of saying this is, “Don’t burn your bridges behind you.” This is the theme of the Aesop fable “The Lion and the Mouse,” wherein the lion spared the life of the mouse and thereby earned his help later when he desperately needed it. It is also the subject matter of various novels and movies, such as Les Miserables. But more important, it is the teaching of Jesus: “Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy” (Matthew 5:7). The biblical proverb promises, “A kind man benefits himself” (Proverbs 11:17).
 
    
 
   
 
  

Gandalf’s Pity for Those Oppressed by Evil
 
   ‘I pity even his slaves.’ (pp. 795)
 
    
 
   Mercy and pity characterized Gandalf’s life, and he extended his mercy to all peoples, even those who were forced to serve Sauron. In this respect, Gandalf was like God, who delights to show mercy:
 
   All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath. But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved. (Ephesians 2:3-5)
 
   To have compassion and mercy even on those considered enemies is indeed a high calling and is impossible for us apart from the enabling power of God. But with God’s help, we can obey the command to “be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave [us]” (Ephesians 4:32).
 
    
 
   
 
  

Sam’s Choice of Mercy Over Justice
 
   ‘Now!’ said Sam. ‘At last I can deal with you!’ He leaped forward with drawn blade ready for battle. But Gollum . . . fell flat upon the ground and whimpered. . . .
 
   Sam’s hand wavered. . . . It would be just to slay this treacherous, murderous creature, just and many times deserved. . . . But deep in his heart there was something that restrained him. . . . He himself, though only for a little while, had borne the Ring, and now dimly he guessed the agony of Gollum’s shrivelled mind and body, enslaved to that Ring, unable to find peace or relief ever in life again. (p. 923)
 
    
 
   Sam long had desired to dispatch Gollum. He considered Gollum deceitful, treacherous, and a danger to his master—and indeed he was. But now, when Sam at last had the chance to slay him, something had changed—he too had worn the One Ring. Even though it had been for but a few hours, he “guessed the agony of Gollum’s shrivelled mind and body, enslaved to that Ring, unable to find peace or relief ever in life again.” He now understood that Gollum was the way he was because of the awful power of the Ring to enslave, and Gollum had possessed the Ring far longer than anyone other than Sauron.
 
   Sam had “walked a mile in someone else’s shoes,” so to speak, and now understood what it was like. So instead of giving Gollum what he deserved many times over, he chose to overlook Gollum’s offenses and show mercy. William James wrote, “The art of being wise is the art of knowing what to overlook.”[5] Sam had indeed grown in wisdom. He had given up his right to exact justice in favor of showing mercy, and this is exactly what God expects of his people: “Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the law that gives freedom, because judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who has not been merciful. Mercy triumphs over judgment!” (James 2:12-13).
 
    
 
   
 
  

Galadriel’s Offer of Mercy to Saruman
 
   ‘Saruman,’ said Galadriel, ‘we have other errands and other cares that seem to us more urgent than hunting you. Say rather that you are overtaken by good fortune; for now you have a last chance.’
 
   ‘If it truly be the last, I am glad,’ said Saruman; ‘for I shall be spared the trouble of refusing it again.’. . .
 
   ‘Alas for Saruman!’ [said Gandalf.] ‘I fear that nothing more can be made of him. He has withered altogether.’ (pp. 961-62)
 
    
 
   When the party that was composed of the hobbits, Gandalf, Celeborn, and Galadriel caught up with Saruman, Galadriel offered Saruman one last chance to forsake his selfish, traitorous, and wicked ways, but she was soundly and bitterly rebuffed. Saruman had become entrenched in his vengeful and hateful frame of mind. Gandalf pronounced him morally “withered altogether.”
 
   Saruman had long been beyond redemption because his conscience had been “seared as with a hot iron” (1 Timothy 4:2). He had been rebuked and given several opportunities to change his ways, but he stubbornly rejected all efforts to rescue him. Scripture says, “A man who remains stiff-necked after many rebukes will suddenly be destroyed—without remedy” (Proverbs 29:1). This is exactly what happened to Saruman in the Shire, when Wormtongue suddenly snapped and in a rage slit Saruman’s throat.
 
   We need to be careful not to harden our hearts as Saruman did. God says, “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts as in the rebellion, on the day of testing in the wilderness. . . . Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, leading you to fall away from the living God. But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called ‘today,’ that none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.” (Hebrews 3:7-8, 12-13, ESV). Saruman had a sinful, unbelieving heart that was hardened by sin’s deceitfulness. Be wise and make sure that your heart is soft toward God.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Frodo’s Pity of Saruman
 
   ‘Don’t let him go! Kill him! He’s a villain and a murderer. Kill him!’. . .
 
   ‘I will not have him slain,’ [said Frodo]. ‘It is useless to meet revenge with revenge: it will heal nothing.’ (p. 995)
 
    
 
   Frodo shows great wisdom in this debate over the fate of Saruman. When he says, “It is useless to meet revenge with revenge,” he echoes the words of Scripture: “Do not repay anyone evil for evil. . . . Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God’s wrath” (Romans 12:17, 19). Revenge only begets revenge and never brings real satisfaction or healing, despite what popular fiction and entertainment lead us to believe.
 
   Revenge is selfish and self-justifying. It leaves no room for self-respect. Revenge has no regard for the facts. All our enraged thoughts focus on the wicked person who we believe deserves no mercy. The object of our revenge very quickly becomes a nonperson, with no rights and no intrinsic value.
 
   Vengeance is a destructive obsession. It creates a dangerous imbalance in our lives. The unimportant swells to high priority, and the things of value are forgotten or betrayed. Revenge is one obsession that’s not worth pursuing.
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   Mercy, not vengeance, is what God has called us to. Long ago God declared, “I desire mercy, not sacrifice” (Hosea 6:6). What this means is that God cares more about how well we behave toward others than about how well we worship him. In fact, showing mercy toward others is itself worship of the God who said, “I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I will have compassion” (Exodus 33:19). The Pharisees of Jesus’ day did not understand this, so Jesus rebuked them:
 
   Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You give a tenth of your spices–mint, dill and cummin. But you have neglected the more important matters of the law–justice, mercy and faithfulness. You should have practiced the latter, without neglecting the former. (Matthew 23:23)
 
   The Pharisees thought that they were worshiping God when they tithed their possessions—and they were. But God cared much more about how they treated people. Were they practicing justice, mercy and faithfulness? No. They were unjust, unmerciful, and unfaithful. Obviously people can’t be described this way and still be called “religious.”
 
   Our sinful nature’s knee-jerk reaction is to strike back in retaliation when someone causes us pain or when we are threatened, treated unfairly, or abused, but God expects us to show mercy instead. For us, this is impossible, but for God “all things are possible” (Matthew 19:26).
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   Faithfulness
 
    
 
   Perhaps the personal trait most appreciated by people in other individuals is faithfulness—also known as trustworthiness, dependability, and reliability. Faithful and dependable people are an anchor in a world of unpredictable and fickle currents. If we have someone we can count on, we have one less thing to worry about. This is especially true in marriage, where a faithful or unfaithful spouse can make or break the relationship. As Scripture says, “Marriage should be honored by all, and the marriage bed kept pure, for God will judge the adulterer and all the sexually immoral” (Hebrews 13:4).
 
   God values faithfulness because he himself is faithful. Therefore, “the Lord rewards every man for his righteousness and faithfulness” (1 Samuel 26:23), but he condemns the absence of it. For example, as mentioned in the “Mercy” theme, Jesus chided the teachers of the law for neglecting justice, mercy, and faithfulness (Matthew 23:23). The Bible speaks of the faithfulness of God as steadfast and enduring, something we can always count on:
 
   Your love, O Lord, reaches to the heavens, your faithfulness to the skies. (Psalm 36:5)
 
   Your faithfulness continues through all generations; you established the earth, and it endures. (Psalm 119:90)
 
   God, who has called you into fellowship with his Son Jesus Christ our Lord, is faithful. (1 Corinthians 1:9)
 
   If we are faithless, [God] will remain faithful, for he cannot disown himself. (2 Timothy 2:13)
 
   In Tolkien’s fantasy, Gandalf exemplifies faithfulness and dependability, whereas Saruman epitomizes treachery. In several instances oaths are kept, specifically among the nine members of the fellowship, by the Riders of Rohan, and by the dead oathbreakers at the Stone of Erech. Faithfulness and reliability are held in high esteem by the heroes of The Lord of the Rings.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Gandalf
 
   ‘Such a thing has not happened before, that Gandalf broke tryst and did not come when he promised.’ (p. 258)
 
   ‘Do not be afraid!’ said Aragorn. . . . ‘[Gandalf] will not go astray—if there is any path to find. He has led us [into the Mines of Moria] against our fears, but he will lead us out again, at whatever cost to himself.’ (p. 303)
 
    
 
   If Gandalf was anything, he was dependable and incorruptible. He always kept his word, except when it was completely beyond his control to do so. He remained true to his divinely commissioned task to oppose Sauron and his cohorts and to aid others who did so. He was faithful “at whatever cost to himself.” He did what the book of Proverbs urges: “Let love and faithfulness never leave you; bind them around your neck, write them on the tablet of your heart. Then you will win favor and a good name in the sight of God and man” (Proverbs 3:3-4).
 
   How high on our list of ethical priorities is being dependable and faithful? How much do we desire to be known for our reliability and trustworthiness? In essence, do we want to show love toward others by being faithful, dependable, and reliable? Love and consideration are what being faithful comes down to. That is why a lifestyle of love and faithfulness wins “favor and a good name in the sight of God and man.”
 
    
 
   
 
  

Betrayal
 
   ‘In all the long wars with the Dark Tower,’ [said Gandalf,] ‘treason has ever been our greatest foe.’ (p. 245)
 
    
 
   According to Gandalf, the evil lord Sauron had used treason to his advantage through the centuries and had wreaked great damage and heartache among the free peoples of Middle-earth. Who the traitors were we are not told—just that Saruman was the latest.
 
   Extreme unfaithfulness is often associated with betrayal. For someone to be a traitor, he or she must first have been someone who was trusted—that is, presumed to be trustworthy. This is what makes treason so pernicious and evil. It is what makes “treason” one of the foulest words known to humanity and why we vividly call it “stabbing someone in the back.” If we have ever been stabbed in the back, we have a deep appreciation for people we can count on—people who are faithful, trustworthy, and reliable.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Oath Keeping
 
   ‘Faithless is he that says farewell when the road darkens,’ said Gimli. . . . ‘Sworn word may strengthen quaking heart.’ (p. 274)
 
    
 
   Gimli possessed a fierce sense of honor and was, therefore, quick to condemn the faithless person and oathbreaker. Even when events turned out to be much worse than expected, Gimli allowed no faltering. Though someone else might balk and say, “This isn’t what I signed up for,” Gimli believed that a person’s “sworn word” should be enough to overcome any reluctance to follow through on a commitment.
 
   The Bible also talks about swearing to our own hurt—that is, keeping our word even when keeping it is detrimental in an unforeseen way: “Lord, who may dwell in your sanctuary? Who may live on your holy hill? He . . . who keeps his oath even when it hurts” (Psalm 15:1, 4). The movie Uncle Buck contains a good illustration of such promise keeping.[1]
 
   Buck (John Candy) agreed to watch his nieces and nephew while his brother and sister-in-law spend time out of town with her father, who has had a heart attack. One night Buck gets an insider tip about which horse to bet on in a race. This is how he makes a big enough score each year to pay for his living expenses. He loads the younger two kids in the car and is about to head for the racetrack when he takes a look inside himself and doesn’t like what he sees. He decides to forego his big score in favor of keeping his word to be a responsible guardian.
 
   We too need to make the conscious decision to be people who can be counted on, regardless of the cost to ourselves. There are some valid excuses for breaking a promise, such as the death of a family member, a family emergency, and our own severe illness. But when the obstacles to keeping a promise are self-centered, such as it costing more money than expected or becoming too inconvenient or taking too much energy, we need to take a long look inside and decide if we like what we see.
 
    
 
   Aragorn dismounted, and standing by the Stone he cried in a great voice:
 
   ‘Oathbreakers, why have ye come?’
 
   And a voice was heard out of the night that answered him, as if from far away:
 
   ‘To fulfil our oath and have peace.’ (p. 772)
 
    
 
   The mountain men who broke their oath to Isildur, Aragorn’s ancestor—and were cursed by him because of it—had been waiting for more than 3,000 years to fulfill their oath and end the curse. They had been unfaithful to their sworn word to come to Isildur’s aid in the war against Sauron; now they would fulfill that oath by fighting with Aragorn against Sauron’s forces.
 
   This bears similarities to the covenants of the Old Testament and to the Suzerain treaties of the ancient Middle East. These covenants and treaties were solemn oaths that included both blessings and curses, usually for the lesser of the two covenant makers—blessings if he kept the covenant, but curses if the lesser party broke the covenant. The Law of Moses is a great example of such a covenant—it contained punishment and curses for breaking the Law and promised blessings for keeping it.
 
   When God made his covenant with Abraham, he instructed Abraham to slaughter several animals and cut them in half. He was then to line up the halves in a row, with space between the two halves. When all was ready, God took the form of a flame and passed between the halves of the slaughtered animals. By this unusual action God was pronouncing a curse upon himself if he broke his covenant with Abraham: “May I become like these slaughtered animals if I do not keep this covenant with my servant Abraham.”
 
   We too need to take our oaths seriously. Are we determined to keep our marriage vows? Are we committed to follow through on a contract? Will we pay off that car loan? We can be covenant keepers or oathbreakers—the choice is ours. But whatever our choice, we need to remember that blessings come to covenant keepers but curses to oathbreakers.
 
    
 
   ‘Riders of the Mark,’ [said Théoden,]. . . ‘Oaths ye have taken: now fulfil them all, to lord and land and league of friendship!’ (p. 818)
 
   ‘Smoke then, and think of [Théoden],’ said Aragorn. ‘For he was a gentle heart and a great king and kept his oaths.’ (p. 851)
 
    
 
   For 500 years Rohan and Gondor had been allies, and Rohan had sworn to come to Gondor’s aid whenever need arose. Now, one more time Rohan has ridden to help Gondor against her enemies because of oaths sworn 500 years earlier. They may very well be riding to their deaths on a battlefield far from home, but they ride to keep a promise.
 
   When the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was formed in 1949, each member nation agreed to treat an attack on any other member as an attack on itself. Such a commitment proved an effective deterrent against Soviet aggression during the Cold War years. If the member nations, however, had decided not to honor their promise, the alliance would have been meaningless. Rulers and governments who keep their oaths are held in honor and establish a reputation of trust and dependability. The same can be said of ordinary citizens.
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   Having a friend, spouse, colleague, or partner who is faithful is high on everyone’s list of what is important, for we have a fundamental need to be able to trust those with whom we interact. But when it comes to being faithful, we need to have high standards for ourselves as well: “It is required that those who have been given a trust must prove faithful” (1 Corinthians 4:2). Our friends, our spouse, our parents, our coworkers trust us to be faithful. Scripture holds a promise for us if we do “prove faithful”:
 
   Let love and faithfulness never leave you;
 
   bind them around your neck,
 
   write them on the tablet of your heart.
 
   Then you will win favor and a good name
 
   in the sight of God and man. (Proverbs 3:3-4)
 
   Let us endeavor to be like the one who “is called Faithful and True” (Revelation 19:11). Let us live in such a way that God will say to us when our life is over, “Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things. Come and share your master's happiness!” (Matthew 25:23)
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   Hope
 
    
 
   Hope is the most basic of human needs. We need hope like we need air to breathe, for once we lose hope, we lose all reason for living.
 
   “Hope” is the thing with feathers—
 
   That perches in the soul—
 
   And sings the tunes without the words—
 
   And never stops—at all—[1]
 
   Hope is what sustains us, what keeps us going, even in the tough times. “Hope springs eternal in the human breast.”[2]
 
   Scripture has much to say about hoping in the Lord for our day-to-day needs. The psalmist declared, “Show me your ways, O Lord, teach me your paths; guide me in your truth and teach me, for you are God my Savior, and my hope is in you all day long” (Psalm 25:4-5). Isaiah the prophet proclaimed, “Those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength. They will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not grow weary, they will walk and not be faint” (Isaiah 40:31).
 
   But this kind of hope pertains only to our present life. What about hope for life after death? The Apostle Peter wrote, “Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead” (1 Peter 1:3). According to the Apostle Paul, “We . . . groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. For in this hope we were saved” (Romans 8:23-24). If we have received the grace of Christ through faith, we have the firm hope of eternal life with him:
 
   Our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father . . . loved us and by his grace gave us eternal encouragement and good hope. (2 Thessalonians 2:16)
 
   We have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure. (Hebrews 6:19)
 
   Faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see. (Hebrews 11:1)
 
   Hope and despair take a front-row seat in Tolkien’s fantasy. Is there any hope of eluding the Black Riders? Is there any hope for Gollum? Is there any hope of getting the Ring to Mount Doom? Can Gandalf, Aragorn, Legolas, Gimli, Merry, and Pippin hope to save Rohan and defeat Saruman? Can Aragorn, Legolas, and Gimli hope to get through the Paths of the Dead? Can the gathered allies hope to save the Golden City?
 
   Some despair of victory; some come close to being defeated by despair, only to find new hope. The key to hope—just as in the real world—is faith in the plan of Providence: that good will ultimately triumph over evil.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Hope for Gollum
 
   ‘There was a little corner of [Gollum’s] mind that was still his own. . . . But that, of course, would only make the evil part of him angrier in the end—unless it could be conquered. Unless it could be cured.’ Gandalf sighed. ‘Alas! there is little hope of that for him. Yet not no hope.’ (pp. 53-54)
 
    
 
   One reason that Gandalf wanted to keep the dangerous Gollum alive, despite all the harm he could cause, was the sliver of hope that he could be redeemed from the evil power of the Ruling Ring. Such was not to be, however, “for the evil man has no future hope, and the lamp of the wicked will be snuffed out” (Proverbs 24:20). Gollum was not wise, and having a future hope is the bonus that comes with wisdom: “Wisdom is sweet to your soul; if you find it, there is a future hope for you, and your hope will not be cut off” (Proverbs 24:14). Gollum’s hope was cut off, once and for all, as he fell into the fires of Mount Doom with a cry, greedily clutching the One Ring.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Hope when all seems in vain
 
   Stone-hard are the Dwarves in labour or journey, but this endless chase began to tell on [Gimli], as all hope failed in his heart. . . . ‘Do not cast all hope away,’ [said Legolas.] ‘Tomorrow is unknown. Rede oft is found at the rising of the Sun.’ (pp. 418-19)
 
    
 
   As the three friends—Aragorn, Legolas, and Gimli—pursued the Uruk-hai who had captured Merry and Pippin, Gimli’s hope failed him. For three days, no matter how fast and furiously they chased the Uruk-hai, they could not gain ground, and Gimli was exhausted and disheartened. Legolas sought to encourage him by telling him not to throw away hope, for who knew what tomorrow would bring? Tomorrow might bring new information (“rede”); as it turned out, that is just what happened.
 
   Not long after sunrise, Aragorn and Legolas spied the approach of the Rohirrim. From them, they learned that the orc-party had been exterminated but that they had not seen the hobbits. The Riders also lent them two horses to continue their search. Later that day, much to their encouragement, they found evidence that Merry and Pippin were still alive.
 
   This is an important and wise principle to apply to our own lives. No matter how bleak things look, tomorrow is another day. Things might be much brighter tomorrow. Therefore, we need to follow the example of the psalmist and hold on to hope no matter how disheartened we are:
 
   Be strong and take heart, all you who hope in the Lord. (Psalm 31:24)
 
   I rise before dawn and cry for help; I have put my hope in your word. (Psalm 119:147)
 
   I wait for the Lord, my soul waits, and in his word I put my hope. (Psalm 130:5)
 
    
 
   ‘“Up with your beard, Durin’s son!” he said. “For thus is it spoken: Oft hope is born, when all is forlorn.” But what hope [Legolas] saw from afar he would not tell.’ (p. 859)
 
    
 
   Once again Gimli had lost hope—this time that the black ships would arrive in time to aid Gondor against Sauron’s forces. They were making agonizingly slow progress against the current of the Anduin, for there was no wind, and time was against them. Then Legolas sensed a wind change coming and was filled with hope. He counseled Gimli to also have hope, even though their efforts seemed to be in vain.
 
   When all our efforts seem fruitless, neither must we despair, for to despair is to be defeated. To give victory a chance, we need to hold fast to hope; otherwise the battle has already been lost. “Therefore . . . stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain” (1 Corinthians 15:58).
 
    
 
   
 
  

Gandalf’s Counsel
 
   ‘I have spoken words of hope,’ [said Gandalf]. ‘But only of hope. Hope is not victory. . . . We must go down to face a peril near despair. . . . Have patience. Go where you must go, and hope!’ (p. 489)
 
    
 
   Gandalf has just told his companions that Providence had brought them to Fangorn in the nick of time and that the Ents were going to wake up and realize that they were strong. So he encourages them to patiently persevere in hope, even in the teeth of despair and the certainty of future danger. Hope alone, however, does not gain the victory; it has to be joined with action and courageous commitment to fight evil.
 
    
 
   ‘Now Théoden son of Thengel, will you harken to me?’ said Gandalf. . . . ‘No counsel have I to give to those that despair.’ (p. 503)
 
    
 
   Théoden King had given in to despair under Saruman’s spell and Wormtongue’s insinuations of hopelessness. Wormtongue was doing to Théoden what Job accused his friends of doing to him: “These men turn night into day; in the face of darkness they say, ‘Light is near’” (Job 17:12). Théoden was withering away, nursing morbid thoughts in his dark throne room.
 
   Dark days have a way of expunging even the memory of the light. Health and hope die easily without constant nourishment, or so it seems, while fear and pessimism, like a mold or a fungus, require only a little thin air and dank dimness to thrive. It isn’t long before the “good old days” fade away into the realm of fable or legend: things that never were or will never come again.[3]
 
   Gandalf comes into Théoden’s presence as a light in the darkness, calling him into the light of hope out of the darkness of despair. He was giving Théoden the chance to say with King David, “You are my lamp, O Lord; the Lord turns my darkness into light” (2 Samuel 22:29). He tells Théoden that he has counsel to give, but he will not give it to someone who is in despair. He invites Théoden to come out into the light of day. In the movie The Shawshank Redemption, Andy Dufresne said, “I guess it comes down to two choices: Get busy living, or get busy dying.”[4] Théoden was busy dying in despair; he needed to get busy living in hope.
 
   This is true for us as well. We need to live in the light of hope, rather than dying in the darkness of despair. The Apostle John wrote,
 
   Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil. Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the light for fear that his deeds will be exposed. But whoever lives by the truth comes into the light, so that it may be seen plainly that what he has done has been done through God. (John 3:19-21)
 
   Wormtongue would not come into the light because his deeds were evil, but Théoden did come out into the light because he wanted to live by the truth. Are we a Wormtongue or a Théoden?
 
    
 
   ‘Courage will now be your best defence against the storm that is at hand—that and such hope as I bring. For not all tidings that I bring are evil.’ (p. 733)
 
    
 
   This is what Gandalf tells Ingold, who is helping to rebuild the wall of the Pelennor. The Bible says something similar about hope in the Lord: “You will be secure, because there is hope; you will look about you and take your rest in safety. You will lie down, with no one to make you afraid” (Job 11:18-19). The Bible also employs the symbolism of defensive and protective armaments. The hope of salvation is described as a helmet, and God as a shield:
 
   We wait in hope for the Lord; he is our help and our shield. (Psalm 33:20)
 
   Since we belong to the day, let us be self-controlled, putting on faith and love as a breastplate, and the hope of salvation as a helmet. (1 Thessalonians 5:8)
 
    
 
   ‘Tell me,’ [Pippin] said, ‘is there any hope? For Frodo, I mean; or at least mostly for Frodo.’
 
   Gandalf put his hand on Pippin’s head. ‘There never was much hope,’ he answered. ‘Just a fool’s hope, as I have been told. . . .Yet in truth I believe that the news that Faramir brings has some hope in it. For it seems clear that our Enemy has opened his war at last and made the first move while Frodo was still free. So now for many days he will have his eye turned . . . away from his own land.’ (p. 797)
 
    
 
   Gandalf is more hopeful because he has received news that Frodo was seen alive and free just before Sauron prematurely launched his military offensive. Gandalf now knows that Sauron does not have the One Ring and does not know where it is. This is a great encouragement, for none of the members of the Fellowship had had news of the Ring-bearer for weeks. Now their anxiety is lessened.
 
   Knowledge can bolster hope or increase despair—or do neither. Sometimes the more we learn, the more depressed we become. That may be because we become more intimate with human wickedness or with tragedy or with the harshness of life. It may also be because what we learn is false. That is what happened to Denethor when he repeatedly used the Seeing Stone but saw only what Sauron allowed him to see: “In this way Denethor gained his great knowledge . . . but he bought the knowledge dearly. . . . Thus pride increased in Denethor together with despair” (p. 1031).
 
   Sometimes the more we learn, the wiser or more hopeful we become. It all depends on the kind of knowledge we gain. If the information we gain is the knowledge of the truth, we increase our hope. For example, in the preface to one of his letters, the Apostle Paul wrote, “Paul, a servant of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ for the faith of God’s elect and the knowledge of the truth that leads to godliness—a faith and knowledge resting on the hope of eternal life, which God, who does not lie, promised before the beginning of time” (Titus 1:1-2). Paul talks about “the knowledge of the truth that leads to godliness,” which rests “on the hope of eternal life.” Gaining knowledge of the truth produces hope.
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Hope of Samwise
 
   Sam said nothing. . . . He never had any real hope in the affair from the beginning; but being a cheerful hobbit he had not needed hope, as long as despair could be postponed. Now they were come to the bitter end. But he had stuck to his master all the way. (p. 624)
 
    
 
   Sam, Frodo, and Gollum were at the Black Gate of Mordor. It looked hopeless that they would be able to find a way through, around, or over the heavily armed and armored entrance to Mordor, but Frodo was determined to try. He told Sam that he was commanded to go to Mordor, and go he would, whatever the consequences. Sam was convinced that they had “come to the bitter end.” But even in his despair, he was pledged to stick to “his master all the way.” Dale Carnegie said, “Most of the important things in the world have been accomplished by people who have kept on trying when there seemed to be no hope at all.” That was Samwise and Frodo.
 
    
 
   ‘Where there’s life there’s hope, as my Gaffer used to say; and need of vittles, as he mostways used to add,’ [said Sam]. (p. 685)
 
    
 
   The Gaffer borrowed this saying from Cicero, who wrote more than 2,000 years ago, “While there’s life, there’s hope.”[5] There is no hope for the dead. “Anyone who is among the living has hope—even a live dog is better off than a dead lion!” (Ecclesiastes 9:4). Hezekiah, king of Judah, wrote a song of praise to the living God in which he said, “The grave cannot praise you, death cannot sing your praise; those who go down to the pit cannot hope for your faithfulness” (Isaiah 38:18).
 
   Many Christian believers at the beginning of the third millennium feel as if they have a great deal in common with the Elves at the end of the of Middle-earth’s Third Age. Our world is changing for the worse. Many fair things are passing away; indeed, many are already long gone. . . . The post-Christian era has arrived and established permanent residency. . . . The end is near. . . . Suddenly we remember: Christ lives. And because he lives, the enemy’s defeat is certain. It’s just a matter of time.[6]
 
   When all seems hopeless and we are tempted to give in to despair, we must remember the words of the Gaffer and Cicero and Hezekiah. Only the living can have hope in God’s faithfulness. We don’t know what the future holds, but we do know that it is God who holds the future.
 
    
 
   Sam reeled, clutching at the stone. . . . ‘You fool, [Mr. Frodo] isn’t dead, and your heart knew it. . . . The trouble with you is that you never really had any hope.’ (p. 723)
 
    
 
   Sam thought that he was doing his duty when he took the Ring from an apparently dead Frodo to carry it on to Mount Doom. Though what he did was providential—for it kept the Ring from being captured by the orcs and then delivered to Sauron—Sam was doing his duty without hope. If he had had hope, he would have assumed that Frodo was not dead and that Providence was still at work to make certain that Frodo and the Ring got to the fires of Mount Doom.
 
   In this case, therefore, it was good that Sam had lost hope, for God uses even harmful or evil things and motivations to accomplish his purposes. As Sam looked in despair at his fallen master, he used Sam’s loss of hope for good. It is similar to what Joseph told his brothers in Egypt: “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good” (Genesis 50:20).
 
    
 
   Peeping among the cloud-wrack above a dark tor high up in the mountains, Sam saw a white star twinkle for a while. The beauty of it smote his heart, as he looked up out of the forsaken land, and hope returned to him. For like a shaft, clear and cold, the thought pierced him that in the end the Shadow was only a small and passing thing: there was light and high beauty for ever beyond its reach. (p. 901)
 
    
 
   Sam has finally put in divine context his and Frodo’s struggle to carry the Ring to destruction—he has realized that divine beauty and goodness is forever beyond the reach of evil. This realization fueled his hope that Providence, not evil, was in control of world events. Thus, he could lie down and sleep without fear because he was on the side of goodness. Vaclav Havel once said, “Hope is a state of mind, not of the world. Hope, in this deep and powerful sense, is not the same as joy that things are going well, or willingness to invest in enterprises that are obviously heading for success, but rather an ability to work for something [simply] because it is good.”[7]
 
    
 
   Never for long had hope died in [Sam’s] staunch heart, and always until now he had taken some thought for their return. But the bitter truth came home to him at last: at best their provision would take them to their goal; and when the task was done, there they would come to an end. . . . But even as hope died in Sam, or seemed to die, it was turned to a new strength. . . . He felt . . . as if he was turning into some creature of stone and steel that neither despair nor weariness nor endless barren miles could subdue. (pp. 912-13)
 
   No more debates disturbed his mind. He knew all the arguments of despair and would not listen to them. His will was set, and only death would break it. (p. 919)
 
    
 
   Sam and Frodo had been through just about the worst experiences imaginable. Now Sam was facing the fact that once they reached Mount Doom—if they did—all their food and water would be gone and they would be defenseless and exposed in the middle of enemy territory. He now realized that the end of their journey would more than likely be their deaths. Thus, his hope that all would turn out well died. However, he was more determined than ever to finish their quest and would not be deterred by despair. As it turned out, though, Sam and Frodo did not die on Mount Doom; they were rescued by the Eagles.
 
   In the The Shawshank Redemption, “Red” Redding and Andy Dufresne have a disagreement about hope. Red says, “Hope is a dangerous thing. It can drive a man insane.” But Andy writes a letter to Red, wherein he says, “Hope is a good thing—maybe the best of things—and no good thing ever dies.”[8] Red’s perspective was that the deferred hope of a prison inmate to get out of prison was only good for driving a man insane. Andy, on the other hand, knew that sometimes hope is the only thing that keeps a person going. Red was resigned; Andy was wise.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Pippin’s Hope
 
   ‘Master Pippin,’ [said Beregond], ‘do you see any hope that we shall stand?’
 
   Pippin did not answer. . . . He shuddered, and hope seemed to wither. . . . Then suddenly Pippin looked up and saw that the sun was still shining and the banners still streaming in the breeze. He shook himself. ‘It is passed,’ he said. ‘No, my heart will not yet despair. Gandalf fell and has returned and is with us. We may stand, if only on one leg, or at least be left still upon our knees.’ (p. 749)
 
    
 
   Beregond asked Pippin if he had any hope that Minas Tirith would stand. Pippin looked at the bleakness of the present situation, then at the brightness of the sun. Then he looked back to an event from the past that at first brought despair, then hope beyond hope. Based on this, he concluded that there was hope for the Golden City—however slim their chances. Stephen Ambrose said, “The past is a source of knowledge, and the future is a source of hope. Love of the past implies faith in the future.”[9]
 
   In the Old Testament, the people of God looked back at the mighty works of God and thereby gained hope for the future. The psalmist wrote, “Guide me in your truth and teach me, for you are God my Savior, and my hope is in you all day long. Remember, O Lord, your great mercy and love, for they are from of old” (Psalm 25:5-6). The psalmist’s (and our) hope in God’s future provision is based on the knowledge of God’s past provision. Because we have seen God come through for us in the past, we have hope that we can depend on him in the future.
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Power of Despair
 
   Another weapon, swifter than hunger, the Lord of the Dark Tower had: dread and despair. (p. 805)
 
   ‘I fear that as the peril of [Denethor’s] realm grew he looked in the [Seeing] Stone and was deceived. . . . The vision of the great might of Mordor that was shown to him fed the despair of his heart until it overthrew his mind.’ (p. 838)
 
    
 
   Denethor’s fall into folly and despair is a graphic example of how dread and despair are definitely psychological weapons of war. They are synonymous with discouragement, dismay, and pessimism. In Denethor’s case, Sauron played him like a harp, allowing him to see only what would feed his hopelessness. We, on the contrary, need to keep our sight focused squarely on our source of hope—Jesus Christ.
 
    
 
   Everyone that he cared for had gone away into the gloom that hung over the distant eastern sky; and little hope at all was left in [Merry’s] heart that he would ever see any of them again.
 
   As if recalled by his mood of despair, the pain in his arm returned, and he felt weak and old, and the sunlight seemed thin. (p. 865)
 
    
 
   Merry felt deserted and alone and at the end of his rope. He had lost hope. This kind of emotional and psychological “mood of despair” does have an adverse physical effect on people. It made Merry feel “weak and old.” It also made the psalmist feel weak, afflicted, and near death:
 
   My soul is full of troubles,
 
   and my life draws near to Sheol.
 
   I am counted among those who go down to the pit;
 
   I am a man who has no strength,
 
   like one set loose among the dead,
 
   like the slain that lie in the grave,
 
   like those whom you remember no more. . . .
 
   Afflicted and close to death from my youth up,
 
   I suffer your terrors; I am helpless. (Psalm 88:3-5, 15, ESV)
 
   The effects of despair must of necessity be stressful and physically wearing. Notice the stress and anxiety that permeates the following passage:
 
   The Lord will give you an anxious mind, eyes weary with longing, and a despairing heart. You will live in constant suspense, filled with dread both night and day, never sure of your life. In the morning you will say, “If only it were evening!” and in the evening, “If only it were morning!”—because of the terror that will fill your hearts and the sights that your eyes will see. (Deuteronomy 28:65-67)
 
   It is so easy to despair, but it offers no solutions and brings only harm. The only way to defuse the power of despair is to resolve, by the grace of God, not to lose hope.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Laughing at Despair
 
   [Éomer] laughed . . . for once more the lust of battle was on him. . . . And lo! Even as he laughed at despair he looked out again on the black ships, and he lifted up his sword to defy them. (p. 829)
 
    
 
   Éomer, along with the rest of the Rohirrim, saw the black ships of the Umbar, allies of Sauron. With this strong reinforcement, all hope seemed to be lost, so Éomer “laughed at despair.” He would fight to the death and die for glory and honor. But the next instant, Éomer saw the flag of Aragorn unfurl on the lead ship, and joy and hope filled him. “True hope is swift, and flies with swallow’s wings;/ Kings it makes gods, and meaner creatures kings.”[10]
 
   Do we laugh at despair, or do we lose heart and cringe before it? What if Éomer had lost heart when he saw the black ships and thrown down his sword, exposing himself to the swords and spears of his enemies? He would have died foolishly, just when hope was at hand. G. K. Chesterton wrote, “In the struggle for existence, it is only on those who hang on for ten minutes after all is hopeless, that hope begins to dawn.”[11] We should not assume, therefore, that a hopeless situation is permanent. If we can just hang on a little longer, things might change.
 
    
 
   So terrible was the cry that for a moment all stood still, and yet when it had passed, suddenly their hearts were lifted up in such a hope as they had not known since the darkness came out of the East. (pp. 837-38)
 
    
 
   The people were filled with hope, because the Lord of the Nazgul had been destroyed. Hope gives rise to joy, so this scene exactly reflects the proverb “When the righteous prosper, the city rejoices; when the wicked perish, there are shouts of joy” (Proverbs 11:10). Those of us who have never suffered under evil oppression may instinctively recoil from rejoicing over the perishing of the wicked, but those who have suffered in this way understand. When Operation Iraqi Freedom forces deposed Sadam Hussein and freed the people from his fear and oppression, they spontaneously celebrated and rejoiced. For the first time they knew hope. When the Americans and French liberated Paris on August 25, 1944, the Parisians rightly celebrated and rejoiced. When the wicked perish, justice has been served, and when justice prevails, people are filled with hope and joy.
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   The wise characters of Tolkien’s tale hold firm to hope and counsel others to do the same. If we would be wise, we must do the same.
 
   It is precisely when every earthly hope has been explored and found wanting, when every possibility of help from earthly sources has been sought and is not forthcoming, when every recourse this world offers, moral as well as material, has been explored to no effect, when in the shivering cold the last [log] has been thrown on the fire and in the gathering darkness every glimmer of light has finally flickered out, it’s then that Christ’s hand reaches out sure and firm.[12]
 
   Though we are weak and prone to folly, God has provided us with the armor we need to shield ourselves from the devastation of despair. “Since we belong to the day, let us be self-controlled, putting on faith and love as a breastplate, and the hope of salvation as a helmet” (1 Thessalonians 5:8). He has also given us a reason to hope—namely, eternal life:
 
   We ourselves were once foolish, disobedient, led astray, slaves to various passions and pleasures, passing our days in malice and envy, hated by others and hating one another. But when the goodness and loving kindness of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of works done by us in righteousness, but according to his own mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that being justified by his grace we might become heirs according to the hope of eternal life. (Titus 3:3-7, ESV)
 
   The Apostle Paul offers this final blessing and benediction: “May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit” (Romans 15:13).
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   Humility & Pride
 
    
 
   Many people believe that a person is either humble or prideful, with nothing in between. Contemporary wisdom suggests that if a person says he’s humble, then she or he definitely is not. The fact is, however, that a person can be more or less humble as well as more or less prideful. Thus, a spectrum exists with pride on the one end and humility on the other. In defense of this “relative humility” is the scriptural pronouncement that Moses was “more humble than anyone else on the face of the earth” (Numbers 12:3). If Moses was the most humble person, there must have been other people who also were humble, only less so.
 
   Even accepting this, however, if a person is asked to rate her humility on a scale of 1-10, the higher she rates herself, the less humble we believe her to be. But this perspective is jaded. Certainly we are masters at deceiving ourselves and thinking of ourselves more highly than we ought, but there must be objective standards by which we can measure our pride or humility. For instance, if Moses was the most humble person on earth, we ought to be able to use his character to develop criteria to measure our own humility.
 
   What was Moses like? He felt unworthy of God’s calling. He believed that he was not self-sufficient and not as skilled or as talented as others. He thought of the welfare of others more than of his own. Even though he grew up in wealth, power, and privilege, he considered himself an ordinary person. He did not want to do great things for God but desired only to live a simple, uncelebrated life. These characteristics provide at least an initial humility checklist for us. I have used scriptural statements to define each item:
 
             “You also, when you have done everything you were told to do, should say, ‘We are unworthy servants; we have only done our duty.’” (Luke 17:10)
 
             “Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love.” (Ephesians 4:2)
 
             “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others. Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus.” (Philippians 2:3-4)
 
             “Make it your ambition to lead a quiet life, to mind your own business and to work with your hands, just as we told you.” (1 Thessalonians 4:11)
 
   The extent to which these qualities characterize our lives can help us determine how humble we are.
 
   One amazing feature of The Lord of the Rings is how many of the main characters display true humility. Frodo’s heart-felt humility makes him an anti-hero of sorts. Merry, Pippin, and Sam live to serve Frodo, and they never forget that they are simple people with humble origins. Gandalf’s humble actions are all the more impressive in light of his immense power and authority. Faramir shows the courage of his convictions by rejecting the pride and arrogance of his brother and father. The displays of humility by these main protagonists provide a sharp contrast to the pride of the antagonists—Sauron, Saruman, Shelob, and Denethor.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Frodo’s Humility
 
   ‘You have been chosen,’ [said Gandalf,] ‘and you must therefore use such strength and heart and wits as you have.’
 
   ‘But I have so little of any of these things!’ (p. 60)
 
    
 
   Frodo’s conviction that he was not strong or courageous or shrewd reflects Moses’ humble view of himself. When God called Moses to bring his people out of Egypt, Moses’ reply was “Who am I, that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?” (Exodus 3:11). Similarly, Frodo was essentially saying, “Who am I, that I should take the One Ring to Mount Doom and cast it into the fire?” Indeed, who would think that a mere hobbit could endure such an ordeal and be successful?
 
   Frodo didn’t pretend to possess the wisdom necessary to accomplish the quest for which he had been chosen. When others spoke, he listened. He did not, as is often our error, seek to impress anyone with his own superior knowledge. Frodo was humble enough to learn from those wiser still, recognizing that truth is something we discover, not something we define.[1]
 
   When God called Moses, Moses (like Frodo) objected, “O Lord, I have never been eloquent, neither in the past nor since you have spoken to your servant. I am slow of speech and tongue” (Exodus 4:10). Frodo complained to Gandalf, “I am not made for perilous quests. . . . Why was I chosen?” Gandalf replied, “It was not for any merit that others do not possess: not for power or wisdom” (p. 60). Like Moses, Frodo viewed himself as an unlikely candidate for heroic feats. This self-opinion never changed. To the bitter end, he believed that he was not made for such a task, but he was certain that he had been chosen for it.
 
   The chief irony of the entire epic is that hobbitic weakness becomes the paradoxical solution to the problem of Absolute Might. The Hobbits are worthy opponents of Sauron exactly because their life-aims are so very modest. Wanting nothing more than to preserve the freedom of their own peaceable Shire, they have no grandiose uses for the Ring. Their meekness uniquely qualifies them to destroy the Ring in the Cracks of Doom.[2]
 
    
 
   
 
  

Gandalf’s Humility
 
   ‘There are many powers in the world,’ [Gandalf said,] ‘for good or for evil. Some are greater than I am. Against some I have not yet been measured.’ (p. 214)
 
    
 
   Clearly Gandalf was no Mohammed Ali! Gandalf did not believe that he was “the greatest.” Despite having killed the powerful Balrog and emerging incredibly formidable, he did not presume to think that his “good” power could defeat any “evil” power that he encountered. He did not allow his strength to make him arrogant.
 
   John Ruskin once said, “I believe that the first test of a truly great man is his humility. I don’t mean by humility, doubt of his power. But really great men have a curious feeling that the greatness is not of them, but through them. And they see something divine in every other man and are endlessly, foolishly, incredibly merciful.” This describes Gandalf to a tee. He did not doubt his power but was convinced that his power was to be used for the benefit of others, and as his encounter with Saruman demonstrated, he was “incredibly merciful.”
 
    
 
   
 
  

Saruman’s Pride
 
   ‘Perilous to us all are the devices of an art deeper than we possess ourselves. . . . Further and further abroad [Saruman] gazed, until he cast his gaze upon Barad-dûr. Then he was caught! . . . One [palantír] at least Sauron must have obtained and mastered to his purposes.’ (pp. 583-84)
 
    
 
   Saruman allowed himself the arrogance to think that he had the strength to control a palantír that did not belong to him and that was already under the control of the Dark Lord. Sauron’s influence through the palantír further subverted and deceived Saruman. Desire for the Ring turned a good and wise wizard into something completely evil. He tore up the beauty of the trees and plant life and replaced them with the ugliness of machines and evil creatures. When he created the Uruk-hai, he took the evil devised by Sauron and made it more evil. He sought to destroy Gandalf and Théoden and anyone else who stood in his way. Nothing mattered except obtaining the One Ring. It was Saruman’s obsession.
 
   The Bible says that “whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted” (Matthew 23:12). Saruman exalted himself in a lust for power and domination. In the end, he lay prostate in the dust. This is what happens to all those who are proud in The Lord of the Rings. In fact, the protagonists are so consistently humble and the antagonists so consistently proud that the plot could be expressed in the scriptural truism “You, [O Lord,] save the humble, but your eyes are on the haughty to bring them low” (2 Samuel 22:28).
 
    
 
   
 
  

Denethor’s Pride and Faramir’s Humility
 
   ‘I would not take this thing,’ [said Faramir,] ‘if it lay by the highway. . . . I do not wish for such triumphs, Frodo son of Drogo. . . . I do not love the bright sword for its sharpness, nor the arrow for its swiftness, nor the warrior for his glory,’ [said Faramir]. ‘I love only that which they defend.’ (p. 656)
 
   Needing knowledge, but being proud, and trusting in his own strength of will, [Denethor] dared to look in the palantír of the White Tower. None of the Stewards had dared to do this, nor even the kings Eärnil and Eärnur, after the fall of Minas Ithil when the palantír of Isildur came into the hands of the Enemy. (Appendix A, p. 1031)
 
    
 
   Denethor serves as an example of pride and folly. He trusted “in his own strength of will” when he dared to look into the palantír. What Denethor failed to do was to humble himself and seek God, the God who has promised, “If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and will heal their land” (2 Chronicles 7:14). Instead, Denethor looked to his own abilities, strength, and cunning. This was made all the more clear by the disdain that he showed for the advice and help of Gandalf, God’s representative (see “Angels” in the “Biblical Allusions” theme).
 
   The Bible says, “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble” (James 4:6). So God abandoned Denethor to his despair and allowed him to commit suicide in a pyre of his own making; however, God did not allow Denethor to take his son, Faramir, with him. Many times Faramir showed himself to be a truly humble man. Faramir was, unlike his father, a disciple of Gandalf and consistently sought his advice and approval. So God provided a faithful man in Beregond to protect Faramir from the insane despondency of his father.
 
   Truly humble people seek the Lord’s will and way, rather than their own. They depend on him, rather than on their own strength and abilities. As the Psalmist says, “Some trust in chariots and some in horses, but we trust in the name of the Lord our God” (Psalm 20:7).
 
    
 
   
 
  

Shelob’s and Sauron’s Arrogance
 
   [Shelob] was there before Sauron, and before the first stone of Barad-dûr; and she served none but herself, drinking the blood of Elves and Men, bloated and grown fat with endless brooding on her feasts, weaving webs of shadow. . . . Sauron . . . knew where she lurked. . . . So they both lived, delighting in their own devices, and feared no assault, nor wrath, nor any end of their wickedness. Never yet had any fly escaped from Shelob’s webs. (pp. 707-9)
 
    
 
   Shelob had never tasted defeat, and like all those who are unvanquished, she believed herself to be invincible. In the middle of the twentieth century, the people of the United States believed that their military was not capable of being defeated, but the Vietnam Conflict was a wakeup call. After a series of unbroken victories, Napoleon Bonaparte, the last and best military genius France has produced, considered himself indomitable. Yet he met his Waterloo, literally.
 
   Sauron had faced defeat thousands of years earlier, yet he, along with Shelob, still “feared no assault, nor wrath, nor any end of their wickedness.” Their arrogance knew no bounds. Scripture holds a guarantee from God for individuals like Sauron and Shelob: “I will punish the world for its evil, the wicked for their sins. I will put an end to the arrogance of the haughty and will humble the pride of the ruthless” (Isaiah 13:11). This is exactly what happened to Sauron and Shelob in The Lord of the Rings.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Merry and Pippin
 
   ‘We Tooks and Brandybucks, we can’t live long on the heights.’
 
   ‘No,’ said Merry. ‘I can’t. . . . It is best to love first what you are fitted to love, I suppose: you must start somewhere and have some roots, and the soil of the Shire is deep.’ (p. 852)
 
    
 
   Merry and Pippin express true humility here. They would feel uncomfortable to be numbered among extraordinary people such as Aragorn and Gandalf. Their natural yearning is to be lowly and unassuming hobbits who stay close to home and put down roots. But such is not their destiny. When they return to the Shire, they lead their fellow hobbits in the defeat of Saruman and his henchmen and become the most admired and legendary of hobbits. According to Appendix B, Meriodoc becomes Master of Buckland, and Pippin becomes the Took and Thain. Eventually King Elesser makes Pippin, Merry, and Samwise “counsellors of the North-kingdom” (Appendix B, p. 1071). Finally, when they are old, Merry and Pippin make one last trip back to Rohan and Gondor to visit with their friends, and there they are laid to rest “among the great of Gondor” (p. 1071).
 
   The best thing about truly humble people is that they do not want power, prestige, or popularity. They are uncomfortable in the spotlight. Their attitude toward positions of power and influence is that they can take it or leave it. One prominent example of this kind of attitude is George W. Bush, which is refreshing and unusual for politicians:
 
   Television reporter James Moore, is co-author of the new book, “Bush’s Brain: How Karl Rove Made George W. Bush Presidential.”
 
   In it, Moore recalls a conversation he had with Bush during the 2000 campaign. They are on the plane late one night and the candidate, then the governor of Texas, comes over and takes a seat next to Moore. . . . He asks Bush what happens if he loses his bid for the presidency. Bush put his head back and exhaled gently, Moore writes. Then he said: “Oh I don’t know Jimmy. That wouldn’t be the worst thing that could happen. I guess I’d just go back to Dallas, watch a lot of baseball games, spend time with my friends and Laura and the girls, make a living, enjoy my life. Do what other people do.”
 
   “Simple as that?” Moore asked.
 
   “Yep, that simple,” Bush said.[3]
 
   Unlike Albert Gore, Bill Clinton, and a host of other politicians, Bush did not have a lifelong obsession to be President of the United States. He was content to be a regular guy who enjoys what God has given him. He could have taken or left the White House, along with its incredible power and prestige.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Samwise
 
   Already the Ring tempted [Sam], gnawing at his will and reason. . . . In that hour of trial it was the love of his master that helped most to hold him firm; but also deep down in him lived still unconquered his plain hobbit-sense. . . . The one small garden of a free gardener was all his need and due, not a garden swollen to a realm. (pp. 880-81)
 
    
 
   Sam’s “plain hobbit-sense” helped him to see himself as he really was: small, unassuming, and best suited to tend “one small garden.” Like Merry and Pippin, his natural yearning was to be a lowly and unassuming hobbit. He was uncomfortable at the thought of being numbered among the great and noble. This humility is what enabled him to resist the temptation of the Ruling Ring in his “hour of trial.”
 
   As already mentioned, the Bible says that “God . . . gives grace to the humble” (James 4:6, quoting Proverbs 3:34). This is why humility is key to resisting temptation. Grace is God’s enabling power to resist our sinful nature and to submit ourselves to him and to his authority.
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   All the main protagonists of Tolkien’s novel are individuals characterized by humility. We don’t often see this in novels, but Tolkien made them humble because they are the good guys, and he was keenly aware that part of being good is being humble.
 
   Humility is not optional for the Christian, for God says, “This is the one I esteem: he who is humble and contrite in spirit, and trembles at my word” (Isaiah 66:2). “Humble yourselves, therefore,” the Apostle Peter exhorts, “under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time” (1 Peter 5:6). The Christian does not need to promote him- or herself in an arrogant manner, for God will do the promoting of the person who is humble before him, for he shows himself strong on behalf of those who love him (Psalm 24:8).
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   Joy
 
    
 
   Joy is the embodiment of the Christian life. It is a person’s emotional/spiritual response to the internal work of the Holy Spirit. As Scripture says, “The kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit, because anyone who serves Christ in this way is pleasing to God and approved by men” (Romans 14:17-18). And “the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace . . .” (Galatians 5:22-23).
 
   Whereas happiness is transient, true and lasting joy comes from God. “While there is joy in human life in the earthly realm, such as joy at victory (Ps 20:5) or a harvest (Is 9:3), its overwhelming context is spiritual. . . . Joy is a by-product of life with God. Joy is not found by seeking it as an end in itself. It must be given by God.”[1] Mother Teresa said, “Joy is prayer—Joy is strength—Joy is love—Joy is a net of love by which you can catch souls. . . . A joyful heart is the inevitable result of a heart burning with love. Never let anything so fill you with sorrow as to make you forget the joy of the Christ risen.”[2]
 
   This truth—that joy comes from God (specifically from the Holy Spirit) and is related to spiritual salvation—appears many times in Scripture:
 
   The Lord has done great things for us, and we are filled with joy. (Psalm 126:3)
 
   The disciples were filled with joy and with the Holy Spirit. (Acts 13:52)
 
   The jailer brought them into his house and set a meal before them; he was filled with joy because he had come to believe in God—he and his whole family. (Acts 16:34)
 
   Though you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy, for you are receiving the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls. (1 Peter 1:8-9)
 
   Joy is a prominent motif in The Lord of the Rings, specifically in the persons of Tom Bombadil, Goldberry, and Gandalf, as well as in the Elves and Ents. The joy of Tom, Goldberry, and the Ents come from delight in God’s creation. The joy of the Elves stem from their immortality—from the fact that they had dwelt in the Blessed Realm and therefore “lived at once in both worlds” (pp. 216-17). Gandalf’s joy results from his having come back from the very presence of God with a glorious and powerful resurrected body (see the “Resurrection” theme).
 
    
 
   
 
  

Tom Bombadil’s Joy
 
   [Tom Bombadil’s] . . . face was red as a ripe apple, but creased into a hundred wrinkles of laughter. (p. 117)
 
    
 
   From somewhere behind the house came the sound of singing. . . .
 
   Old Tom Bombadil is a merry fellow;
 
   Bright blue his jacket is, and his boots are yellow. (p. 122)
 
    
 
   Tom Bombadil delighted in all created things and loved taking care of everything that grew in his small kingdom. He rejoiced in God’s creation and was in tune with the created order. Tom was always laughing and singing. Singing and joy are closely related both in life and in Scripture. The Psalmist commands even creation itself to sing and shout for joy: “Shout for joy to the Lord, all the earth, burst into jubilant song with music” (Psalm 98:4; see also 100:1).
 
   We have all known people who always seemed to be humming or singing or whistling a tune. They gave every indication that they delighted in and took satisfaction in their work and activities. Such was Tom Bombadil, and such are we when we experience the joy of the Lord. “One might . . . say that singing is a distinctively Christian activity. Other faith-traditions have their music . . . but followers of Jesus sing: loud and long, jubilantly, triumphantly, even raucously.”[3]
 
    
 
   
 
  

Goldberry’s Joy
 
   ‘Fair lady Goldberry!’ said Frodo at last, feeling his heart moved with a joy that he did not understand. . . . ‘Now the joy that was hidden in the songs we heard is made plain to me.’. . .
 
   ‘I see you are an elf-friend; the light in your eyes and the ring in your voice tells it. This is a merry meeting.’ (pp. 121-22)
 
   There came . . . the clear voice of Goldberry singing up above them. . . . The hobbits listened with delight; and Frodo was glad in his heart. (p. 127)
 
   ‘The rain has ended,’ [Goldberry] said; ‘and new waters are running downhill, under the stars. Let us now laugh and be glad.’ (p. 129)
 
    
 
   Goldberry too was filled with joy and delight over God’s creation. She especially enjoyed rain and flowing water, for she was the River-daughter. Goldberry especially demonstrates how contagious joy is. As she sang her refrains, Frodo felt “his heart moved with a joy that he did not understand,” and the “hobbits listened with delight.”
 
   The Psalmist says, “Let the rivers clap their hands, let the mountains sing together for joy” (Psalm 98:8). As the creation sings for joy to the Lord, let us take delight in what God has created for our benefit. Sure we live in a sinful and fallen world, and there is much to be sad and disheartened about. But let’s also remember that God wants us to rejoice in the good things he has given us.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Tom Bombadil’s Exhortation
 
   ‘Be bold,’ [Tom said,] ‘but wary! Keep up your merry hearts, and ride to meet your fortune!’ (p. 144)
 
    
 
   As the hobbits set off to continue their journey to Bree, Tom cautions them to be bold and wary, which makes a lot of sense considering the dangers that lay before them. But why does he add the exhortation for them to keep their “merry hearts”? How would joy be advantageous to them?
 
   First, it would give them strength: “The joy of the Lord is your strength” (Nehemiah 8:10). Second, it would make them optimistic and hopeful: “May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit” (Romans 15:13). Third, it would demonstrate that they were on the right side: “The prospect of the righteous is joy, but the hopes of the wicked come to nothing” (Proverbs 10:28). Their wicked enemies—in this case, the Black Riders—could never be characterized by joy, so their hopes would, as the proverb says, come to nothing.
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Joy of the Elves
 
   Glorfindel was tall and straight; his hair was of shining gold, his face fair and young and fearless and full of joy; his eyes were bright and keen, and his voice was like music; on his brow sat wisdom, and in his hand was strength. (p. 220)
 
    
 
   Tolkien by and large obliquely implies the joy expressed by the Elves by portraying their music, singing, laughter, and merry-making. But he gets explicit when he describes Glorfindel’s face as being “full of joy” and his voice as being “like music.” Glorfindel models the ubiquitous joy of the Elves. In spite of many trials and the stress of evil constantly pressing in around them, the Elves personify joy. Their irrepressible joy echoes the words of the Apostle James: “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance” (James 1:2).
 
   The Apostle Paul says of the Macedonian believers, “Out of the most severe trial, their overflowing joy and their extreme poverty welled up in rich generosity” (2 Corinthians 8:2). He holds them up as a model of how all Christians should overflow with joy in the midst of severe trials.
 
   Joy is probably the last thing we think about when we respond to trials, but it should not be so. Typically our response is to get depressed or discouraged or even angry. Joy in the midst of trial and testing demonstrates more than anything else that the Holy Spirit lives within us and that we are in the very presence of God.
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Joy of the Ents
 
   ‘Time was when I could walk and sing all day,’ [Treebeard said]. . . . ‘And the smell of the air! I used to spend a week just breathing.’ (p. 457)
 
   For a moment Treebeard stood under the rain of the falling spring, and took a deep breath; then he laughed, and passed inside. (p. 459)
 
   Quickbeam often laughed. He laughed if the sun came out from behind a cloud, he laughed if they came upon a stream or spring: then he stooped and splashed his feet and head with water; he laughed sometimes at some sound or whisper in the trees. (p. 471)
 
    
 
   Treebeard and Quickbeam exemplify the joy of the Ents in their frequent laughter and singing. They rival Tom Bombadil in the joy and delight they take in the most common and everyday things around them. We should strive to be like them and focus on the good things in life: “Whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable–if anything is excellent or praiseworthy–think about such things” (Philippians 4:8). How can we not be filled with joy when we “think about such things” as purity, nobility, truth, and beauty? Focusing on such things will fill us with joy inexpressible!
 
    
 
   
 
  

Gandalf’s Joy
 
   Gandalf, laughing suddenly, . . . came and stood beside Pippin. . . . The sound of that laugh had been gay and merry. Yet in the wizard’s face he saw at first only lines of care and sorrow; though . . . under all there was a great joy: a fountain of mirth enough to set a kingdom laughing, were it to gush forth. (p. 742)
 
    
 
   The resurrected Gandalf was full of “a great joy”—enough “to set a kingdom laughing, were it to gush forth.” The strong implication is that this joy came with him when he was sent back by God to finish his task in Middle-earth. Gandalf came back filled with joy because God is full of joy:
 
   I will rejoice over Jerusalem and take delight in my people. (Isaiah 65:19)
 
   The Lord your God . . . will take great delight in you, he will quiet you with his love, he will rejoice over you with singing. (Zephaniah 3:17)
 
   To look at the care and sorrow on Gandalf’s face, one would assume that he was anything but joyful. But even if a person does not light up a room when he or she walks in, that person can still be full of quiet joy. Joy is not a state of animation so much as a state of mind and attitude—an attitude of faith and confidence in God.
 
   Gandalf had much to be joyful about: he had been in God’s presence; he had returned from a violent death; he was many times stronger than before; he had personally witnessed the providential working of God; and the tide had turned in the conflict with Saruman and Sauron. What was true for the psalmist was true for Gandalf: “The Lord is my strength and my shield; my heart trusts in him, and I am helped. My heart leaps for joy and I will give thanks to him in song” (Psalm 28:7). This should be our credo as well.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Joy at the Destruction of Evil
 
   ‘‘A hope and joy are come to me that no reason can deny,’ [said Faramir]. . . . In all the houses of the City men sang for the joy that welled up in their hearts from what source they could not tell. . . .
 
   A great Eagle . . . bore tidings: . . .
 
   Sing and be glad, all ye children of the West,
 
   for your King shall come again . . . ,
 
   and the City shall be blessed. (pp. 941-42)
 
    
 
   When the One Ring fell into the fires of Mount Doom and Sauron’s spirit was shredded in the wind, an inexplicable joy filled the people of Gondor, even those as far away as the White City. The removal of a great evil from Middle-earth resulted in unprompted joy and singing.
 
   A similar thing happened in Baghdad, when the regime of Saddam Hussein was utterly destroyed by the overwhelming might of the coalition forces. The hearts of the Iraqi people spontaneously overflowed in joy as they surged through the streets in celebration. They experienced what the book of Proverbs says:
 
   When the righteous prosper, the city rejoices;
 
   when the wicked perish, there are shouts of joy. . . .
 
   When justice is done, it brings joy to the righteous
 
   but terror to evildoers. (Proverbs 11:10; 21:15)
 
   Why do people rejoice at the destruction of evil? Some would say that such an attitude shows a lack of compassion and love for the evil people who have been brought to justice. That may be true, but it is also true that such an attitude shows love and compassion for those who have been freed from the tyranny of evil. In essence, people rejoice at the destruction of evil because God does: “‘Let him who boasts boast about this: that he understands and knows me, that I am the Lord, who exercises kindness, justice and righteousness on earth, for in these I delight,’ declares the Lord” (Jeremiah 9:24).
 
   At the end of World War II, the Allied nations rejoiced at the fall of Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan, and they were right to do so. The West rejoiced at the fall of the Soviet Union in 1989, the tearing down of the Berlin Wall, and the death of Nicolae Ceausescu in Romania, and it was warranted. With the Psalmist we say, “The righteous will be glad when they are avenged, when they bathe their feet in the blood of the wicked. Then men will say, ‘Surely the righteous still are rewarded; surely there is a God who judges the earth’” (Psalm 58:10-11)!
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   The most impressive characters in The Lord of the Rings are noted for their joy. Joy almost takes on a life of its own as we walk with Tom, Goldberry, Treebeard, the Elves, and Gandalf. They make us desire the joy that comes so naturally to them and that so freely bubbles forth from them. What makes their joy even more attractive is that they are strong and confident individuals, not wimps or sissies. This joy is often manifested in song:
 
   Song is central to the history of Tolkien’s Middle-earth. The tale of The Lord of the Rings is constantly punctuated with singing. Tom Bombadil sings as he rescues the hobbits from danger. Aragorn sings of Beren and Lúthien upon the dark and dangerous heights of Weathertop. Legolas sings of the wanderings of Nimrodel. . . . A great eagle [sings] of the return of the king and the defeat of Sauron. Bilbo ties the entire epic together with his song of the road that “goes ever on and on.”[4]
 
   For Christians, joy is closely related to faith, love, strength, and singing. We are commanded to “shout for joy before the Lord, the King” (Psalm 98:6) and to “worship the Lord with gladness; come before him with joyful songs” (Psalm 100:2). We have much to be joyful about, for if Jesus Christ had not come as God’s worthy and perfect sacrifice for sins, we would have nothing but tears. Our prayer should be that of the Apostle Paul’s: that we may be “strengthened with all power according to his glorious might so that [we] may have great endurance and patience, and joyfully [give] thanks to the Father” (Colossians 1:10-12).
 
   Love for God and love for each other are key to a joyful life. Jesus said, “If you obey my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my Father’s commands and remain in his love. I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete. My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you” (John 15:10-12).
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   Righteous Anger
 
    
 
   Not all anger is bad. Our culture would have us believe that it is always wrong to be angry and that irate people need anger management therapy. It is true that anger is usually an undesirable and potentially destructive emotion, and the wise person keeps his or her temper in check: “A fool gives full vent to his anger, but a wise man keeps himself under control” (Proverbs 29:11). It is also true that anger leads to criminal acts: “As churning the milk produces butter, and as twisting the nose produces blood, so stirring up anger produces strife” (Proverbs 30:33).
 
   On the other hand, the Bible speaks of a type of anger that is righteous and not sinful. The Apostle Paul commands us to “hate what is evil” (Romans 12:9), and sometimes that involves becoming angry at evil actions. Jesus hated what was evil. He got angry at the hardness of people’s hearts: “He looked around at them in anger and [was] deeply distressed at their stubborn hearts” (Mark 3:5).
 
   On occasion, someone who cares deeply about what is good and right will get angry at egregious evil or foolish irresponsibility. In The Lord of the Rings, Gandalf, Treebeard, and Samwise all, at various times and for different reasons, express righteous anger.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Gandalf
 
   Pippin felt curiously attracted by the well. . . . Moved by a sudden impulse he groped for a loose stone, and let it drop. . . . 
 
   ‘What’s that?’ cried Gandalf. . . . ‘Fool of a Took!’ he growled. ‘This is a serious journey, not a hobbit walking-party. Throw yourself in next time, and then you will be no further nuisance.’ (p. 305)
 
    
 
   Was Gandalf justified in being angry at Pippin? He may have overreacted a bit, but Pippin’s irresponsible action of dropping a pebble down the well endangered the safety of the whole party. In fact, it led directly to Gandalf’s fall into the depths with the Balrog. Gandalf didn’t know this at the time, but he instinctively knew that Pippin was being careless and heedless of the safety of the Fellowship. Maybe he should have used a softer rebuke, but obviously he was exaggerating to make a point when he told Pippin to “throw yourself in next time.”
 
   Was Gandalf right to be angry? Yes, he was. Pippin needed to learn that they were in a deadly serious situation and that he had to think of the group’s safety before he did anything on his own.
 
    
 
   ‘You choose to stay and gnaw the ends of your old plots. Stay then! . . . Saruman!’ he cried, and his voice grew in power and authority. . . . ‘You have no color now, and I cast you from the order and from the Council. . . . Saruman, your staff is broken.’ There was a crack, and the staff split asunder in Saruman’s hand. (pp. 569)
 
    
 
   Gandalf displayed an extraordinary willingness to show mercy to the one who was responsible for the death and suffering of countless people. But when his offer was refused, he became justifiably angry at the stubborn evil of the Wizard. In his wrath, Gandalf defrocked Saruman and broke his Wizard’s staff.
 
   I believe that it was not wrong for the world to be angry at the September 11 terrorist attacks or for our country to demand justice and to declare war on terrorism. Our national anger was justified. At the same time, however, we must be certain that our anger and subsequent actions are righteous, “for man’s anger does not bring about the righteous life that God desires” (James 1:20). It is only righteous anger over injustice or irresponsibility that God honors as legitimate.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Treebeard
 
   ‘[Fangorn’s] long slow wrath is brimming over,’ [said Gandalf,] ‘and all the forest is filled with it. . . . It will soon be running like a flood.’ (p. 486)
 
    
 
   By human (and hobbit) standards, the Ents were extremely slow to arrive at any decision or undertaking. Treebeard’s “long slow wrath” is reminiscent of God’s long, slow wrath. It takes a great deal to provoke God’s anger, because he is loving and compassionate:
 
   The Lord is slow to anger, abounding in love and forgiving sin and rebellion. Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished; he punishes the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation. (Numbers 14:18)
 
   The Lord is slow to anger and great in power; the Lord will not leave the guilty unpunished. His way is in the whirlwind and the storm, and clouds are the dust of his feet. (Nahum 1:3)
 
   Sooner or later God does unleash his wrath, and when he does, it is swift and terrible:
 
   See, the day of the Lord is coming—
 
   a cruel day, with wrath and fierce anger—
 
   to make the land desolate
 
   and destroy the sinners within it. (Isaiah 13:9)
 
   Who can withstand his indignation? Who can endure his fierce anger? His wrath is poured out like fire; the rocks are shattered before him. (Nahum 1:6)
 
   So too the wrath of Treebeard brimmed over and ran “like a flood.” All the Ents were full of fury—so much so that Treebeard had to stop them from hurting themselves as they futilely tore at the walls of Orthanc.
 
   “The history of humankind demonstrates that complacency and appeasement by the decent encourage mischief by the sinister. Only the active, intentional influence of good can counter the progressive nature of bad. And when evil advances, there is no safe haven for the passive.”[1] We Christians should be slow to anger—it should take a great deal to provoke us to righteous indignation. When our wrath does brim over, however, it should carry us through to the honorable execution of justice.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Samwise
 
   Sam did not wait to wonder what was to be done, or whether he was brave, or loyal, or filled with rage. He sprang forward with a yell, and seized his master’s sword in his left hand. Then he charged. No onslaught more fierce was ever seen in the savage world of beasts, where some desperate small creature armed with little teeth, alone, will spring upon a tower of horn and hide that stands above its fallen mate. . . .
 
   A fury was upon [Shelob] greater than any she had known in countless years. (p. 711)
 
    
 
   Shelob lived only to prey upon others—to poison, devour, rend, and kill. She had done so for countless years, and now her prey was Frodo. This justified Sam’s furious attack, perhaps the most impressive and inspiring heroic act in Tolkien’s novel. Sam rose in righteous fury against an evil surpassed in its maliciousness only by that of Sauron.
 
   Sam’s motivation was to save the life of his master from a horror that was all but unimaginable. Were there an audience, Sam’s fearless assault would have appeared a ridiculous suicide mission, doomed to certain failure. But Sam wasn’t thinking about the fact that this was “David vs. Goliath” ten times over. He didn’t care how great the odds were against him; he was his master’s only hope, however miniscule. His victory was as shocking as was David’s and likewise was entirely providential.
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   Most anger needs to be diligently avoided because it is sinful or leads to sin: “Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice” (Ephesians 4:31); “you must rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy language from your lips” (Colossians 3:8). The Apostle Paul feared the presence of anger and its terrible consequences among his converts: “I am afraid that when I come I may not find you as I want you to be, and you may not find me as you want me to be. I fear that there may be quarreling, jealousy, outbursts of anger, factions, slander, gossip, arrogance and disorder” (2 Corinthians 12:20). He says further, “‘In your anger do not sin’: Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry” (Ephesians 4:26).
 
   There may be times, however, when it is right and just for us to be angry. Scripture tells us that Jesus himself became angry at least twice and that this anger moved him to action:
 
   The Passover of the Jews was at hand, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem. In the temple he found those who were selling oxen and sheep and pigeons, and the money-changers sitting there. And making a whip of cords, he drove them all out of the temple, with the sheep and oxen. And he poured out the coins of the money-changers and overturned their tables. And he told those who sold the pigeons, “Take these things away; do not make my Father’s house a house of trade.” His disciples remembered that it was written, “Zeal for your house will consume me.” (John 2:13-17, ESV)
 
   Again he entered the synagogue, and a man was there with a withered hand. And they watched Jesus, to see whether he would heal him on the Sabbath, so that they might accuse him. And he said to the man with the withered hand, “Come here.” And he said to them, “Is it lawful on the Sabbath to do good or to do harm, to save life or to kill?” But they were silent. And he looked around at them with anger, grieved at their hardness of heart, and said to the man, “Stretch out your hand.” He stretched it out, and his hand was restored. (Mark 3:1-5, ESV)
 
   Unbelief, evil actions, or foolish irresponsibility may at times cause us to be angry. When that happens, we must be certain that we do not sin in whatever course of action we take. Our singular goal must be a justice that brings honor to God.
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   Everyday Wisdom
 
    
 
   The Lord of the Rings is filled with maxims,[1] axioms,[2] shrewd observations, wise advice, and proverbs that have direct bearing on everyday life. Some are explicit and some implicit, but all are guides to a life lived wisely. According to Scripture, the way of wisdom is much better than the path of folly:
 
   The waywardness of the simple will kill them,
 
   and the complacency of fools will destroy them;
 
   but whoever listens to [wisdom] will live in safety
 
   and be at ease, without fear of harm. (Proverbs 1:32-33)
 
   One foolish moment can ruin the rest of our life, so we need to follow the advice of the wise whenever possible.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Maxims
 
   A maxim is a pithy saying that contains proven truth or is a statement of general principle or truth. Gandalf has plenty of wisdom to share in the form of maxims, but on occasion Aragorn and the hobbits chime in as well.
 
    
 
   “Good-bye, for the present, Bilbo,’ [said Gandalf]. ‘Take care of yourself! You are old enough, and perhaps wise enough.’ (p. 35)
 
    
 
   The maxim to which Gandalf implicitly refers is that wisdom comes with experience (at least it should) and experience from the accumulation of years. Bilbo is definitely “old enough” to take care of himself, but is he wise enough? Has he accumulated enough wisdom over the years to take care of himself, without Gandalf’s oversight? Apparently he was.
 
   In general, the longer people live, the wiser they should become. That is not always the case, but usually when older people reflect on what they were like as young adults, they cannot believe how naïve or foolish they were. They may have done the best they could, given their youth, but compared to what they know now, they were not very wise when they were young. Our youth can excuse a plethora of foolish actions, but the older we get, the less excuses we have when we act the fool.
 
    
 
   ‘The wide world is all about you, [Frodo,’ said Gildor the Elf]: ‘you can fence yourselves in, but you cannot forever fence it out.’ (p. 82)
 
    
 
   Gildor makes reference to the monastery mentality of the hobbits. The hobbits have tried to seclude themselves from the world of humans, Elves, Dwarves, Wizards, orcs, and other creatures, wanting only to live quietly and peacefully in their little corner of Middle-earth. But now Frodo has been forced to take the Ruling Ring out of the Shire and into “the wide world,” for the Nazgûl have shattered their borders in an effort to find and take the Ring by force.
 
   The Hedge in Buckland symbolizes how the hobbits have fenced themselves in, but no hedge or fence can keep out evil forever. Now that Sauron has become aware of the existence of hobbits, Frodo and his friends must leave the monastery mentality behind and take their place in the outside world in the battle against evil.
 
   Throughout church history Christians have attempted to shut out the world by building monasteries, both literally and figuratively. Ironically, many monasteries began as centers for missionary work, but the temptation of the monastery setting is isolationism, which tries to shut out the sinfulness of the world; however, monasteries of stone and steel—or of the mind and spirit—cannot shut out all evil, for the sinful world is only one of three sources of evil. The other two sources are the sinful self and the devil. We might be somewhat successful in shutting out the world, but we cannot shut out the devil, and we cannot escape ourselves. Thus, just as in the Shire, in this life we can never completely escape sin, evil, and temptation.
 
   The Apostle Paul wrote, “I have written you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral people—not at all meaning the people of this world who are immoral, or the greedy and swindlers, or idolaters. In that case you would have to leave this world” (1 Corinthians 5:9-10). While praying to his heavenly Father, Jesus said, “As you sent me into the world, I have sent [my disciples] into the world” (John 17:18). Jesus’ intent is for his followers to be ministering to and carrying God’s truth into the world around them, not trying to escape the world.
 
    
 
   ‘That settles it!’ said Frodo. ‘Short cuts make delays, but inns make longer ones.’ (p. 86)
 
    
 
   With Black Riders roaming the Shire, Frodo didn’t want to waste another minute getting to his new house in Buckland. His concern at not having heard from Gandalf was also niggling him. He would brook no further delay, so he nixed the suggestion to stop at an inn.
 
   If you have ever taken a purported “short cut” only to find that it has taken you longer than if you had kept to the main route, you know from experience that “short cuts [can] make delays.” The problem with short cuts is that, unless you have scouted them out in advance, you never know what unexpected obstacles you may encounter. The delay of a short cut, however, is nothing compared to the time that can be wasted at an inn. There you can get involved in story telling, camaraderie, and too much liquid refreshment, the perfect recipe for disaster if you have a schedule to keep.
 
    
 
   ‘You must take me along with you, until I wish to leave you,’ [said Strider].
 
   ‘Oh, indeed!’ replied Frodo. . . ‘I should not agree to any such thing, until I knew a good deal more about you, and your business.’
 
   ‘Excellent!’ exclaimed Strider. (p. 160)
 
    
 
   “Don’t trust a stranger” is the maxim implied by this conversation between Strider and Frodo. In Strider’s estimation Frodo had not been nearly cautious enough since he came into the Prancing Pony. Now Frodo was showing some wisdom in his refusal to take up with a stranger.
 
   The Bible tells us to think the best of others (love “always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres” [1 Corinthians 13:7]), but it also instructs us not to be gullible and naïve: “I am sending you out like sheep among wolves. Therefore be as shrewd as snakes and as innocent as doves” (Matthew 10:16). This essentially was Strider’s advice to Frodo.
 
    
 
   ‘Do not judge the counsel of Gandalf, until all is over, lord,’ said Aragorn. (p. 527)
 
    
 
   Aragorn advises Théoden King not to be premature in his assessment of Gandalf’s counsel to ride out in battle against Saruman. Aragorn’s rebuke is similar to the reply of Israel’s King Ahab to Ben-Hadad: “One who puts on his armor should not boast like one who takes it off” (1 Kings 20:11). Aragorn is telling Théoden that he should not doubt Gandalf’s counsel until the battle is over and the wisdom or folly of his advice is known. The book of Proverbs also advises us not to jump to hasty conclusions:
 
   He who speaks rashly will come to ruin. . . .
 
   It is not good to have zeal without knowledge, nor to be hasty and miss the way. . . .
 
   The plans of the diligent lead to profit as surely as haste leads to poverty. . . .
 
   Do you see a man who speaks in haste? There is more hope for a fool than for him. (Proverbs 13:3; 19:2; 21:5; 29:20)
 
    
 
   ‘The treacherous are ever distrustful,’ answered Gandalf wearily. (p. 568)
 
    
 
   The traitor Saruman has just told Gandalf that he does not trust him or his merciful offer of freedom. Saruman can be classified a traitor because the Wizards were sent to Middle-earth as messengers to rally opposition to Sauron (p. 1059). Saruman chose to be disloyal to that mandate, and just as all who are treacherous, Saruman cannot bring himself to trust others. The truism here is that the treacherous impute their motivations and wicked scheming to others. Like the leprous father of Robert the Bruce in the movie Braveheart, their belief is that “All men betray.” But it just isn’t so.
 
    
 
   ‘Often does hatred hurt itself!’ [said Gandalf]. (p. 571)
 
    
 
   The context of this maxim is Saruman’s decision to maintain his hatred of Gandalf and those allied against Sauron. The Bible teaches that God has ordained that hateful behavior, though harmful to others, prove harmful to the perpetrator. Those who seek revenge and those who nurture a grudge, for instance, are so consumed with hate that they cripple themselves emotionally and spiritually. They find themselves shipwrecked on the shoals of their own evil passions and obsessions. Those who scheme to hurt another often end up hurting themselves even more:
 
   Anyone who claims to be in the light but hates his brother is still in the darkness. Whoever loves his brother lives in the light, and there is nothing in him to make him stumble. But whoever hates his brother is in the darkness and walks around in the darkness; he does not know where he is going, because the darkness has blinded him. (1 John 2:9-11)
 
    
 
   ‘[Pippin], you are now sworn to [Théoden’s] service. . . . I did not hinder it, for generous deed should not be checked by cold counsel.’ (p. 743)
 
    
 
   The maxim “generous deed should not be checked by cold counsel” wisely highlights the fact that clinical or cerebral reasoning should not necessarily be the final arbiter of action. Other virtues and capacities serve as equally valid bases for making decisions. It was irrational and unnecessary for Pippin to swear allegiance to Théoden, but it was a “generous deed” and an unselfish gesture on his part.
 
   At the end of 2002, a man read about a child who needed a new kidney.[3] Then he did a most surprising thing: he decided to see if he could qualify as a donor. When told that he was a match, he donated a part of his kidney, without charge, to a total stranger. Many a legitimate “cold counsel” could have been given regarding the wisdom of his not doing this “generous deed,” but he went ahead with this incredible act of sacrificial love. And he is only one of several who have donated a kidney to a complete stranger in recent years.
 
   Sometimes our own cold counsel, or that of others, discourages us from doing something generous or unselfish for another. We reason that we don’t have the time or money or that it is not safe or too much of a sacrifice. Contrary to this, we need to make sure that we live in a caring and unselfish way, unmitigated by “cold counsel.”
 
    
 
   
 
  

Axioms
 
   Arthur Schopenhauer, who lived in the nineteenth century, once said, “All truth passes through three stages. First, it is ridiculed. Second, it is violently opposed. Third, it is accepted as being self-evident.” Perhaps some axiomatic truths came about by such a route, but many self-evident truths have been accepted because they are just that: true—true for all times and all cultures. Such are the axioms in Tolkien’s novel.
 
    
 
   All that is gold does not glitter,
 
   Not all those that wander are lost. (p. 167)
 
    
 
   The first line of this couplet stands on its head the familiar proverb “All that glitters is not gold.” But gold—that is, the real thing—may not glitter, yet still be the genuine article. Many fairy tales have a similar theme: “Outward loveliness can be a screen for deep-seated evil.”[4] But can the opposite also be the case—can “something look foul and yet be fair! Is it possible that God sends his most precious gifts to us in packages we are little tempted to open? Can truth and beauty be concealed behind an unattractive—even repulsive—veneer? That’s the way it happened in Strider’s case.”[5]
 
   This all-too-familiar axiom, though self-evident, is all too often ignored. A modern-day proverb that says much the same thing is “Don’t judge a book by its cover,” yet how many times have every one of us done exactly that? It is incredibly easy to do, so we should doubly be on our guard against it.
 
    
 
   ‘Let the guide go first while you have one,’ [said Aragorn]. (p. 305)
 
    
 
   This axiom is sometimes usurped by arrogance and folly. Jesus said, “Leave [the Pharisees]; they are blind guides. If a blind man leads a blind man, both will fall into a pit” (Matthew 15:14). But too often we choose to blindly grope along instead of making use of a guide who plainly knows the way. On a mundane level, we do the same thing when we choose to assemble a purchase without taking the time to read the instructions. But of greater significance is when, on our own authority, we choose to assemble a set of spiritual beliefs that please us, rather than relying on God’s guidebook—the Bible—to lead us into the truth. As the Apostle Paul warned, “The time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own passions, and will turn away from listening to the truth and wander off into myths” (2 Timothy 4:3-4).
 
    
 
   ‘The wise speak only of what they know,’ [said Gandalf]. (p. 503)
 
    
 
   The opposite of this axiom is “Fools speak out of ignorance.” Though we all know this by experience, we are probably more often foolish in what we say than we are wise. We are so eager to express our opinion or to demonstrate how much we know that we do not check out the facts or do the necessary research. We latch onto an idea or assertion and assume that it is true, only to find out later that we should have done our homework. These days that is especially true of information that we find on the Internet.
 
   But the wise use caution and assert only what they have become convinced is the truth. Such a practice ensures that we not only do not spread rumors and error but also do not embarrass or make fools of ourselves.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Shrewd Observations
 
   [Tom Bombadil regarded] Farmer Maggot . . . as a person of more importance than they had imagined. ‘There’s earth under his old feet, and clay on his fingers; wisdom in his bones, and both his eyes are open.’ (p. 130)
 
    
 
   We tend to equate practical, down-to-earth, unassuming people with those who are uneducated, boring, and parochial. Such was the assumption of Frodo, Sam, Pippin, and Merry regarding Farmer Maggot. They had no idea that the farmer was keenly interested in current affairs, both inside and outside the Shire, and that he had made numerous trips into the Old Forest.
 
   Farmer Maggot had solid common sense and unaffected humility. He was pensive and deliberate and made decisions based on all the information at his disposal. He was one of the underappreciated people who nevertheless form the backbone of a strong and stable society.
 
    
 
   ‘Where be you a-going? Old Tom Bombadil’s not as blind as that yet. Take off your golden ring! Your hand’s more fair without it.’ (p. 131)
 
    
 
   Tom’s gentle rebuke made Frodo feel foolish for pulling the prank of trying to sneak off by wearing the Ring. With this admonition, Tom reveals a startling fact: he could see Frodo when he was wearing the Ring! Tom’s keen moral sight not only could see the invisible Frodo as he wore the Ring but also discerned that the Ring of the evil Dark Lord should not be trifled with. Though beautiful and valuable on the physical level, it was ugly and foul on the moral and spiritual plane. In a sense, Frodo was joining himself with the evil of the Ring when he put it on his finger. Thus, in a moral sense, he was much “more fair without it.”
 
   In our contemporary world, too many people have begun to trifle with evil—whether it takes the form of consulting their Horoscope, a Ouija board, or a fortune teller or communicating with dead spirits (as on the SciFi Channel’s Crossing Over with John Edwards). Spiritual advisors available at the other end of 900 numbers have proliferated. Paganism, witchcraft, and the occult have become much more acceptable, as evidenced by such recent prime-time TV shows as Charmed and Buffy the Vampire Slayer, not to mention many computer games.
 
   Uncritical acceptance of Pagan and occultic ideas, even by professing Christians, is a troubling phenomenon. People who dabble in these areas, or even only watch media that advocates them, are making themselves vulnerable to demonic forces. It is not a good thing, and it is not pleasing to God:
 
   Let no one be found among you who . . . practices divination or sorcery, interprets omens, engages in witchcraft, or casts spells, or who is a medium or spiritist or who consults the dead. (Deuteronomy 18:10-11)
 
   They practiced divination and sorcery and sold themselves to do evil in the eyes of the Lord, provoking him to anger. (2 Kings 17:17)
 
   Just as Frodo was wisely advised not to treat lightly an evil thing, so Christians would be wise to refrain from dabbling in Pagan and occultic ideas and beliefs.
 
    
 
   Pippin tried to describe his first impression of [Treebeard’s eyes].
 
   ‘One felt as if there was an enormous well behind them, filled up with ages of memory and long, slow, steady thinking; but their surface was sparkling with the present.’ (p. 452)
 
    
 
   “Long, slow, steady thinking,” a habit modeled by the Ents, is despised by many and practiced by few; however, it is absolutely crucial for the drawing of wise and judicious conclusions. When the pace of life was slower—200, 100, even 50 years ago—long and steady thinking was valued much more than it is today. Deliberate consideration of all the facts, factors, and circumstances made—and makes—for wise decisions: “The wisdom of the prudent is to give thought to their ways” (Proverbs 14:8).
 
    
 
   ‘Treebeard,’ [Pippin said], . . . ‘looked at us and said: “Hm, well, I find that you are not such hasty folk as I thought. You said much less than you might, and no more than you should.”’ (p. 556)
 
    
 
   This is high praise coming from Treebeard, especially considering that he is speaking to the garrulous Merry and Pippin. Saying “much less than you might, and no more than you should” shows thoughtful and wise use of the tongue. Several scriptural proverbs offer similar advice:
 
   When words are many, sin is not absent,
 
   but he who holds his tongue is wise. . . .
 
   A prudent man keeps his knowledge to himself. . . .
 
   The heart of the righteous weighs its answers. . . .
 
   A man of knowledge uses words with restraint. . . .
 
   He who guards his mouth and his tongue
 
   keeps himself from calamity. (Proverbs 10:19; 12:23; 15:28; 17:27; 21:23)
 
    
 
   
 
  

Wise Advice and Common Sense
 
   ‘Elves seldom give unguarded advice, [Frodo,’ said Gildor the Elf,] ‘for advice is a dangerous gift, even from the wise to the wise, and all courses may run ill.’ (p. 83)
 
    
 
   How freely most of us give out advice—whether solicited or not! When we do so, we engage in a foolish practice, for the scriptural proverb says, “A fool finds no pleasure in understanding but delights in airing his own opinions.” In other words, the fool freely speaks his or her opinions (which most likely includes advice) out of ignorance.
 
   The wise Elves of Middle-earth, on the other hand, were reluctant to give advice, even when it was solicited. They considered it too easy to give bad advice that might worsen the situation. Perhaps the high-profile person who is always dispensing wise words of advice isn’t the one to emulate. Maybe the path of wisdom is to be more cautious and usually keep our advice to ourselves. Scripture says, “Even a fool is thought wise if he keeps silent, and discerning if he holds his tongue” (Proverbs 17:28).
 
    
 
   ‘Don’t go a-meddling with old stone or cold Wights or prying in their houses, unless you be strong folk with hearts that never falter!’ He said this more than once. (p. 131)
 
   ‘Speed now, fair guests!’ [Goldberry] said. ‘And hold to your purpose! North with the wind in the left eye and a blessing on your footsteps! Make haste while the sun shines!’ (p. 133)
 
   They woke suddenly and uncomfortably from a sleep they had never meant to take. (p. 134)
 
    
 
   I would like to think that, if I had been one of the hobbits, I would have been vigilance itself as regards the Barrow Downs and the ghostly Wights. But maybe, like the hobbits, I too would have let down my guard. They took lightly the warnings of Tom and Goldberry not to go near the Barrow Downs and to “make haste while the sun shines”; the day was bright and glorious, and they began to believe that trouble was far away.
 
   Instead of staying well to the west of the Barrow Downs, they veered ever closer and, in fact, stopped to eat within their very midst. They took their time eating too, then dawdled afterwards and took a nap that “they had never meant to take.” By that time the sun was close to setting, and they became vividly aware of their folly.
 
   Their folly—and perhaps ours at times—was in not listening to the advice of the wise. The biblical proverb says, “Listen to advice and accept instruction, and in the end you will be wise” (Proverbs 19:20; also 12:15). Because the hobbits did not follow the wise advice of Tom and Goldberry, they very nearly suffered a terrible death. In fact, Gandalf—surprisingly—told Frodo, who was recovering from the Morgul-knife wound in Rivendell, that the hobbits’ narrow shave with the Barrow-wight had been “perhaps the most dangerous moment of all” (p. 213). The pertinent proverb for them and for us is “He who scorns instruction will pay for it” (Proverbs 13:13). On the other hand, “Whoever gives heed to instruction prospers, and blessed is he who trusts in the Lord” (Proverbs 16:20).
 
    
 
   ‘Only thrice have you set the Ring upon your finger since you knew what you possessed. Do not try [to see the other Rings and know the thoughts of those who wear them]! It would destroy you. Did not Gandalf tell you that the rings give power according to the measure of each possessor?’ (p. 357)
 
    
 
   Since Frodo did not number among the great and powerful, any effort on his part to use the Ring’s powers (such as reading minds) would be fatal. The lords of the Eldar were strong enough to wield the Ruling Ring, as were the Wizards, but they resisted its lure (except for Saruman). If they had not, they would all have eventually become corrupted by the Ring’s evil. Aragorn too would have been able to make full use of the Ring, for after the Paths of the Dead, Legolas told Gimli, “In that hour I looked on Aragorn and thought how great and terrible a Lord he might have become in the strength of his will, had he taken the Ring to himself. Not for naught does Mordor fear him” (p. 858). But, contrary to what the movies lead us to believe, Aragorn was never tempted to take and use the Ring of Power, for he knew his limitations.
 
   We too need to sensibly assess our strengths and limitations, especially when it comes to opposing the evil powers in our world. “Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you” (Romans 12:3).
 
    
 
   ‘The brooch of an elven-cloak!’ cried Legolas and Gimli together.
 
   ‘Not idly do the leaves of Lórien fall,’ said Aragorn. ‘This did not drop by chance: it was cast away as a token’ (p. 414, cf. 439)
 
   ‘One who cannot cast away a treasure at need is in fetters. You did rightly.’ (p. 550)
 
    
 
   Pippin knew that his and Merry’s situation was desperate and all but hopeless, so he decided that he needed to do what he could to help the friends whom he trusted were coming to the rescue, regardless of the consequences. Running away from the trampled path and dropping his brooch was a courageous and wise thing to do. It also demonstrated that he was not a slave to material possessions. We have all seen movies or read stories in which one of the characters is killed or injured because he cannot leave, or let go of, the “treasure.” But Pippin, being devoid of greed, knew that rescue was more important than his “precious” brooch, so he was able to let it go.
 
   As Pippin had hoped, the three companions did find his tracks and ultimately the brooch. This gave hope and encouragement to their weary spirits and exhausted bodies. Now the chase was not as disheartening as before.
 
   Each of us needs to be able to let go of the material things that we value when doing so will accomplish a higher end or preserve something or someone of greater value. Jesus put it this way: “What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, and yet lose or forfeit his very self?” (Luke 9:25).
 
    
 
   ‘In doubt a man of worth will trust to his own wisdom,’ [said Háma]. ‘I believe you are friends and folk worthy of honour, who have no evil purpose.’ (p. 500)
 
    
 
   When Gandalf, Aragorn, Legolas, and Gimli arrived at Théoden’s palace, wisdom helped Háma discern the good from the evil. So too wisdom helps us to distinguish between good and evil. “The mature . . . by constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil” (Hebrews 5:14). Our prayer to God should be that of Solomon’s: “Give your servant a discerning heart . . . to distinguish between right and wrong” (1 Kings 3:9).
 
   Then [we] will understand what is right and just
 
   and fair—every good path.
 
   For wisdom will enter [our] heart,
 
   and knowledge will be pleasant to [our] soul.
 
   Discretion will protect [us],
 
   and understanding will guard [us]. (Proverbs 2:9-11)
 
    
 
   ‘Are you yet wise enough, [Gimli,] to detect all [Saruman’s] counterfeits?’ (p. 562)
 
    
 
   Gandalf doubts that Gimli is wise enough to discern Saruman’s counterfeits. Fact is, very few on Middle-earth were that wise. Perhaps only Gandalf and the Elf Lords were wise enough not to be fooled by Saruman’s devices.
 
   In the real world, Satan too is a master of deception, so Scripture tells us that we must be wise when it comes to his counterfeits:
 
   Satan himself masquerades as an angel of light. It is not surprising, then, if his servants masquerade as servants of righteousness.” (2 Corinthians 11:14-15)
 
   The coming of the lawless one will be in accordance with the work of Satan displayed in all kinds of counterfeit miracles, signs and wonders, and in every sort of evil that deceives those who are perishing. (2 Thessalonians 2:9-10)
 
   The Bible does not teach that we should be overly skeptical, assuming that almost every good thing is a deception of Satan. But we do need to be discerning and make good use of the wisdom that God supplies.
 
   
 
  

 
 
   ‘Where there’s life there’s hope, as my Gaffer used to say,’ [said Sam]; ‘and need of vittles.’ (p. 685)
 
    
 
   “Where there’s life there’s hope” is actually a saying borrowed from Cicero, who lived in the first century B.C. and said, “While there’s life, there’s hope.”[6] The unique feature added by Tolkien and put into the mouth of the Gaffer is the eminently practical “and need of vittles.” After all, to stay alive a person has to eat. The first part of the saying is what Sam needed, however, when he was contemplating suicide after Frodo’s apparent death from Shelob’s venom. Quickly he came to the realization that with his death all hope would be finally extinguished.
 
   How important for us to remember “where there’s life there’s hope” when our world is experiencing such a high suicide rate, especially among teens. No matter how bad things may appear and though there seems to be no way out, to snuff out our life is to remove all doubt—and all hope.
 
    
 
   ‘No need to brood on what tomorrow may bring,’ [said Gandalf]. ‘For one thing, tomorrow will be certain to bring worse than today, for many days to come.’ (p. 743)
 
    
 
   “Live for today, and don’t worry about tomorrow” is a wise motto. If we are always living for tomorrow, we miss the joys and pleasures of the present. Also, to worry about tomorrow is to multiply our troubles, for Jesus said, “Do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own” (Matthew 6:34).
 
    
 
   ‘A great lord is that, and a healer; and it is a thing passing strange to me that the healing hand should also wield the sword. . . .’
 
   ‘It needs but one foe to breed a war, not two, Master Warden,’ answered Éowyn. ‘And those who have not swords can still die upon them. . . . And it is not always good to be healed in body. Nor is it always evil to die in battle, even in bitter pain.’ (p. 937)
 
    
 
   A great deal of wisdom is contained in what Éowyn says here. First, it takes only one party to start a war, so there can be a de facto aggressor and an innocent party in any given war. There can also be an evil side and a good side in a war. Second, unarmed civilians can—and do—die in war and need to be defended by soldiers. Third, “it is not always good to be healed in body.” This is heresy to the “health and wealth gospel” people. We all desire health, but sickness and injury help us empathize with others who are in pain and also help us to grow and mature. Fourth, it is not always bad “to die in battle.” When a person is defending his land and people, to die in battle is honorable and noble.
 
   The “healing hand” can “also wield the sword” because both actions properly executed show love and compassion. As the noble Faramir said,
 
   ‘War must be, while we defend our lives against a destroyer who would devour all; but I do not love the bright sword for its sharpness, nor the arrow for its swiftness, nor the warrior for his glory. I love only that which they defend: the city of the Men of Númenor; and I would have her loved for her memory, her ancientry, her beauty, and her present wisdom.’ (p. 656)
 
   G. K. Chesterton concurred when he said, “The true soldier fights not because he hates what is in front of him, but because he loves what is behind him.”[7]
 
    
 
   
 
  

Proverbs
 
   ‘I owe much to Éomer,’ said Théoden. ‘Faithful heart may have forward tongue.’
 
   ‘Say also,’ said Gandalf, ‘that to crooked eyes truth may wear a wry face.’ (p. 510)
 
    
 
   There are two proverbs in this exchange between Théoden and Gandalf. Théoden’s proverb means that a true friend will not mince words. Motivated by love, he or she will say the hard things that need to be said. The book of Proverbs has parallel sayings: “Faithful are the wounds of a friend,” and “A friend loves at all times, and a brother is born for adversity” (Proverbs 27:6; 17:17).
 
   Gandalf’s proverb means that, instead of truth, a wicked person may hear only mocking or scornful words, especially when the truth is something that the person does not want to hear. When Théoden was playing the fool under Wormtongue’s influence, he interpreted Éomer’s warnings and exhortations as disloyal and treasonous rather than as what they were—tough love and true wisdom. Proverbs says, “Do not speak to a fool, for he will scorn the wisdom of your words” (Proverbs 23:9). However, “He who listens to a life-giving rebuke will be at home among the wise” (Proverbs 15:31).
 
    
 
   ‘Wise man trusts not to chance-meeting on the road in this land,’ [said Faramir]. (p. 644)
 
    
 
   This proverb emphasizes the wisdom of caution, especially when a person is in a threatening or potentially hostile environment. In such a situation, it is not wise to too quickly trust a stranger or to assume that the encounter was by chance rather than planned with evil intent.
 
    
 
   ‘The hasty stroke goes oft astray,’ said Aragorn. (p. 762)
 
    
 
   To be patient is wiser than to be rash. Aragorn applies this to battle and warfare. The Bible applies it to what we say: “He who guards his lips guards his life, but he who speaks rashly will come to ruin” (Proverbs 13:3). The Apostle Paul lumps rashness in with other wicked characteristics: “There will be terrible times in the last days. People will be lovers of themselves, lovers of money, . . . without self-control, brutal, not lovers of the good, treacherous, rash” (2 Timothy 3:1, 4).
 
    
 
   ‘In the morning counsels are best,’ [Théoden said,] ‘and night changes many thoughts.’ (p. 783)
 
    
 
   Modern advice about making a big or difficult decision is frequently to “Sleep on it.” After a certain point, it is counterproductive to keep thinking about or discussing possible solutions. Weariness of mind and body muddies the water. Sleeping on it and taking it up fresh the next morning often results in new lines of thought and quick breakthroughs.
 
    
 
   ‘Need brooks no delay, yet late is better than never,’ said Éomer. (p. 817)
 
    
 
   An urgent need fairly screams for an immediate remedy, but sometimes it is wiser to pause long enough consider the best course of action. To pause for thought means to cause a delay, but delay is better than never, and it may even be better than immediate action. A well-thought out plan usually produces better results than does impetuous action.
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   When we are young, our tendency is to scorn or scoff at the wisdom of our elders. As teenagers, we consider our parents to be dolts, but as young adults, we discover that they have gotten very wise very quickly. What is important to remember is that we are wise to pay heed to the sage advice passed down to us in the form of proverbs, axioms, and maxims.
 
   Blessed is the one who finds wisdom,
 
   and the one who gets understanding,
 
   for the gain from her is better than gain from silver
 
   and her profit better than gold. . . .
 
   Long life is in her right hand;
 
   in her left hand are riches and honor.
 
   Her ways are ways of pleasantness,
 
   and all her paths are peace. (Proverbs 3:13-14, 16-17, ESV)
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   Courage
 
    
 
   Courage has historically been considered a masculine ideal and beauty a feminine value. But now that women have served in combat and been taken as prisoners of war, that distinction has been blurred. In recent years many novels and movies have featured women as heroic warriors. No longer do women only sit at home waiting for their men to return from heroic feats, for courage is no longer the sole domain of men. Toleration, rather than confrontation, has become the new masculine ethic.
 
   Having spent the last thirty years redefining masculinity into something more sensitive, safe, manageable and, well, feminine, [society] now berates men for not being men. . . . “Where are all the real men?” is regular fare for talk shows and new books. You asked them to be women, I want to say. The result is a gender confusion never experienced at such a wide level in the history of the world.[1]
 
   We must not neglect or ignore the courage of women. Many women throughout history have been heroic and courageous. Even Tolkien’s fantasy features a warrior woman in the person of Éowyn. But the need to be strong and courageous is built into the very fabric of the male psyche. “In the heart of every man is a desperate desire for a battle to fight, an adventure to live, and a beauty to rescue.”[2] Furthermore, “Life needs a man to be fierce—and fiercely devoted. The wounds he will take throughout his life will cause him to lose heart if all he has been trained to be is soft.”[3]
 
   Christina Hoff Sommers says that we “are turning against boys and forgetting a simple truth: that the energy, competitiveness, and corporal daring of normal, decent males is responsible for much of what is right in the world.”[4] As an example, she points to the heroism of two teenaged boys during the Columbine High School massacre: “Seth Houy threw his body over a terrified girl to shield her from the bullets; fifteen-year-old Daniel Rohrbough paid with his life when, at mortal risk to himself, he held a door open so others could escape.”[5]
 
   Because God made men to be strong and courageous, strength and courage are important character traits that he wants to see displayed in men who claim to be his servants. As the Israelites prepare to conquer the Promised Land, God tells Joshua,
 
   Be strong and courageous, because you will lead these people to inherit the land I swore to their forefathers to give them. Be strong and very courageous. Be careful to obey all the law my servant Moses gave you; do not turn from it to the right or to the left, that you may be successful wherever you go. . . . Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.” (Joshua 1:6-7, 9)
 
   If you’re not convinced yet, the Apostle Paul commands, “Be on your guard; stand firm in the faith; be men of courage; be strong” (1 Corinthians 6:13). Being strong and courageous is an expression of faith—it shows that we believe that God is with us and will not forsake us. Jehoshaphat, king of Judah, confirmed this when he told the judges whom he had just appointed, “Act with courage, and may the Lord be with those who do well” (2 Chronicles 19:11).
 
   Courage is also valued—and even expected—in Tolkien’s tale. Without courage, the adventure to destroy the One Ring would not even have begun. Cowardice would not have brought the Ring-bearer to the very fires of Mount Doom.
 
   The Lord of the Rings is a tale of redemption in which the main characters overcome cowardly self-preservation to model heroic self-sacrifice. Their bravery mirrors the greatest heroic rescue of all time, when Christ “humbled himself and became obedient to death—even death on a cross!” (Philippians 2:8).[6]
 
   Though all the members of the Fellowship of the Ring show strength and courage, Frodo, Sam, Gandalf, Éowyn, and Merry are most notable for their individual acts of great and memorable courage.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Frodo
 
   ‘But where shall I find courage?’ asked Frodo. ‘That is what I chiefly need.’
 
   ‘Courage is found in unlikely places,’ said Gildor. ‘Be of good hope.’ (p. 83)
 
    
 
   God has built into men the desire and need to be strong and fearless. “Every man wants to play the hero. Every man needs to know that he is powerful.”[7] Perhaps the greatest question that each boy or man has is “Am I brave, or am I a coward? When I am put to the test, will I pass or fail?” This is vividly portrayed, for instance, in Stephen Crane’s classic novel The Red Badge of Courage. “The capacity and desire to be heroic resides deep within each of us. And while we may avoid risk and deaden passion through our culture of affluence, the seed of courage remains within.”[8] The bottom line is that no matter what society tells them, men will continue to cling to courage as a core value of their identity.
 
   A man bears the image of God in his strength, not so much physically but soulfully. Regardless of whether or not he knows the biblical account, if there’s one thing a man does know he knows he is made to come through. Yet he wonders . . . Can I? Will I? When the going gets rough, when it really matters, will he pull it off? . . . Every man feels that the world is asking him to be something he doubts very much he has it in him to be. . . . Do I have what it takes? Am I powerful? Until a man knows he’s a man he will forever be trying to prove he is one, while at the same time shrink from anything that might reveal he is not.[9]
 
   Frodo knows that he needs to be courageous, but he doesn’t feel courageous; he feels weak, fearful, and inadequate. He confesses this to Gildor the Elf right after beginning his adventure and while still in the Shire. Gildor tells Frodo to be hopeful, for he might find the courage he lacks in unexpected places. Frodo, indeed, finds his courage nurtured by Bilbo, by the loyalty of his friends, by Tom Bombadil, and by his companions in the Fellowship of the Ring. “In the unlikely heroism of the small and the weak, Tolkien’s pre-Christian world becomes most Christian. Their greatness is not self-made. As a fledgling community the Nine Walkers experience a far-off foretaste of the fellowship that Christians call the church universal.”[10]
 
    
 
   Though [Frodo’s] fear was so great that it seemed to be part of the very darkness that was round him, he found himself as he lay thinking about Bilbo Baggins. . . . There is a seed of courage hidden (often deeply, it is true) in the heart of the fattest and most timid hobbit, waiting for some final and desperate danger to make it grow. . . . [Frodo] thought he had come to the end of his adventure, and a terrible end, but the thought hardened him. He found himself stiffening, as if for a final spring; he no longer felt limp like a helpless prey. (pp. 137)
 
    
 
   Frodo was terrified at finding himself and his friends captive in the Wight’s barrow. Merry, Pippin, and Sam lay unconscious. Frodo knew that if they were going to escape, he was their only hope. Finally, courage began to awaken in him. He found his voice and began to sing the summons for help that Tom Bombadil taught him, and before long Tom appeared and saved them by banishing the Barrow-wight. But it was really Frodo’s courage that saved them, for without that, Tom would never have arrived.
 
   John Quincy Adams once said, “Courage and perseverance have a magical talisman, before which difficulties disappear and obstacles vanish into air.” In our practice experience, however, difficulties and obstacles tend to discourage us rather than give us the courage that we need. But the only hope we have of overcoming obstacles is to be strong and courageous, believing that we can do it, believing that we can come through. Frodo had to find the courage to stand against the evil Barrow-wight, and when he did, the darkness of evil was defeated and the light of goodness prevailed.
 
    
 
   ‘Fortune or fate have helped you,’ said Gandalf, ‘not to mention courage. For your heart was not touched [by the Morgul-knife], and only your shoulder was pierced; and that was because you resisted to the last.’ (p. 216)
 
    
 
   When Frodo was on Weathertop, he and the other hobbits were attacked by five Ringwraiths. One of them stabbed Frodo with a Morgul-knife, aiming for his heart, but because Frodo bravely resisted, the knife missed its target. Since the knife tip broke off in his shoulder, Frodo did not swiftly turn into a wraith, who would then have been enslaved to the Ringwraiths and Sauron. The knife tip had to work its way to Frodo’s heart from where it had been deposited. For a human this would likely have taken only a day or two. Frodo, however, resisted and persevered for two weeks!
 
   Courage is an effective antidote to evil. Echoing God’s encouragement to Joshua, the Apostle Paul exhorts,
 
   Be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power. Put on the full armor of God so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand. (Ephesians 6:10-13)
 
   This warrior image strongly implies the need for courage in fighting against spiritual evil and having the fortitude to stand firm against its onslaught. Just as Frodo, in the Barrow Down, found the courage to stand against the evil Barrow-wight, we too need to find courage in the Lord’s power to stand against the “devil’s schemes,” against the “spiritual forces of evil,” and against the “the day of evil” and thereby defeat them.
 
    
 
   ‘Mr. Frodo, he knows he’s got to find the Cracks of Doom, if he can,’ [said Sam]. ‘But he’s afraid. Now it’s come to the point, he’s just plain terrified.’ (p. 394)
 
   ‘Why did [Frodo] leave us behind, and without a word?’ said Gimli. ‘That was a strange deed!’
 
   ‘And a brave deed,’ said Aragorn. . . . ‘Frodo did not wish to lead any friend to death with him in Mordor. But he knew that he must go himself.’ (p. 409)
 
    
 
   Like us, Frodo had an ongoing struggle with his fear. Considering what he was facing, however, who wouldn’t be fearful? Only a fool! Courage is not the absence of fear; courage is finding the will to go on, to come through, to do your duty despite the fear that threatens to immobilize you. This is exactly how the U.S. Army describes courage:
 
   Personal courage isn’t the absence of fear; rather, it’s the ability to put fear aside and do what’s necessary. It takes two forms, physical and moral. Good leaders demonstrate both.
 
   Physical courage means overcoming fears of bodily harm and doing your duty. . . . Moral courage is the willingness to stand firm on your values, principles, and convictions, even when threatened. It enables leaders to stand up for what they believe is right, regardless of the consequences.[11]
 
   This was the courage shown by Frodo, even in the midst of his fear. He knew that the right thing to do was to follow through on his promise to take the One Ring to the Fires of Mount Doom or die in the attempt. But he did not want to sentence his friends to the same fate, so he bravely decided to sneak off, leave them behind, and continue on alone.
 
   There may come a time in our lives when we need to decide to stop letting fear paralyze us and to bravely take action. This requires trust in God and reliance on the grace of Christ. It also may mean holding loosely to life and safety and showing reckless disregard for them. Even if the choice is between doing nothing and suffering and doing something and suffering, it is far better to do something.
 
    
 
   The bubbling hiss drew nearer, and there was a creaking as of some great jointed thing that moved with slow purpose in the dark. A reek came on before it. ‘Master, master!’ cried Sam, and life and urgency came back into his voice. ‘The Lady’s gift! The star-glass! A light to you in dark places, she said it was to be. The star-glass!’
 
   ‘Galadriel!’ he called, and gathering his courage he lifted up the Phial once more. The eyes halted. For a moment their regard relaxed, as if some hint of doubt troubled them. Then Frodo’s heart flamed within him, and without thinking what he did, whether it was folly or despair or courage, he took the Phial in his left hand, and with his right hand drew his sword. . . . Frodo, hobbit of the Shire, walked steadily down to meet the eyes. (pp. 703-5)
 
    
 
   Gollum had betrayed Sam and Frodo into the clutches of the giant spider Shelob. The palpable and paralyzing fear of the darkness of Shelob’s lair had nearly driven all hope from them. Then Sam reminded Frodo about the Phial of the Lady Galadriel: “the star-glass”—“a light when all other lights go out!” Its brilliance splintered the thick darkness and temporarily drove Shelob away. The supernal light gave Frodo the courage to go on the offensive and fearlessly engage the seemingly invincible enemy.
 
   When the darkness of life threatens to strangle our courage and convictions, we all need “a light when all other lights go out.” That light is Jesus, who said, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life” (John 8:12). He also said, “I have come into the world as a light, so that no one who believes in me should stay in darkness” (John 12:46). Therefore, he urges, “Put your trust in the light while you have it, so that you may become sons of light” (John 12:36).
 
   Jesus told the Apostle Paul, “I am sending you to [the Gentiles] to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me” (Acts 26:17-18). Turning from darkness to light is turning from the power of Satan and from our sinful nature to God.
 
   “God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ made his light shine in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ” (2 Corinthians 4:6). What an encouragement! As Shelob was driven from her darkness by the light of Galadriel’s Phial, so Satan’s darkness cannot withstand the light who is Christ!
 
    
 
   
 
  

Gandalf
 
   ‘There are many powers in the world,’ [Gandalf said,] ‘for good or for evil. Some are greater than I am. Against some I have not yet been measured. But my time is coming.’ (p. 214)
 
    
 
   Gandalf shows matter-of-fact courage as he speaks about his part in the coming war of the Ring. He does not shrink from his duty to battle the evil of Saruman and Sauron with every power at his disposal. He displays moral courage, which “is the willingness to stand firm on your values, principles, and convictions, even when threatened. It enables leaders to stand up for what they believe is right, regardless of the consequences. Leaders who take responsibility for their decisions and actions, even when things go wrong, display moral courage.”[12] Further, Gandalf knew that the time was coming when he would have to show physical courage as he battled the forces of evil, and he did not shrink from it. On the contrary, he rode the swiftest horse in Middle-earth straight into harm’s way!
 
    
 
   
 
  

Samwise
 
   Before Frodo could stop [Sam], he sat down, swung his legs over the brink, and twisted round, scrabbling with his toes for a foothold. It is doubtful if he ever did anything braver in cold blood, or more unwise. (p. 593)
 
    
 
   Sam and Frodo are at a precipice of the Emyn Muil as they seek a way to the Black Gates of Mordor. They have determined, after wasting a great deal of time seeking a way down, that they must risk climbing down the sheer drop. Otherwise, they could be scrambling over the rocky terrain for days. Because of Sam’s protective nature, he volunteered to go over the edge first—without even looking or trying to scope out the best route down. It was incredibly brave, but it was also foolish.
 
   We can be cautious and act wisely and still be brave—we don’t have to be recklessly foolish. Some would call riding a motorcycle without a helmet brave, but it is also downright foolish. Some  might consider rappelling down a cliff face without proper training to be courageous, but only a fool would do it. Riding a Brahma bull at a rodeo when you have never done anything like it before is certainly bold and daring, but it is foolish as well. It is a good thing to be known for having courage, but it’s not so good to have a reputation for folly.
 
    
 
   Sam did not wait to wonder what was to be done, or whether he was brave, or loyal, or filled with rage. . . . Sam sprang in, inside the arches of her legs, and with quick upthrust of his other hand stabbed at the clustered eyes upon her lowered head. One great eye went dark. . . . Her vast belly was above him. . . . He slashed the bright elven-blade across her with desperate strength. . . . Now splaying her legs [Shelob] drove her huge bulk down on him again. Too soon. For Sam still stood upon his feet. . . . He held the elven-blade point upwards . . . and . . . Shelob . . . thrust herself upon a bitter spike. . . . (pp. 711-12)
 
    
 
   It is difficult to imagine a more riveting display of reckless courage than Sam’s close-in combat with Shelob. Sam used all his cunning and strength, the best weapons at his disposal (Galadriel’s Phial and the sword Sting), and a total disregard for self to defeat an indomitable enemy. The irony of the encounter is that the invincible Shelob was cowed, whereas the inconsequential servant became the doughty warrior. Reckless courage was the key to Sam’s success in battle. G. K. Chesterton describes reckless courage in memorable terms:
 
   Courage is almost a contradiction in terms. It means a strong desire to live taking the form of a readiness to die. . . . A man cut off by the sea may save his life if he will risk it on the precipice. He can only get away from death by continually stepping within an inch of it. A soldier, surrounded by enemies, if he is to cut his way out, needs to combine a strong desire for living with a strange carelessness about dying. He must not merely cling to life, for then he will be a coward, and will not escape. He must not merely wait for death, for then he will be [committing] suicide, and will not escape. He must seek his life in a spirit of furious indifference to it; he must desire life like water and yet drink death like wine.[13]
 
   Lancelot said something similar in the movie First Knight when he was explaining to a young villager  what the man would have to do to become a master swordsman like Lancelot. He told the man that he must not care whether he lived or died. Very few men are prepared to live life on the edge like that, but sometimes life’s circumstances require a “readiness to die” as the key to life. Sam prevailed against an enemy who had never been defeated because he desired “life like water and yet [drank] death like wine.”
 
    
 
   Terror was beginning to grip [Sam] again. . . . He forced himself to think of Frodo, lying bound or in pain or dead somewhere in this dreadful place. He went on. (p. 883)
 
    
 
   Even after being victorious over Shelob, Sam was still beset with fear and terror. He was no intrepid warrior, just a simple gardener who was caught in events far beyond his comprehension. The way he was able to overcome his fear in this case was to think of Frodo “lying bound or in pain or dead somewhere.” His love for his master gave him the courage to push on. Anything less was unthinkable.
 
   Our love for our heavenly Master can give us the courage to go on as well. This seems to be the implication of the Apostle James when he said, “Blessed is the man who perseveres under trial, because when he has stood the test, he will receive the crown of life that God has promised to those who love him” (James 1:12). The Apostle Peter added, “Even if you should suffer for what is right, you are blessed. ‘Do not fear what they fear; do not be frightened.’ But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord” (1 Peter 3:14-15). The antidote for fear is to “set apart Christ as Lord”—that is, to demonstrate love for Christ by recognizing him as Master. When we do so, we will discover that “there is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear” (1 John 4:18).
 
    
 
   
 
  

Merry
 
   ‘King’s man! King’s man!’ [Merry’s] heart cried within him. . . . But his will made no answer, and his body shook. . . . [Éowyn’s] eyes grey as the sea were hard and fell, and yet tears were on her cheek. . . . Pity filled [Merry’s] heart and great wonder, and suddenly the slow-kindled courage of his race awoke. . . .
 
   Slowly, slowly he began to crawl. . . . The Black Rider, tall and threatening, [towered] above [Éowyn]. . . . He raised his mace to kill.
 
   But suddenly he too stumbled forward with a cry of bitter pain, and his stroke went wide, driving into the ground. Merry’s sword had stabbed him from behind, shearing through the black mantle, and passing up beneath the hauberk, had pierced the sinew behind his mighty knee. (pp. 823-24)
 
    
 
   Fear flowed around the Ringwraiths like an army, filling their enemies with debilitating terror. Merry too was paralyzed with fear. His mind told him to help Théoden King against the Morgul-lord and, moments later, the king’s niece, Éowyn, but his will would not respond. Then he looked upon the steely, yet moving, countenance of Éowyn, and his pity of and love for her began to drive out his fear. The awakening of Merry’s courage in this encounter is a further example of love for another driving out fear. As a result, he saved her life and critically assisted in the destruction of the greatest of the Ringwraiths.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Éowyn
 
   It seemed that Dernhelm laughed, and the clear voice was like the ring of steel. . . . ‘Éowyn I am, Éomund’s daughter. You stand between me and my lord and kin. Begone, if you be not deathless! For living or dark undead, I will smite you, if you touch him.’. . .
 
   Her eyes grey as the sea were hard and fell, and yet tears were on her cheek. . . . She did not blench: maiden of the Rohirrim, child of kings, slender but as a steel-blade, fair yet terrible. . . .
 
   ‘Éowyn! Éowyn!’ cried Merry. Then tottering, struggling up, with her last strength she drove her sword between crown and mantle, as the great shoulders bowed before her. (pp. 822-24)
 
    
 
   Éowyn was a shield-maiden who had long yearned for the glory of battle. But now Éowyn also had a death wish. She loved Aragorn and desired that he reciprocate, but what she did not know was that his love was already pledged to the Lady Arwen. Further, she believed that she would never see Aragorn again because he had entered the Paths of the Dead, and no one had ever returned from that place. As she faced the Morgul-lord on the battlefield of Gondor, she wished to join Aragorn in death, believing that she had nothing left to live for. But she would not go down without a fight, for she sought not just death but a glorious death.
 
   Éowyn was truly fearless, for she was a “child of kings, slender but as a steel-blade, fair yet terrible.” Only the great were unaffected by the fear that dripped almost palpably from the Ringwraiths, and Éowyn numbered among them. Her courage was, therefore, a rare and enviable sort as she stood face to face with consummate evil.
 
   We too need to have the courage to stand firm in our battle against consummate evil: “Be self-controlled and alert. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour. Resist him, standing firm in the faith, because you know that your brothers throughout the world are undergoing the same kind of sufferings” (1 Peter 5:8-9). We can resist the devil and stand firm in the faith because we have this promise: “The God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ . . . will himself restore you and make you strong, firm and steadfast” (1 Peter 5:10).
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   Theodore Roosevelt once said, “The lives of truest heroism are those in which there are no great deeds to look back upon. It is the little things well done that go to make up a successful and truly good life.”[14] Éowyn mistakenly believed that courage and heroism are displayed only in great and glorious deeds. But for most of us, doing our best and doing our duty in the little things add up to a courageous and heroic life. Robert F. Kennedy once said,
 
   It is from numberless diverse acts of courage and belief that human history is shaped. Each time a man stands up for an ideal, or acts to improve the lot of others, or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple of hope, and crossing each other from a million different centers of energy and daring, those ripples build a current that can sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.[15]
 
   In The Lord of the Rings we encounter predictable courage in some characters and surprising courage in others. Most of us probably identify more with the latter. We suspect that we are more likely to be fearful than brave and that we would need help to be courageous. That’s where God comes in. His command is “Be on your guard; stand firm in the faith; be men of courage; be strong” (1 Corinthians 16:13). He who commands us to be courageous is the same one who will give us the grace to do what he commands. Remember,
 
   From soldiers storming the beaches of Normandy to free Europe from tyranny to a frightened hobbit willing to destroy the Ring of Doom, every heroic act is a reflection of the ultimate hero of history, Jesus Christ. He left the respect and comfort of his rightful place for one reason: to redeem you and me from evil. He faced death to give life, endured sorrow to restore joy, confronted hate to show love. He humbled himself to the point of death on a cross to pay for our redemption. He was chosen for a burden none other could bear and a task none other could endure.[16]
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   20
 
   Devotion to Duty
 
    
 
   Our contemporary society has trouble knowing what to do with the idea of duty. Many have rejected the notion as a cold commitment devoid of any real feeling. They spurn the notion of duty as a knee-jerk reaction that is not motivated by love or compassion, by mercy or justice. Most people still admire those who “do their duty,” but they don’t understand them and can’t see themselves doing the same thing. That’s because our self-centered society spurns the concept of moral or religious obligation that elevates self-sacrifice to the exclusion of personal needs.
 
   The truth is, however, that duty—properly understood—is motivated by compassion, love, justice, and mercy. But it is also misguided to think that duty does not require sacrifice and self-denial. The sacrifice and self-denial may be small or large, depending on the duty undertaken, but it is present nonetheless. One example familiar to many of us is the duty—the legal obligation—to pay taxes. Paying taxes is a sacrifice because we can’t spend that tax money on something else that we might need; it is self-denial because we can’t spend the money on what we want for ourselves or our loved ones. It is also, however, compassionate because taxes provide for the common welfare and defense.
 
   Doing our duty is a denial of self because it is an obligation, and obligation by definition merits no praise, thanks, or appreciation. (When was the last time the government thanked you for paying your taxes?) Nevertheless, we tend to expect expressions of appreciation even when the only thing we have done is our duty. Listen, though, to what Jesus told one of his audiences:
 
   Suppose one of you had a servant plowing or looking after the sheep. Would he say to the servant when he comes in from the field, “Come along now and sit down to eat”? Would he not rather say, “Prepare my supper, get yourself ready and wait on me while I eat and drink; after that you may eat and drink”? Would he thank the servant because he did what he was told to do? So you also, when you have done everything you were told to do, should say, “We are unworthy servants; we have only done our duty.” (Luke 17:7-10)
 
   Doing our duty is the least that God expects of us. In some cases, if we don’t do our duty, we can be punished or legally prosecuted, as in the case of not paying taxes. In other situations, individuals can be hurt or the fabric of society threatened. For instance, the widespread failure of spousal duty has led to an unprecedented divorce rate, which has had myriad severe ramifications for society, including increased crime and poverty. Thankfully, duty to country and comrades is still foundational to our military. In fact, duty defines the soldier.
 
   In a sense, duty is the first rung on the ethical ladder and the linchpin of a stable society. The protagonists in The Lord of the Rings understood this and embraced duty with courage and conviction. Frodo and Sam were doggedly committed to paying the ultimate price in their quest to destroy the Ruling Ring. For thousands of years, Gandalf resolutely pursued his duty to oppose Sauron, even to the point of death and resurrection and even with the belief that he might not be strong enough to overcome every evil that he might encounter. Merry did not give a second thought to turning back. The Ents who marched on Orthanc were willing to die in defense of Fangorn Forest, and the 7,000 troops who marched to the Black Gate in an effort to keep the attention of Sauron off the Ring-bearer knew that they may very well be marching to their deaths.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Frodo
 
   Frodo . . .wished bitterly that his fortune had left him in the quiet and beloved Shire. (p. 183-84)
 
   ‘Over the mountains [of Mordor] I am bound,’ [said Frodo,] ‘by solemn undertaking to the Council, to find a way or perish in the seeking.’ (p. 677)
 
    
 
   Frodo was not many days into his quest when he “wished bitterly” that he had never left the Shire. He was being chased by the Ringwraiths and felt alone and in great danger. It did not matter to his wishful thinking that he could not return to the Shire, since it was no longer safe; all that his idealized memory recalled was that he had been forced to leave his “quiet and beloved Shire.”
 
   Later, in Rivendell, he reluctantly but voluntarily took upon himself the quest to destroy the One Ring. As the weeks passed, Frodo changed. By the time he met Faramir in Ithilian, he was able to assert with conviction that he was “bound” to take the Ring into Mordor or “perish in the seeking.”
 
   Francis Bacon once said, “If a man will begin with certainties, he shall end in doubts; but if he will be content to begin with doubts, he shall end in certainties.”[1] Frodo, indeed, began with great doubt, but as he did his duty by carrying the Ring toward Mordor, his doubts faded. By the time he reached Mount Doom and the end of his journey, he knew with certainty that he had done his duty to the best of his ability.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Gandalf
 
   ‘Gandalf is greater than you Shire-folk know—as a rule you can only see his jokes and toys. But this business of ours will be his greatest task.’ (p. 169)
 
   ‘The counsel of Gandalf was not founded on foreknowledge of safety, for himself or for others,’ said Aragorn. ‘There are some things that it is better to begin than to refuse, even though the end may be dark.’ (p. 430)
 
    
 
   ‘This Mithrandir was,’ [Faramir said] . . . ‘a great mover of the deeds that are done in our time.’ (p. 655)
 
    
 
   From the very beginning of his mission to help Frodo destroy the One Ring, Gandalf was fully aware of the risk involved. He did not base his decision to risk everything “on foreknowledge of safety, for himself or for others.” Though he knew that “the end may be dark,” he did not duck his duty. Having been sent almost 2,000 years earlier to oppose Sauron and to assist others in opposing him, Gandalf (and Aragorn) recognized that the quest of the Fellowship to destroy the One Ring of Power would “be his greatest task.” He understood that it was his duty and his destiny to lead in this endeavor and to do whatever he could to see it accomplished. He was prepared to offer the ultimate sacrifice—and did—to ensure its success.
 
   Sullivan Ballou, a major in the Union army during the American Civil War, had a similar sense of duty to his country. In a letter to his wife, he wrote,
 
   Sarah, my love for you is deathless, it seems to bind me to you with mighty cables that nothing but Omnipotence could break; and yet my love of Country comes over me like a strong wind and bears me irresistibly on with all these chains to the battlefield.
 
   The memories of the blissful moments I have spent with you come creeping over me, and I feel most gratified to God and to you that I have enjoyed them so long. And hard it is for me to give them up and burn to ashes the hopes of future years, when God willing, we might still have lived and loved together, and seen our sons grow up to honorable manhood around us.[2]
 
   Ballou was willing to give up all the good things of life—present and future—to do his duty for the country he loved. One week later he lay dead on the battlefield of Bull Run, having paid the ultimate price.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Samwise
 
   ‘The brave things in the old tales and songs, Mr. Frodo: adventures, as I used to call them. I used to think,’ [said Sam,] ‘that they were things the wonderful folk of the stories went out and looked for, because they wanted them, because they were exciting and life was a bit dull, a kind of a sport, as you might say. But that’s not the way of it with the tales that really mattered, or the ones that stay in the mind. Folk seem to have been just landed in them, usually—their paths were laid that way, as you put it. But I expect they had lots of chances, like us, of turning back, only they didn’t. And if they had, we shouldn’t know, because they’d have been forgotten. We hear about those as just went on—and not all to a good end.’ (pp. 696)
 
    
 
   “We hear about those as just went on,” said Sam to Frodo. The ones who turned back, however, were not remembered because they failed in their duty. Sam had come to realize that those who turned back did so because they decided that doing their duty was too hard or too dangerous or too frightening or too much of a sacrifice. He had also come to realize the supremely dangerous and nearly hopeless nature of the “adventure” that he and Frodo were on.
 
   Sam now understood that they were in “the same tale” as the great ones who had been immortalized in song by the Elves. This created in Sam a determination to join that august company, to be one of “those as just went on” and did their duty, regardless of the personal cost, for the sake of his master and the whole of Middle-earth.
 
    
 
   [Sam] tried to find strength to tear himself away and go on a lonely journey—for vengeance. . . . Then Gollum would die in a corner. But it would not bring [Frodo] back. Nothing would. . . .
 
   He looked on the bright point of the sword. He thought of the places behind where there was a black brink and an empty fall into nothingness. There was no escape that way. That was to do nothing, not even to grieve. That was not what he had set out to do. ‘What am I to do then?’ he cried again, and now he seemed plainly to know the hard answer: see it through. Another lonely journey, and the worst. (p. 715)
 
    
 
   Samwise thought through his choices. His master had been stung by the monster spider Shelob—fatally, so he deemed. Now he had to decide what to do. His first impulse was to pursue the traitor Gollum to the ends of the earth, if necessary, and kill him. But he quickly realized that vengeance was not the answer—it would not bring Frodo back. His second thought was to commit suicide, but that “was to do nothing, not even to grieve.” Through the process of elimination, he reached a decision. He finally realized that he needed to see the mission through—to take the Ring, leave Frodo, and somehow get to Mount Doom. It was the most difficult of the three journeys to take.
 
   His whole purpose up to this point in the adventure was to stay with Frodo—protecting and helping him. Now, if he was to do his duty as he saw it, he had to leave Frodo. It was the hardest thing he ever did, but if he was to see the mission through, he had to leave. Sam’s decision expressed the epitome of doing one’s duty.
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Ents
 
   ‘Of course, it is likely enough, my friends,’ [Treebeard] said slowly, ‘likely enough that we are going to our doom: the last march of the Ents. . . . Now at least the last march of the Ents may be worth a song. Aye,’ he sighed, ‘we may help the other peoples before we pass away.’ (p. 475)
 
    
 
   Treebeard and the rest of the Ents knew that they had to march to war if they were to have any chance of defeating their enemy. They could not wait for Saruman to grow stronger or for either him or Sauron to get possession of the Ruling Ring. Now they marched, perhaps, to their doom, but such was their duty to Fangorn Forest, of which they were the shepherds and protectors.
 
   Their zeal and commitment to duty is both impressive and inspiring. More than that, though, they did their duty out of love for “the other peoples”—to help them. And because they did their duty, Saruman was neutralized, his forces utterly wiped out, and the lives of Aragorn, Gimli, Legolas, and the army of Rohan spared. It made possible the coming of the Rohirrim to the aid of Gondor and the winning of the first major battle in the war of the Ring.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Merry
 
   ‘There go three that I love[—Théoden, Éomer, and Merry—]and the smallest not the least,’ [Aragorn] said. ‘He knows not to what end he rides; yet if he knew, he still would go on.’ (p. 762)
 
    
 
   This is high praise from Aragorn. Merry, unlike Gandalf, did not know “to what end” he rode; yet if he did know, like Gandalf, “he still would go on.” Merry was riding with Théoden King, to whom he had pledged fealty, and the rest of the Rohirrim to the succor of Gondor. Fierce battle loomed ahead, and though Merry had no idea how one small hobbit could help in such a situation, he rode on, determined to do his duty in the war against Sauron. Because he did so, he was key to the destruction of the King of the Nazgûl and the saving of Éowyn.
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Debate Between Aragorn and Éowyn
 
   ‘Lord,’ [Éowyn] said, ‘if you must go, then let me ride in your following. For I am weary of skulking in the hills, and wish to face peril and battle.’
 
   ‘Your duty is with your people,’ [Aragorn] answered.
 
   ‘Too often have I heard of duty,’ she cried. . . . ‘I have waited on faltering feet long enough. Since they falter no longer, it seems, may I not now spend my life as I will?’
 
   ‘Few may do that with honour.’ (pp. 766-67)
 
    
 
   Honor and duty. These words are rarely heard today—or even considered—outside the military. Éowyn wished to dismiss her duty in favor of going to war, but Aragorn sought to impress upon her the necessity and honor of doing her pledged duty, of following through on her commitment. The decision was between doing what was right and doing what she yearned for with her whole heart. She wanted to choose the latter, and in this respect, she is quite contemporary.
 
   Time and again we have all seen instances of people forsaking their duty in favor of what they yearn for, and the temptation for us is to consider it OK because they are choosing what is “right” for them. Many marriages end because one spouse forsakes marital duty to pursue his or her own personal desires. Parents abandon their duty to their children to enjoy the good life or to chase business opportunities. Children spurn their duty to parents so that they can spend their time in selfish pursuits. Addictions of all types—whether alcoholism, drug abuse, gambling, video games, TV, or something else—often result in the abdication of duty. Contrary to this, we need to follow the advice of Aragorn and make the personal sacrifice of denying ourselves and doing our duty.
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Last Debate
 
   ‘If [the Ring] is destroyed, then [Sauron] will fall,’ [Gandalf said,] . . . ‘And so a great evil of this world will be removed.
 
   ‘Other evils there are that may come; for Sauron is himself but a servant or emissary. Yet it is not our part to master all the tides of the world, but to do what is in us for the succor of those years wherein we are set, uprooting evil in the fields that we know, so that those who live after may have clean earth to till. What weather they shall have is not ours to rule.’ (p. 861)
 
    
 
   During this Last Debate, Gandalf summed up his philosophy of duty in his speech to Aragorn, Imrahil, Éomer, and the sons of Elrond. Their duty, he said, was to do whatever necessary to rid Middle-earth of the threat and bane of Sauron, not just for their own benefit but “so that those who live after may have clean earth to till.” Basically his point is that our part is to do what we can during our lives to remove evil and make the world a better place for the next generation.
 
   In attitude, this is similar to one of the Boy Scout mottos drilled into me as a kid: we were always to leave our campsite in better condition than how we found it. If we all expanded this motto to encompass all of life, the world would be a far better place. For we would leave everything better than it was before we arrived on the scene so that those who come after would benefit from our having done our duty.
 
    
 
   This, then, is my counsel. We have not the Ring. In wisdom or great folly it has been sent away to be destroyed, lest it destroy us. Without it we cannot by force defeat his force. But we must at all costs keep his Eye from his true peril. We cannot achieve victory by arms, but by arms we can give the Ring-bearer his only chance, frail though it be. . . . It may well prove that we ourselves shall perish utterly in a black battle far from the living lands; so that even if Barad-dûr be thrown down, we shall not live to see the new age. But this, I deem, is our duty.’ (pp. 861-62)
 
    
 
   Before the assembled lords of the lands, Gandalf describes what very well may be their ultimate duty—to give their lives so that the Ring-bearer may succeed in his quest. The proposal was to take a small armed force to the Black Gate of Mordor, far to the northwest, seeking to deceive Sauron that one of the great lords possesses the Ring of Power, thereby keeping all his attention on them and off the real Ring-bearer.
 
   Only 7,000 rode out on this mission, knowing that they could not defeat Sauron by force of arms. Their only hope lay in distracting Sauron long enough to give Frodo a chance of destroying the One Ring. The risk to themselves was great, for it might very well turn out that theirs was the duty of ultimate sacrifice. Most of them did survive, however, but only because the Ring was destroyed. Nevertheless, every last person was prepared to sacrifice his life in the hope of providing a far better one for future generations.
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   For the Christian, duty is basic: “Now all has been heard; here is the conclusion of the matter: Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man” (Ecclesiastes 12:13). Humanity’s obligation is to respect, serve, and obey God. The Westminster Shorter Catechism says the same thing in different words: “Man’s chief end is the glorify God, and to enjoy him forever.” Far from duty being beneath us, it is foundational to our relationship with God.
 
   It is also foundational to our love for others: “This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers” (1 John 3:16). Duty requires sacrifice and self-denial and, in that respect, is virtually synonymous with love. Love is doing our duty to sacrifice for others. This imitates the love of Jesus, who followed through on his duty to sacrifice himself for us.
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   Greed & Generosity
 
    
 
   Erich Fromm said, “Greed is a bottomless pit which exhausts the person in an endless effort to satisfy the need without ever reaching satisfaction.”[1] Frank Buchman agreed: “There is enough in the world for everyone’s need, but not enough for everyone’s greed.”[2] The Apostle Paul warned, “People who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men into ruin and destruction” (1 Timothy 6:9).
 
   G. K. Chesterton added that “among the rich you will never find a really generous man even by accident. They may give their money away, but they will never give themselves away; they are egotistic, secretive, dry as old bones. To be smart enough to get all that money you must be dull enough to want it.”[3]
 
   Greed is alive and well throughout the world. It has even gained a modicum of respectability, evidenced, for instance, by Fox Entertainment Group beginning a TV game show named “Greed: The Series.” Even so, none but the most calloused and most greedy believes that greed is OK. It is universally condemned as a selfish, fruitless, and sometimes destructive pursuit.
 
   Another word for greed is covetousness, which was the downfall of the Apostle Paul before he was converted to Christianity: “I would not have known what sin was except through the law. For I would not have known what coveting really was if the law had not said, ‘Do not covet.’ But sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, produced in me every kind of covetous desire” (Romans 7:7-8).
 
   While running for President, Bill Clinton referred to the 1980s is the Decade of Greed, but the Eighties turned out to be nothing compared to the Nineties.[4] Greed was squarely behind the financial scandals that involved the top officials of Enron, Arthur Andersen, WorldCom, Xerox, ImClone, Tyco, Merrill Lynch, and Credit Suisse First Boston. The leaders of these companies did not care about their employees or their investors. They did not care about personal and corporate integrity, honor, and honesty. They cared only about bilking as many millions of dollars as possible out of their corporate enterprises.
 
   Greed and generosity are antithetical and mutually exclusive. “Generosity” is not even in the greedy person’s vocabulary. It goes against the nature of a greedy person to be generous, and a generous person, by definition, cannot be greedy. After all, the greedy grab money, whereas the generous give it away.
 
   “Greed is the desire for material wealth or gain, ignoring the realm of the spiritual.”[5] Scripture contains several warnings against the self-centered lifestyle of greed and the love of money:
 
   A greedy man brings trouble to his family. (Proverbs 15:27)
 
   [Jesus said,] “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You clean the outside of the cup and dish, but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence.” (Matthew 23:25)
 
   Then [Jesus] said to them, “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” (Luke 12:15)
 
   They have become filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity. (Romans 1:29)
 
   The love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs. (1 Timothy 6:10)
 
   Keep your lives free from the love of money and be content with what you have, because God has said, “Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.” (Hebrews 13:5)
 
   The Bible, on the other hand, praises generosity and promises blessings and good things to those who are generous:
 
   They are always generous and lend freely; their children will be blessed. (Psalm 37:26)
 
   Good will come to him who is generous and lends freely, who conducts his affairs with justice. (Psalm 112:5)
 
   A generous man will prosper; he who refreshes others will himself be refreshed. (Proverbs 11:25)
 
   A generous man will himself be blessed, for he shares his food with the poor. (Proverbs 22:9)
 
   Most of society and the whole of Scripture hold a negative opinion of greed but are universally positive about generosity. The same is true in The Lord of the Rings. Money and wealth are not mentioned much in Tolkien’s story, but two compelling and contrasting snapshots grip the imagination: the tendency of the dwarves to be greedy, and the amazing generosity of Bilbo.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Bilbo’s Generosity
 
   ‘There!’ said Merry. ‘That must be the stone that marked the place where the trolls’ gold was hidden. How much is left of Bilbo’s share, I wonder, Frodo?’ . . .
 
   ‘None at all,’ he said. ‘Bilbo gave it all away. He told me he did not feel it was really his, as it came from robbers.’ (p. 203)
 
    
 
   Bilbo’s encounter with the trolls is told in The Hobbit, the prequel to The Lord of the Rings. He and nine Dwarves went on an adventure to the Lonely Mountain to steal the dragon Smaug’s treasure, which Smaug had stolen from the Dwarves. On the way, they split up the trolls’ gold after the trolls had been turned to stone, even though Bilbo deserved it all, for he saved the captive Dwarves from certain death. But by Frodo’s account, Bilbo had given all of his share away anyway, because his conscience would not allow him to keep the ill-gotten gain of others.
 
   This stood in sharp contrast to the Dwarves, who had no such compulsion or sensitivity. In fact, at the end of The Hobbit, after Smaug had been killed by Bard, the Dwarves claimed Smaug’s entire treasure and would not share it with Bard and the men of Dale. The men of Dale would have been content with only part of the treasure, for they badly needed it to rebuild their town, which had been destroyed by the dragon, but the Dwarves would not budge from their selfish and greedy perspective. Their defiance would have led to a tragic battle between the Dwarves on the one side and humans and Elves on the other had not an army of Goblins and Wargs descended upon them in a surprise attack, forcing them to band together against a common foe.
 
   Before that happened, though, Bilbo secretly gave Bard the most precious article of Smaug’s treasure and offered to give up his share of the treasure if it would prevent war. Thus, in several ways Bilbo showed that he was not tempted by riches, as were his Dwarf friends. In fact, because he had such a generous and unselfish nature, he benefited from the scriptural promise that “good will come to him who is generous and lends freely” (Psalm 112:5). Conversely, the Dwarves proved the proverb true several times over that “a greedy man stirs up dissension” (Proverbs 28:25).
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Greed of the Dwarves
 
   ‘Here alone in all the world was found Moria-silver, or true-silver as some have called it: mithril is the Elvish name,’ [Gandalf said]. . . . ‘It’s worth was ten times that of gold, and now it is beyond price. . . . The Dwarves tell no tale; but even as mithril was the foundation of their wealth, so also it was their destruction; they delved too greedily and too deep, and disturbed that from which they fled, Durin’s Bane.’ (p. 309)
 
    
 
   Dwarves were not greedy by nature; nevertheless, they seemed too easily to succumb to its temptation. Mithril, which was many times more valuable than gold, became their obsession. The Dwarves discovered mithril in Moria and could not get enough of it. They dug deeper and deeper until, more than a thousand years prior to the events in The Lord of the Rings (Appendix B, p. 1061), they encountered a demon of the deep, a creature of fire and darkness—the Balrog.
 
   The Balrog was called Durin’s Bane because it killed Durin VI, king of the Dwarves in Moria. Within a year, all the Dwarves either had been killed or had fled from their incredible kingdom. The greedy Dwarves fell prey to the scriptural warning, “People who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men into ruin and destruction” (1 Timothy 6:9).
 
   The consummate disaster of Durin’s Bane galled the entire Dwarf nation for a millennium and left them starved for mithril, so much so that Balin, one of Bilbo’s companions from The Hobbit, unadvisedly led a group of Dwarves to retake and repopulate Moria. This misguided venture to once again mine mithril lasted a mere five years before Balin and his comrades were killed. Twenty-five years later the Fellowship, led by Gandalf, entered Moria on their quest to destroy the Ruling Ring and found the record of the Dwarves’ last days. They had fallen prey to what the Chinese proverb tells us: “Love is blind, and greed insatiable.”
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   The New Testament includes greed in its several lists of sins: for instance, “greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly” (Mark 7:22). It stands to reason, then, that greed is anathema for the Christian, and that is exactly what Scripture tells us:
 
   Among you there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality, or of any kind of impurity, or of greed, because these are improper for God’s holy people. (Ephesians 5:3)
 
   Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry. (Colossians 3:5)
 
   The Bible cannot make it any clearer than this. Living a life of greed is not only sinful; it’s just plain unwise. Emile Durkheim wrote, “From top to bottom of the ladder, greed is aroused without knowing where to find ultimate foothold. Nothing can calm it, since its goal is far beyond all it can attain.”[6] It is no coincidence that greed is portrayed as a green monster, for once let loose, like the Incredible Hulk, it is uncontrollable.
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   Interracial Harmony
 
    
 
   Racism has been a perennial problem for humanity. Almost 150 years ago Victor Hugo wrote in Les Misérables, “Superstition, bigotry and prejudice, ghosts though they are, cling tenaciously to life; they are shades armed with tooth and claw. They must be grappled with unceasingly, for it is a fateful part of human destiny that it is condemned to wage perpetual war against ghosts.”[1] Pearl S. Buck wrote, “Race prejudice is not only a shadow over the colored—it is a shadow over all of us, and the shadow is darkest over those who feel it least and allow its evil effects to go on.”[2]
 
   Christians have not been exempt from the sin of racism. Not only have they condoned and fostered racist attitudes and practices, they have been far too quiet about racial injustices. How do we rid ourselves and others of the racist attitudes that so easily plague us? Selma G. Hirsch says it well:
 
   Respect—not tolerance—must be our goal if we would diminish prejudice in our time. For tolerance is often but a gentle disguise for prejudice: the tolerant often behave as self-appointed connoisseurs of weaknesses in others, or self-appointed protectors of those whom they deem to be their inferiors. Psychologically, there is a strong resemblance between the stridently “tolerant” and the prejudiced. For while the one may descend to attacking whole groups of men and the other may rise to a passionate defense of them, both are equally indiscriminate in their attack or defense; and neither has any concern whatsoever for individual character.[3]
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Bree-folk
 
   The Big Folk and the Little Folk (as they called one another) were on friendly terms, minding their own affairs in their own ways, but both rightly regarding themselves as necessary parts of the Bree-folk. Nowhere else in the world was the peculiar (but excellent) arrangement to be found. (p. 146)
 
    
 
   Bree-land was a region of near-perfect racial harmony and synchronization. Each race had a role to play, and the two races minded “their own affairs.” That meant that one race did not try to dominate or govern the other and that the two races benefited from each other’s presence. This is the kind of harmony held up as the ideal in Scripture:
 
   How good and pleasant it is when brothers live together in unity! (Psalm 133:1)
 
   May the God who gives endurance and encouragement give you a spirit of unity among yourselves as you follow Christ Jesus, so that with one heart and mouth you may glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. (Romans 15:5-6)
 
   Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity. Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to peace. And be thankful. (Colossians 3:13-15)
 
    
 
   
 
  

Legolas and Gimli
 
   Legolas and Gimli . . . had now become fast friends. (p. 363)
 
    
 
   Unlike the happy arrangement between hobbits and humans in Bree-land, the history of relations between Dwarves and Elves had been rocky and tumultuous. Animosity between the two races ran long and deep. At the Council of Elrond, Gandalf referred to “all the grievances that stand between Elves and Dwarves” (p. 249). What these grievances were is unclear, but the harsh history referred to by Gandalf makes all the more impressive the firm friendship that developed between Legolas (the Elf) and Gimli (the Dwarf).
 
   Over the course of their adventures, Legolas and Gimli joked with each other, had friendly and humorous competitions, and fiercely defended each other at the risk of life and limb. After the fall of Sauron and the end of Tolkien’s novel, they went together to the caverns of Rohan and to Fangorn Forest, then on to Mirkwood (p. 959). They must have stayed together from that time forward, because more than a hundred years later, after the death of Aragorn, “Legolas built a grey ship in Ithilien, and sailed down Anduin and so over Sea; and with him, it is said, went Gimli the Dwarf” (Appendix B, p. 1072).
 
   The friendship between Legolas and Gimli reflected the close community experienced by all nine members of the Fellowship of the Ring:
 
   As a fledgling community the Nine Walkers experience a far-off foretaste of the fellowship that Christians call the church universal. Their Company remarkably transcends both racial and ethnic boundaries. Though it contains representatives from all of the Free Peoples, some of them have been historic enemies—especially the dwarves and the elves. Yet no shallow notion of diversity binds them together. They are united not only by their common hatred of evil, but by their ever-increasing, ever more self-surrendering regard for each other. Through their long communal struggle, they learn that there is a power greater than mere might. It springs not from the force of will but from a grace-filled fellowship of kindred minds and souls.[4]
 
    
 
   
 
  

Interracial Marriage
 
   The King welcomed his guests, and they alighted; and Elrond surrendered the scepter, and laid the hand of his daughter in the hand of the King, and together they went up into the High City, and all the stars flowered in the sky. And Aragorn the King Elessar wedded Arwen Undómiel in the City of the Kings upon the day of Midsummer. (p. 951)
 
    
 
   The marriage of Aragorn and Arwen was only the second between Elf and human in the history of Middle-earth. (Lúthien and Beren were the first.) Normally Elves and humans had little contact with each other, but Aragorn was a special case. The Elf lord Elrond accepted Aragorn “as foster-son” and gave him “the name Estel (Hope)” (Appendix B, p. 1064). Thus, Aragorn spent many years living among, and going on adventures with, the Elves, especially the sons of Elrond. It was in Imladris that he met Arwen, and it was in Lothlórien that they pledged their love for each other.
 
   Interracial marriage is becoming more common in America and in other parts of the world. “The number of black-white marriages, although still less than 1 percent of marriages, has increased more than sevenfold since 1960. In 1990, only 8 percent of black husbands had white wives, and only 4 percent of black wives had white husbands. But among married U.S.-born Asian Americans age 25 to 34, 36 percent of husbands and 45 percent of wives had white spouses.”[5]
 
   Interracial marriage is not prohibited or discouraged in the Bible because God views race as a nonissue. The important thing when it comes to marriage is a person’s spiritual standing before the Lord. According to the Apostle Paul, the only restriction placed on Christians is that they marry a fellow believer: “Do not be yoked together with unbelievers. For what do righteousness and wickedness have in common? Or what fellowship can light have with darkness?” (2 Corinthians 6:14).
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   Racism has no place in the Christian’s life, for all are one in Christ: “You are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus, for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham's seed, and heirs according to the promise” (Galatians 3:26-29). All Christians are spiritual descendents of Abraham and therefore of the “same race,” so to speak.
 
   Racism involves hate, or at least extreme disrespect, for those of other races. But if you are a Christian, “you have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator. Here there is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in all” (Colossians 3:10-11). Let us make every effort to live in light of these truths.
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   Loyalty & Friendship
 
    
 
   Friendship experiences are universal. All of us have known the satisfaction, security, and benefits of good friends. We have also known people we thought were friends, only to have them betray, hurt, or disappoint us. And if we are brutally honest with ourselves, most of us would have to admit that, sometime in our lives, we too have betrayed, hurt, or disappointed friends. We value loyalty and friendship possibly more than any other personal quality. “Loyalty and love are the best things of all—and certainly the longest-lasting.”[1]
 
   Perhaps the most incredible friendship ever recorded was that between David and Jonathan. Jonathan was the son of King Saul of Israel, next in line for the throne, but God rejected Saul and his descendents as kings. Meanwhile David had been anointed by the prophet Samuel to be the next king of Israel. Both David and Jonathan were mighty warriors (1 Samuel 14; 18:7), and by rights, all of these things should have made them bitter enemies. Instead, “Jonathan became one in spirit with David, and he loved him as himself. . . . And Jonathan made a covenant with David because he loved him as himself. Jonathan took off the robe he was wearing and gave it to David, along with his tunic, and even his sword, his bow and his belt” (1 Samuel 18:1, 3-4).
 
   Jonathan’s father, unlike his son, was out to kill David because he considered him a threat to his throne. He also resented David’s popularity. But Jonathan’s loyalties lay with David rather than with his father, so much so that he told David, “‘May the Lord call David’s enemies to account.’ And Jonathan had David reaffirm his oath out of love for him, because he loved him as he loved himself” (1 Samuel 20:16-17). After warning David of his father’s plot on his life, “Jonathan said to David, ‘Go in peace, for we have sworn friendship with each other in the name of the Lord, saying, “The Lord is witness between you and me, and between your descendants and my descendants forever”’” (1 Samuel 20:42).
 
   Jonathan’s bond with David was stronger than his blood ties and stronger than concern for his own life. Though it is hard to imagine a stronger or more loyal friendship, Tolkien comes close in The Lord of the Rings. Friendship and loyalty play a central role among those in the Fellowship. Especially significant were the close relationships among the hobbits—between Merry, Pippin, and Frodo, between Bilbo and Frodo, and between Sam and Frodo. Equally noteworthy, however, were the friendships between Legolas and Gimli, Gandalf and Aragorn, Faramir and Frodo, and Aragorn and Éomer.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Merry and Pippin’s Friendship with Frodo
 
   ‘It does not seem that I can trust anyone,’ said Frodo. . . .
 
   ‘It all depends on what you want,’ put in Merry. ‘You can trust us to stick to you through thick or thin—to the bitter end. And you can trust us to keep any secret of yours—closer than you keep it yourself. But you cannot trust us to let you face trouble alone, and go off without a word. We are your friends, Frodo.’ (p. 103)
 
   ‘If you have to go [to Mordor], then it would be a punishment for any of us to be left behind, even in Rivendell,’ [said Merry]. (p. 165)
 
   Gandalf, unexpectedly supporting Pippin, [said,] ‘I think, Elrond, that in this matter it would be well to trust rather to their friendship than to great wisdom.’. . .
 
   ‘You will have to lock me in prison, or send me home tied in a sack,’ said Pippin. ‘For otherwise I shall follow the Company.’ (p. 269)
 
   ‘[Merry] knows not to what end he rides; yet if he knew, he still would go on.’ (p. 762)
 
    
 
   Our preoccupation is usually with having friends, but the Bible’s focus is on being a friend. The difference in perspective is paramount, and the implications are life-changing. When I am concerned with having friends, my focus is on myself and my own needs. But when my desire is to be a friend, I am thinking about other people—I am caring more about others than I do about myself. The simple and ironic truth is that those who want to have friends must first want to be a friend. He who is a true friend to others will never lack for friends.
 
   Saint Thomas Aquinas said, “There is nothing on this earth more to be prized than true friendship.” In Merry and Pippin, Frodo had two true friends who cared much more about being friends than about having friends. They were totally committed to Frodo and were determined to go with him all the way to the end of his mission. Only capture by the Uruk-hai prevented them.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Legolas and Gimli
 
   ‘The friend I speak of is not an Elf,’ said Legolas; ‘I mean Gimli, Glóin’s son here.’. . .
 
   ‘Hoom, hm! Ah now,’ said Treebeard, looking dark-eyed at him. ‘This is a strange friendship!’ (p. 571)
 
    
 
   The friendship between Legolas and Gimli was indeed strange. The Elves and Dwarves of Middle-earth did not mingle, nor did they respect each other. It is difficult to imagine two races more diametrically opposed in nature and make-up. The Elves loved singing and conversation, grace and style, poetry and stories, and all growing things, especially trees. Dwarves loved nongrowing things, such as precious stones, carving cities and homes out of rock, and creating objects of great beauty. They valued strength and stubbornness.
 
   Dwarves and Elves were not friendly with each other and did not come to each other’s defense. Nevertheless, a strong, unbreakable friendship grew between Legolas and Gimli. We are never told why, but somehow they came to appreciate their differences. They exemplify friends who make each other better, especially by means of their friendly competitions and bargains.
 
   The proverb says, “As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another” (Proverbs 27:17). Friends are the ones who care enough to hurt our feelings if it means we will be better off for it. Sometimes it is tough to be a friend, but a real friend does not shy away from the abrasiveness that comes from rubbing iron against iron. Such was the case with Legolas and Gimli.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Samwise and Frodo
 
   ‘But you won’t send him off alone surely, Master?’ cried Sam. . . .
 
   ‘No, indeed!’ said Elrond, turning towards him with a smile. ‘You at least shall go with him. It is hardly possible to separate you from him, even when he is summoned to a secret council and you are not.’ (p. 264)
 
    
 
   Friendship is love expressed in acceptance and commitment. It is acceptance of and commitment to another person regardless of the consequences. Friendship is not a flippant relationship. It is consistent and unfailing love. It is being there when you’re needed and making no excuses. To be a true friend is to be the one person someone can count on. In all these ways, Sam was the truest of friends to Frodo.
 
   Sam never left Frodo, nor did he allow Frodo to leave him. Elrond observed early that Sam could not be separated from his master. He was always there for Frodo, hardly ever thinking of himself. He gave Frodo his food, kept watch while Frodo slept, risked his life to save Frodo from Shelob and from the orcs of Minas Morgul, and carried Frodo on his back for leagues. He was the classic suffering servant who gave all for his master. Greater friendship is extremely difficult to imagine.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Bilbo and Frodo
 
   ‘This is Sting,’ [Bilbo] said, and thrust it with little effort deep into a wooden beam. ‘Take it, if you like. . . . Also there is this!’ said Bilbo, bringing out a parcel which seemed to be rather heavy for its size. He unwound several folds of cloth, and held up a small shirt of mail. . . . ‘It is my dwarf-mail that Thorin gave me. . . . I have a fancy it would turn even the knives of the Black Riders.’ (p. 270; cf. 327)
 
    
 
   Bilbo was a great mentor and friend to Frodo. Even in his old age, when he could not go with Frodo on this final adventure, he did what he could to help his friend and adopted heir. The gifts that he gave to Frodo in Rivendell were worth a fortune—indeed, they were probably all that Bilbo had left that was of any value. He gave it all to Frodo, and they saved his life more than once.
 
   The mithril mail-shirt kept Frodo from being skewered in Moria. If he had been wearing it earlier on Weathertop, it may indeed have turned the Morgul-blade of the Black Rider.
 
   The extraordinary Sting served as an early warning system for orcs. It provided a way of escape from Shelob’s lair by smoothly cutting the iron-hard strands of her web. But more than that, it was probably the only weapon that could have injured Shelob so badly that she was forced to retreat in defeat.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Members of the Fellowship for Each Other
 
   ‘Come!’ said Aragorn. . . . ‘It is hard upon the Dwarf to be thus singled out. We will all be blindfold, even Legolas.’ (p. 339)
 
    
 
   Aragorn led the way in supporting Gimli when the Elves of the Golden Wood were requiring only Gimli to proceed blindfolded. It was a true act of friendship and loyalty to command the whole company to be blindfolded so that Gimli would not feel abandoned, betrayed, or unfairly treated. He stood by Gimli when he did not have to.
 
   He could have said something like “We all know that this is unfair, Gimli, but it’s no big deal. Keep a stiff upper lip. It’s only your pride that’s being injured.” How many times have you and I been subjected to such a paternalistic mind-set? Such an attitude would have fostered resentment in Gimli, along with a conviction that Aragorn did not really care about him. Instead, however, Aragorn’s sympathetic gesture secured Gimli’s unquestioning loyalty and friendship.
 
    
 
   ‘It is clear to me,’ [said Gimli,] ‘that I cannot leave Frodo. . . .’
 
   ‘And I too will go with him,’ said Legolas. ‘It would be faithless now to say farewell.’. . .
 
   ‘We can’t leave Frodo! Pippin and I always intended to go wherever he went,’ [said Merry,] ‘and we still do.’. . .
 
   ‘The dear silly old hobbit, he ought to know that he hasn’t got to ask. He ought to know that if we can’t stop him, we shan’t leave him.’ (p. 393-94)
 
    
 
   Before the Fellowship left Rivendell, the members were not all long-time friends. To be sure, the hobbits had been very close for years; Frodo and Gandalf were good friends; and Gandalf and Aragorn had been friends since before Frodo was born. But Boromir, Legolas, and Gimli were friends with no one in the Company. Thus, at the beginning, the Fellowship had three circles of friends, yet fully a third were friends with no one. It is truly remarkable, therefore, how deeply and broadly their loyalty and friendship had developed by the time the Fellowship was broken at Rauros Falls.
 
   Gimli, Legolas, Merry, and Pippin all swore fidelity should Frodo decide to go to Mordor instead of to Gondor. Legolas goes so far as to say that it “would be faithless now to say farewell,” which is in harmony with the proverb “A friend loves at all times, and a brother is born for adversity” (Proverbs 17:17). It goes without saying that Sam and Aragorn completely shared that commitment. Even though the Fellowship was about to be shattered, the members—except for Boromir—were of one mind and purpose. They would not force Frodo to take a course of action against his conscience but would fully support his decision. “We were not made to bear the burden and experience the joys of life’s journey alone. That’s why God has given us the gift of companionship.”[2]
 
    
 
   ‘We that remain cannot forsake our companions,’ [said Aragorn], ‘while we have strength left.’ (p. 409)
 
    
 
   After it was discovered that Frodo and Sam had left the Company to head for Mordor alone, Aragorn made a difficult decision. He knew very well that they could catch up with Frodo and Sam, but he respected Frodo’s decision to leave the Fellowship and thereby protect those who might be tempted to take the Ring from him by force. He also assumed that Pippin and Merry had no hope of rescue from torture and death unless the three remaining members pursued the fleeing orcs.
 
   He was wrong on that count, but his decision was based on loyalty to his friends, for as the proverb says, “Do not forsake your friend” (Proverbs 27:10). As it turned out, however, it was also providential, for they were all in position to help Rohan and the Ents destroy the forces of Saruman.
 
    
 
   ‘This I also say,’ [said Aragorn]: ‘you are our captain and our banner . . . : the White Rider. . . . We shall go where he leads.’ (p. 490)
 
    
 
   Aragorn was the heir of the mighty kings of Númenor, in direct decent from Elendil, who was the first king of the Númenorean realms in exile in Middle-earth (Appendix A, p. 1013). A man of such lineage who was of lesser character would have demanded that the remnant of the Fellowship follow him as their rightful leader. But Aragorn had been loyal to Gandalf, as well as being a fast friend and disciple, ever since they had met sixty-three years earlier. He knew that Gandalf had been sent by the One God to oppose Sauron (p. 1059), so he willingly submitted himself to this powerful worker of good who had returned from the dead.
 
   Sound familiar? Similar to Christ’s disciples, Aragorn befriended and learned from Gandalf before Gandalf’s death and resurrection and continued to submit to his authority afterward. The time would come soon enough when Gandalf’s task was done and he would hand over the work of establishing a righteous kingdom on Middle-earth to King Elesser (Aragorn) before passing over sea with the Elves, along with Bilbo and Frodo, never to return.
 
    
 
   Even as [Gandalf] spoke his last words to Saruman, and the palantír crashed in fire upon the steps of Orthanc, his thought was ever upon Frodo and Samwise. (pp. 629-30)
 
   Amid all their cares and fear the thoughts of their friends turned constantly to Frodo and Sam. They were not forgotten. (p. 877)
 
    
 
   No matter what dangers and great events confronted Gandalf, Aragorn, Legolas, Gimli, Merry, and Pippin, their thoughts “turned constantly to Frodo and Sam.” Though they desperately desired to be with the Ring-bearer and his servant so that they could assist and protect their friends, they had to settle for continually thinking of them. It is genuine friendship to constantly agonize over someone who is in a dangerous situation, hoping for the best but fearing the worst. Though absent from Frodo and Sam in body, they were with them in spirit.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Faramir and Frodo
 
   ‘Most gracious host,’ said Frodo [to Faramir], ‘it was said to me by Elrond Halfelven that I should find friendship upon the way, secret and unlooked for. . . . To have found it turns evil to great good.’ (p. 679)
 
    
 
   Frodo and Sam felt alone, vulnerable, and inadequate as they trudged through the wilderness of Ithilian. They had expected no aid or assistance—quite the opposite, they feared discovery by the Enemy. So to be found by a friend, instead, was a delightful and encouraging surprise. It buoyed their spirits and gave them some hope that perhaps their mission was not in vain.
 
   For his part, Faramir risked much to set them free to continue their appointed task. But he was Gandalf’s disciple, not his father’s, and sought Gandalf’s approval much more than his father’s. He knew that letting Frodo go was what Gandalf would have wanted, but he also knew that it would secure his father’s wrath. Being willing to suffer harm for another is a mark of genuine friendship.
 
   Faramir knew Frodo for only a few hours, yet he showed himself a true and honorable friend. This demonstrates that it is not necessary to have known people a long time or have a continuing relationship with them to be a true friend. Helping them in their need just once is being a friend to them.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Aragorn and Éomer
 
   And so at length Éomer and Aragorn met in the midst of the battle, and they leaned on their swords and looked on one another and were glad.
 
   ‘Thus we meet again, though all the hosts of Mordor lay between us,’ said Aragorn. ‘Did I not say so at the Hornburg?’
 
   ‘Yet twice blessed is help unlooked for, and never was a meeting of friends more joyful.’ (p. 830)
 
    
 
   It was Aragorn’s earnest hope to arrive in time to help Éomer, Gandalf, and the others defend Minas Tirith against the onslaught of Sauron. Éomer wasn’t so sure that he would see Aragorn again, but what elation and encouragement when the two doughty friends met in battle! They “were glad” to see each other and were inspired by the providential meeting. They now joined forces and fought side by side.
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   More than ever before, we each need to learn, or relearn, the art of being a true friend. This is the perspective we must bring to bear on our lives, and we can find this perspective in the Bible: “A friend loves at all times, and a brother is born for adversity” (Proverbs 17:17). A frequent element of Hebrew poetry is parallelism, and such a device is used in this verse. Because the general observation of the first line is qualified by the specific statement of the second line, we learn several things from this verse.
 
   First, a friend is someone who continues to love, and to show that love, whatever the circumstances. Second, a friend is born for adversity—not his adversity, but yours. In other words, the true test of a friend is whether or not she is there for you in the bad times, the tough times. Third, a friend is like a brother (or sister)—short of death, you can never get rid of him (or her).
 
   A true friend is someone who helps you when the need is very great. She is one who willingly throws herself into the fray, possibly suffering harm himself, just out of love and friendship. George Washington once said, “Be courteous to all, but intimate with few, and let those few be well tried before you give them your confidence. True friendship is a plant of slow growth, and must undergo and withstand the shocks of adversity before it is entitled to the appellation.”[3]
 
   Jesus shows us the ultimate commitment of friendship when he says “Greater love has no one than this, that one lay down his life for his friends” (John 15:13). Have we ever risked our lives for a friend? Are we enough of a friend to anyone that we would dare to risk injury or death for him or her? These are hard questions, but such queries are the ultimate measure of friendship. Jesus met the test; he went the distance for his friends.
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   Self-sacrifice
 
    
 
   As the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, brutally reminded us, self-sacrifice can be villainous and vicious—not at all laudable, except in the view of those with a perverse and distorted worldview. But self-sacrifice, if done for the benefit and well being of others, is universally recognized as the most unselfish and loving of actions. Referring to the ultimate self-sacrifice, Jesus said, “Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends” (John 15:13). This is, indeed, a rare event. The Apostle Paul acknowledged as much when he said, “Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:7-8).
 
   Dying to save someone is an extraordinary thing. But what about self-sacrifice in the sense of everyday self-denial? According to Madeleine Bunting, it also has become rare, almost to the point of ceasing to exist:
 
   We’ve grown sceptical of self-sacrifice, and the kind of psychology which leads to self-denial, even to the point of undergoing a brutal death. . . . But our scepticism risks depriving us of the recognition that huge self-sacrifice has often been required of those who bear witness to truth and the transformation it can bring. . . .
 
   Furthermore, our antipathy to self-sacrifice is fuelled by a culture of emotional entitlement fostered by decades of rapidly expanding consumer power. The satisfaction of needs and desires has become the primary focus of most people’s lives. . . . So “I must find myself, I must be true to myself, I owe it to myself” becomes part of a bastardised version of duty. It runs into direct conflict with Christian ideas of self-sacrifice as service to others or as the path to liberation from the self.[1]
 
   In The Lord of the Rings, self-sacrifice is noble and loving. Gandalf, Sam, Boromir, and Aragorn sacrifice themselves in one way or another on behalf of others. Frodo is the epitome of self-sacrifice as he gives all but his life to destroy the One Ring. Arwen Evenstar pays the ultimate price when she gives her heart to Aragorn and, in the process, gives up her immortality.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Frodo
 
   A great dread fell on [Frodo]. . . . An overwhelming longing to rest and remain at peace by Bilbo’s side in Rivendell filled all his heart. At last with an effort he spoke. . . .
 
   ‘I will take the Ring,’ he said, ‘though I do not know the way.’ (pp. 263-64)
 
    
 
   Frodo longed to stay with Bilbo and rest his weary and wounded body and soul. He did not want the daunting task of bearing the Ring to Mount Doom. But what Elrond would say next—that “this task is appointed for you, Frodo”—Frodo had known in his heart all along. Though he had hoped to be able to hand off the mission of destroying the Ring to someone stronger and more worthy, deep down he knew that this was his sacrifice to make. He and no one else must bear the Ring to its destruction or die in the attempt.
 
   Neither did the human side of Jesus want to accept his mission of suffering a gruesome death on a cross to redeem humanity. Three times he agonized in prayer that God would spare him from this cruelest of executions: “‘Abba, Father,’ he said, ‘everything is possible for you. Take this cup from me. Yet not what I will, but what you will’” (Mark 14:36). Each time he begged to be released from what he knew he had to do, yet each time he submitted to his Father’s will and in the end endured the ultimate sacrifice.
 
    
 
   ‘I never hoped to get across [the Plateau of Gorgoroth,’ said Frodo]. ‘I can’t see any hope of it now. But I’ve still got to do the best I can. At present that is to avoid being captured as long as possible.’ (p. 903)
 
    
 
   Woodrow Wilson once said, “We are expected to put the utmost energy, of every power that we have, into the service of our fellow men, never sparing ourselves, not condescending to think of what is going to happen to ourselves, but ready, if need be, to go to the utter length of self-sacrifice.”2 This describes exactly what Frodo was doing. Though he had come to the bitter end of hope, Frodo was determined “to do [his] best.” His simple goal now was to avoid detection and capture as long as possible in the desperate attempt to reach Mount Doom.
 
   How many of us are willing “to go to the utter length of self-sacrifice” for our fellow man, as Woodrow Wilson put it? Probably not many. We tend to be more concerned with making a comfortable life for ourselves. The pressures of life focus our attention on ourselves and our families. But the Apostle Paul exhorts, “Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others. Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: . . . he humbled himself and became obedient to death—even death on a cross!” (Philippians 2:4-5, 8).
 
    
 
   ‘Alas! there are some wounds that cannot be wholly cured,’ said Gandalf.
 
   ‘I fear it may be so with mine,’ said Frodo. ‘There is no real going back.’ (p. 967)
 
   ‘But,’ said Sam, . . . ‘I thought you were going to enjoy the Shire, too, for years and years, after all you have done.’. . .
 
   ‘It must often be so, Sam, when things are in danger: some one has to give them up, lose them, so that others may keep them.’ (p. 1006)
 
    
 
   Though Frodo accomplished his appointed task, he had suffered much in the process. He was broken in body and deeply scarred with emotional, mental, and spiritual wounds; he could never be the hobbit he used to be. The Shire was but a shadow of what it used to mean to him. Middle-earth was, in a sense, no longer worthy of Frodo the Hobbit.
 
   The Nine Walkers . . . all learn, in a proleptically Christian way, what every mortal must confront: the solemn reality that we no sooner find our lives than we have to give them up. Unlike Bilbo, Frodo his nephew is not called to find but to lose, indeed to destroy, his great gem: the Ring of Total Control. . . . The destruction of the Ring is nothing less than Frodo’s vocation. And the epic’s compelling interest lies in our discovery of how, just barely, Frodo remains faithful to his calling. For in so doing, he does far more than save his beloved Shire from ruin. Frodo learns—and thus teaches—what for Tolkien is the deepest of all Christian truths: how to surrender one’s life, how to lose one’s treasure, how to die, and thus how truly to live.[3]
 
   Frodo had given up what he held most dear in his effort to save Middle-earth from the awful dominion of Sauron. But in his beloved Shire, he received no reward, no thanks, no recognition, no satisfaction.
 
   Great sacrifice is necessary to defeat evil. Frodo had been chosen to carry a load none other could bear and fulfill a task none other could endure. Though Frodo was only one of many who had given up something for the greater good, none had suffered such direct confrontation with darkness or remained as faithful when tormented by the terrifying, possessing power of wickedness. Such was his role, to lose so that others might gain.[4]
 
   Though this was a source of anguish for his faithful Sam, Frodo’s self-sacrifice is nevertheless inspiring, for Middle-earth desperately needed heroes who were willing to suffer loss for the good of all.
 
   Our world also needs such individuals. In Operation Iraqi Freedom, we saw many who sacrificed for the sake of others. Soldiers were killed and wounded when they attempted to come to the aid of Iraqis who were in apparent distress and wound up as victims of terrorist ruses instead. One of the soldiers who died in this way came from my hometown; in fact, he was a friend of one of my nephews.
 
   Other people sacrifice financially to help fight disease, build hospitals, or improve their communities in other ways. Some individuals who run for political office for the good of society do so at great personal sacrifice. Still others volunteer hours of their time each week. In what ways are we willing to suffer loss for the good of others?
 
    
 
   
 
  

Aragorn and the Rangers
 
   ‘Peace and freedom, do you say?’ [asked Aragorn.] ‘The North would have known them little but for . . . the Dúnedain.’ (p. 242)
 
    
 
   For hundreds of years, the Rangers—the remnants of the Dúnedain—had unselfishly patrolled and protected the northern lands from the incursions of evil. Their secret service was unrecognized and unthanked. Though they were the greatest of men, they willingly sacrificed renown for the obscurity of serving others who were unaware of their personal sacrifice. Their hope was that one day their efforts would be rewarded.
 
   We also should be willing to serve sacrificially in secret, without the expectation of appreciation or recognition. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus mentions three acts of service that should be done in secret and therefore without any human recognition or praise: monetary giving, prayer, and fasting. Each mention of these acts of service is followed by the assurance of Jesus in the repeated refrain “Your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you” (Matthew 6:4, 6, 18). In the next life we shall have our reward, but for the present we should willingly sacrifice in our service to others.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Gandalf
 
   ‘Do not be afraid!’ said Aragorn. . . . ‘I have been with [Gandalf] on many a journey. . . . He has led us [into the Mines of Moria] against our fears, but he will lead us out again, at whatever cost to himself.’ (p. 303)
 
    
 
   Gandalf made the ultimate sacrifice on the Bridge of Khazad-dûm. Knowing that he alone could stand against the Balrog, he sent the others on to safety and stood on the bridge as the last line of defense. As their leader, he had led them into danger, and, as their leader, he knew that it was his responsibility to get them out—”at whatever cost to himself.”
 
   This is the mark of a great leader. People can sense when their leader really cares about them and is willing to take the heat for them or to stick up for them. They can see when their leader is a servant who cares more about their well being than about him- or herself. This is the kind of self-sacrificing leader that people will follow loyally.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Samwise
 
   ‘How many can I kill before they get me? They’ll see the flame of the sword, as soon as I draw it, and they’ll get me sooner or later. I wonder if any song will ever mention it: How Samwise fell in the High Pass and made a wall of bodies round his master. No, no song. Of course not, for the Ring’ll be found, and there’ll be no more songs.’ (p. 718)
 
   [Sam] gave Frodo water and an additional wafer of waybread, and he made a pillow of his cloak for his master’s head. . . . Sam did not tell him that he had drunk the last drop of their water, and eaten Sam’s share of the food as well as his own. (p. 907)
 
    
 
   Sam was willing to die in an effort to free his master from the orcs. Never thinking of himself, he focused all his attention on helping Frodo. Sam’s ethic of self-sacrifice was simple and straightforward: “My place is by Mr. Frodo.” Whatever the cost, he would stand by his master and protect him with his life.
 
   Sam suffered thirst and hunger in a barren and poisoned land because he lovingly and sacrificially gave Frodo his portion of the food and water and went without. Are we willing to go without so that someone else can eat? Are we willing to lose so that someone else can win or be last so that another can be first? Jesus said, “If anyone wants to be first, he must be the very last, and the servant of all” (Mark 9:35).
 
    
 
   
 
  

Boromir
 
   ‘[Boromir] died to save us, my kinsman Meriadoc and myself, waylaid in the woods by the soldiery of the Dark Lord.’ (p. 739)
 
    
 
   Boromir was a proud and obstinate man, but he was also brave and honorable. Though in a moment of weakness he had tried to wrest the Ruling Ring from Frodo, he had lived sacrificially most of the years of his life in the defense of his people. So when the Uruk-hai attacked the Fellowship of the Ring at the Falls of Rauros, Boromir ran without hesitation to the aid of Merry and Pippin and died defending them. In the face of hopeless odds, he disregarded his own safety to defend his friends.
 
    
 
   
 
  

Arwen Evenstar
 
   Queen Arwen said: . . . ‘I am the daughter of Elrond. I shall not go with him now when he departs to the Havens; for mine is the choice of Lúthien, and as she so have I chosen, both the sweet and the bitter. But in my stead you shall go, Ring-bearer, when the time comes, and if you desire it.’ (pp. 952)
 
    
 
   Arwen Evenstar made the incredible sacrifice of giving up her immortality in order to wed Aragorn. Then she generously gave her immortality to Frodo by allowing him to “pass into the West” in her place. There, in the Undying Lands, Frodo’s wounds and weariness would be healed.
 
   We are all familiar with those who seek immortality—whether by means of their heirs, their fame, or their fortune. Fantasy movies have been made and books written about the quest for eternal life. And, of course, the Fountain of Youth is the quintessential symbol of the universal desire to arrest the aging process and live forever. Scientists have not given up on finding a way to achieve this at the genetic level.
 
   But the Bible says, “The length of our days is seventy years—or eighty, if we have the strength; yet their span is but trouble and sorrow, for they quickly pass, and we fly away” (Psalm 90:10). Jesus said, “Whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it” (Matthew 16:25), and “The man who loves his life will lose it, while the man who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life” (John 12:25).
 
    
 
   
 
  

The Sacrifice of Victory
 
   ‘However the fortune of war shall go,’ [said Théoden,] ‘may it not so end that much that was fair and wonderful shall pass for ever out of Middle-earth?’
 
   ‘It may,’ said Gandalf. ‘The evil of Sauron cannot be wholly cured, nor made as if it had not been.’ (p. 537)
 
    
 
   Even if the allied forces of Middle-earth succeed in destroying Sauron once and for all, Gandalf tells Théoden, Middle-earth would not suddenly grow to be a Garden of Eden and life become idyllic. Evil creatures would continue to exist, and the consequences of much of the evil that Sauron had perpetrated over the centuries would still remain. This holds true for our world too.
 
   Although the Allies of World War II defeated Hitler’s evil empire, the world was left with the reality of the Holocaust, the millions of lives lost in combat, and cities reduced to rubble. In the siege of St. Petersburg alone, more than one million civilians died! More recently, even the stunning and overwhelming success of Operation Iraqi Freedom did not make all the evil atrocities of Saddam Hussein and his sons as though they had never been. Many months of “mopping up” remained.
 
    
 
   *          *          *
 
    
 
   To sacrifice self for the benefit or well being of others is a good and noble thing. It is an expression of love and humility. It is also the greatest of spiritual responsibilities. The Apostle Paul wrote, “I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship” (Romans 12:1). The point of this verse is “that every [person] consecrate himself wholly to the spiritual service of God, and do as it were sacrifice himself, trusting the grace of God.”[5]
 
   If we rarely do anything sacrificial, how do our lives resemble the life of Christ? As the Apostle Paul exhorts, “Nobody should seek his own good, but the good of others” (1 Corinthians 10:24).
 
   In a strange twist of providence, our joy will be greater for having endured sorrow, turning even the intentions of evil into a greater good. And when that day arrives, the song of all ages will culminate in a chorus of redemption, a redemption made possible because the story includes a hero willing to sacrifice himself.[6]
 
   Let us sacrifice our self-centeredness on the altar and live in a wise and truthful manner. May we embody what is written in the book of Proverbs:
 
   The Lord gives wisdom,
 
   from his mouth come knowledge and understanding;
 
   he stores up sound wisdom for the upright;
 
   he is a shield to those who walk in integrity,
 
   guarding the paths of justice
 
   and watching over the way of his saints.
 
   Then you will understand righteousness and justice
 
   and equity, every good path;
 
   for wisdom will enter your heart,
 
   and knowledge will be pleasant to your soul;
 
   discretion will watch over you,
 
   understanding will guard you. (Proverbs 2:6-11, ESV)
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