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Prompt 2 – “‘It is a monotheistic world of ‘natural theology’’ (Tolkien commenting on the 

Middle-Earth of The Lord of the Rings in a letter of 30 June 1955).  Discuss Tolkien’s epic in 

relation to natural theology.” 

 In late autumn of 1944, the author of The Lord of the Rings found himself in a creative 

slough of despond. Writing to his son Christopher in November, J.R.R. Tolkien confessed that “I 

have got the hero into such a fix that not even an author will be able to extricate him without 

labor and difficulty.”1 The “labor and difficulty” involved in writing his epic work ended up 

lasting twelve years and included encounters with numerous characters, places (and grace) 

Tolkien himself had never previously imagined. “I met a lot of things on the way that astonished 

me2,” he wrote to his friend and poet W.H. Auden in 1955, “Tom Bombadil I knew already; but I 

had never been to Bree. Strider sitting in the corner at the inn was a shock, and I had no more 

idea who he was than had Frodo…Fangorn Forest was an unforeseen adventure…Most 

disquieting of all, Saruman had never been revealed to me…”3 In the same year, Tolkien wrote 

to his American publishers, the Houghton Mifflin Co., explaining that his work contained “no 

allegorical intentions, general, particular, or topical, moral, religious or political...It is a 

monotheistic world of ‘natural theology’. The odd fact that there are no churches, temples or 

religious rites and ceremonies, is simply part of the historical climate depicted.” The “Third 

Age” of The Lord of the Rings “was not a Christian world.”4 [Good] 

                                                             
1 Humphrey Carpenter, editor, and Christopher Tolkien, The Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien (Boston, New York: Houghton 
Mifflin, 2000), 103.  

2 Matthew 8:10.  

3 Ibid, 216.  

4 Ibid, 220.  
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 A “monotheistic natural theology” that is not a “religious allegory”? A fairy tale filled 

with characters and places the author himself knew nothing about? How can this be, we wonder?  

Welcome to the inscrutably wondrous topography of J.R.R. Tolkien’s Middle-earth.5 It is 

a landscape “invested with mystery”6;  a poiema penned into existence by “a man of extreme 

contrasts” who “was never moderate: love, intellectual enthusiasm, distaste, anger, self-doubt, 

guilt, laughter, each was in his mind exclusively and in full force when he experienced it; and at 

that moment no other emotion was permitted to modify it.”7 It may very well be that Middle-

earth is actually the landscape of Tolkien himself, inside and out; a loamy light-drenched 

autobiography8 of sorts; a terrestrial fairy tale of his “close friendship with the earth”9 which tells 

of how “hope” often inexplicably “came to him in the darkness”10 and sustained him through 

times of great and “profound melancholy.”11 The terrain of his story is that of a sub-creator who 

took painstaking care of his creation. “He felt that every detail of his cosmos needed attention,”12 

his biographer Humphrey Carpenter suggests. From “Cabbages and potatoes”13 to “fires, smokes 

                                                             
5 I saw Tolkien refer to “Middle-earth” this way, with a lower-case “e” in his Letters, and so throughout.  
 
6 Humphrey Carpenter, J.R.R. Tolkien a Biography (Boston, New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 2000), 166.  

7 Ibid, 133.  

8 Ibid, 260.  

9 J.R.R. Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 50th Anniversary One-Volume Edition (Boston, New York: Houghton 
Mifflin Co., 2004), 1.  

10 Ibid, 12.  

11 Carpenter, J.R.R. Tolkien a Biography, 208.  

12 Ibid, 253.  

13 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 24.  
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and lights”14 to “memories of wind, and trees and sun on the grass”15 Middle-earth contained the 

very marrow of man who experienced the lucid sharpness of a two-edged terrestrial pilgrimage, 

the intense joys and great sorrows, the light and the darkness, to the core of his being.16 As 

Tolkien wrote to a friend, “It is written in my life-blood, such as that, thick or thin, and I can do 

no other.”17 The “life-blood” of John Ronald Reuel Tolkien is the fount from which his natural 

theology still flows to this day, covering his readers and their children in a virtually indescribable 

awe and wonder.18 [Yes] 

But again how can this be? How did he actually do that? First and foremost, it was a 

gift19 that was continuously given over the course of his lifetime, one on which he continuously 

labored, at times with a kind of fear and trembling20, never entirely satisfied, and yet it also 

paradoxically seemed to be a labor shot through with an otherworldly light not his own.21 It was 

a combination of “the ordinary life he led and the extraordinary imagination that created his 

mythology,”22 writes Carpenter. Consider a letter Tolkien received regarding The Lord of the 

Rings from a man “who classified himself as ‘an unbeliever, or at best a man of belatedly and 

dimly dawning religious feeling.’” He writes, “you create a world in which some sort of faith 

                                                             
14 Ibid, 25.  

15 Ibid, 55.  

16 Hebrews 4:12.  

17 Carpenter, J.R.R. Tolkien a Biography, 208.  

18 Matthew 27:25.  

19 Carpenter, J.R.R. Tolkien a Biography, 260.  

20 Phil. 2:12.  

21 1 Cor. 15:10; Phil. 2:12.   

22 Carpenter, J.R.R. Tolkien a Biography, 260. 
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seems to be everywhere without a visible source, like light from an invisible lamp.”23 That 

“light” was Language Himself24, appearing to Ronald in childhood in the form of the 

wonderfully strange Welsh names on the side panels of coal-trucks, as if the trucks were tongs in 

the hands of flying seraphim who brought the fiery words directly from the altar of heaven to his 

lips.25 The words themselves almost appearing like an inscrutable union of heavenly and 

terrestrial languages. “Nantyglo, Senghendydd, Blaen-Rhondda, Penrhiwceiber, and Tredegar”26 

breathed forth a sacred, living reality captivating the curious youth and igniting his lifelong 

philological passions.  On a later railway trip to Wales, he saw the same enigmatic dialect on the 

station names. As Carpenter says, “here were words more appealing to him than any he had yet 

encountered, a language that was old and yet alive.”27 “Here am I, send me!” young Ronald may 

have felt at the time of his encounter, for he “had caught sight of another linguistic world”28 the 

light of which would lead him, over the course of the following half-century, through the 

creation of a world where those words would have their place. [Yes] 

The geography of Middle-earth is something of a linguistic and topographical 

chiaroscuro where light and darkness are constantly intertwined. Though Tolkien himself 

claimed that this was not “The Pattern” of The Lord of the Rings itself, writing to a friend in 

1947, it was part of “a particular phase of history,” where the “actors are individuals” who 

                                                             
23 Humphrey Carpenter, editor, and Christopher Tolkien, The Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien, 413.  

24 John 1:1, the Logos.  

25 Isaiah 6:6.  

26 Carpenter, J.R.R. Tolkien a Biography, 33-34.  

27 Ibid, 34.  

28 Ibid, 34.  
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themselves “contain universals.”29 The actors of Middle-earth, however, especially the hobbits, 

despite Tolkien’s statement to the contrary, do appear to be fully immersed in this universal 

interplay of luminosity and blackness, being strengthened by the light or being dismayed in the 

pitch of despair. This too seemed to be Tolkien’s own personal experience as well, either 

encouraged or incredibly downcast, it was a “universal” he saw within himself as an “actor” 

upon the telluric stage. And it is this “universal” which may help to explain why Rings has been 

such a treasure-trove of apologetic wisdom. Everyone understands despair. “When in a black 

mood he would feel that there was no hope, either for himself or the world,”30 Carpenter 

suggests. Perhaps it was with Tolkien as C.S. Lewis once remarked, that one can never entirely 

trust what an author says of his own work. For darkness and light do seem to be central to the 

natural realm of Middle-earth, a darkness and light that goes far beyond physical appearances 

and leaves the reader touched by the heft of a “profound melancholy.”31 [Yes] 

Caught in the gloom of “the old forest”, for example, Frodo tries to sing a song to 

encourage himself and his companions. “O! Wanderers in the shadowed land / despair not! For 

though dark they stand, / all woods there be must end at last, / and see the open sun go past, / the 

setting sun, the rising sun, / the day’s end, or the day begun.”32 Here is a refrain that exemplifies 

not only the on-going dialectical tension between light and darkness in Middle-earth, but the 

very paradox of Tolkien’s “monotheistic natural theology” which is yet not a “religious 

allegory.” Tolkien poetically alludes to the darkness of evening preceding the light of the 

                                                             
29 Humphrey Carpenter, editor, and Christopher Tolkien, The Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien, 121. 

30 Carpenter, J.R.R. Tolkien a Biography, 133-134.  

31 Ibid, 208.  

32 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 112. 
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morning, a very “natural” occurrence with which all of mankind is familiar. There is nothing 

explicitly religious in an allegorical sense in Frodo’s song, but yet it is similar to the poetic 

creation narrative of Genesis 1, where it is plain from the text that both darkness and evening 

precede light and morning. But it is also more than that, especially if we read the landscape of 

Middle-earth as a portrait of Tolkien’s person. The short song also reflects a desire for hope in 

the midst of the dark weight of sorrow and depression, in which “The air seemed heavy and the 

making of words wearisome.”33 If Carpenter is correct to suggest Tolkien’s epic narrative is 

autobiographical, such lines as these exemplify what Tolkien meant by a “true myth.” Frodo’s 

song is consequently entirely true on several levels, naturally, theologically and personally. 

Apologetically speaking, Frodo’s song is thus something every man, woman and child can easily 

understand.34 [Yes] 

As sub-creators reflecting the image of the Creator, we too will bear the imprint of grief 

and sorrow, believer and unbeliever alike. Somewhere imbedded within the Welsh script young 

Ronald saw on the sides of coal-trucks and train stations may have contained the remnants of a 

sonorous pall [knell?] of an ancient, light-bearing language that gave birth to the universe, 

spoken by the Man of Sorrows Himself, who knew “that every detail of his cosmos needed 

attention,”35 down to the very hairs of our heads36 and even the exact words we would eventually 

speak and write.37 Those details are written in Middle-earth by Tolkien’s life-blood, and in our 

                                                             
33 Ibid, 112.  

34 Romans 1:20.  

35 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 253.  

36 Luke 12:7.   

37 Gen. 11:1-8; Ps. 139:4, 16.  
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world by the words and shed blood of Christ. The physical poiema of the Logos is thus a world 

where one comes to know Joy and Sorrow in their most acute and profound sense. All creation is 

“very good” but it also “groans.”38 This is silent speech39 of Middle-earth, declaring the glory in 

subtle hues of the heavens and the earth. Tolkien, however, does not attempt to philosophically 

mitigate the tension between the goodness and the groaning. Creation itself may actually be what 

he calls a “Eucatastrophe...a sudden and miraculous grace: never to be counted on to recur. It 

does not deny the existence of dyscatastrophe, of sorrow and failure: the possibility of these is 

necessary to the joy of deliverance; it denies (in the face of much evidence, if you will) universal 

final defeat and in so far is evangelium, giving a fleeting glimpse of Joy, Joy beyond the walls of 

the world, poignant as grief.”40 [Yes] 

The numinous language of Creation for Tolkien seemed to be something that was at once 

both playful and somber, joyful yet tinged by fiery trials. Nowhere better is this exemplified than 

in Gandalf’s fireworks display, situated “in the beginning”41 of the epic. It is there we sit with the 

hobbits under the canopy of eventide, eagerly awaiting a fantastic luminous spectacle. The 

narrative from the “Long Expected Party” sings like the mythopoeic “let-there-be” refrains of 

Genesis 1.  

                                                             
38 Genesis 1:31; Romans 8:22.  

39 Psalm 19:1-4.  

40 J.R.R. Tolkien, The Tolkien Reader, Stories, Poems and Commentaries by the Author of The Hobbit and The Lord 
of the Rings, “On Fairy Stories” (New York: Ballantine, 1966), 85-86.  

41 Genesis 1:1.  
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“There were rockets like a flight of scintillating birds42 singing with sweet voices. There 

were green trees with trunks of dark smoke43: their leaves opened like a whole spring unfolding 

in a moment, and their shining branches dropped glowing flowers down upon the astonished 

hobbits, disappearing with a sweet scent just before they touched the their upturned faces. There 

were fountains of butterflies and the flew glittering into the trees, there were pillars of colored 

fires44 that rose and turned into eagles, or sailing ships, or a phalanx of flying swans; there was a 

red thunderstorm and a shower of yellow rain45; there was a forest of sliver spears…” The finale 

of the evening’s display, however, was a fierce and unexpected “red-golden dragon, not life-size, 

but terribly life-like: fire come from his jaws, his eyes glared down; there was a roar…”46 Here 

in the visage of a fiery serpent, was both light and terrifying awe, luminous grandeur and terrible 

darkness which caused many of the hobbits to fall “flat on their faces.”47  

So the question that hangs in the air over our little shires once more is “Why?” Why 

would Gandalf do that? Why rend48 the delightful array49 with such terrifying ferocity50? 

[Suggest avoiding this sort of word-association footnoting.  Once started, there’s no reason why 

it shouldn’t appear in almost every sentence!  Point out likely or possible scriptural allusions that 

                                                             
42 Genesis 1:20.  

43 Genesis 1:11.  

44 Gen. 1:14-16.   

45 Gen. 1:14-16.  

46 Gen. 3; Is. 14:12-21; Rev. 12:7-9.  

47 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 28; Job 1:8-12; Isaiah 6:1-5; Daniel 10:8-9; Luke 22:31.   

48 Matt. 27:50-51.  

49 Isaiah 40:22. 

50 Rev. 12.  
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Tolkien makes, by all means (you do this very well), but don’t start doing the same for your own 

words.] Theologically speaking, why would God do that? Again, Tolkien’s natural theology does 

not offer any kind of imaginative behind-the-scenes theodicies of the philosophers. He instead 

simply presents nature as she is. To reflect upon the problem of evil with our own limited 

wisdom, from our terrestrial standpoint indeed “shows many things”51 but such visions may in 

the end just be spurious fabrications of our imagination. We simply do not know. “The Mirror,” 

like fallen human intellect itself “is dangerous as a guide of deeds,”52 as Galadriel says to Sam 

after he espies terrible dragon-like goings-on in the Shire through the placid liquid surface of the 

Elven reflecting pool. What we do know, however is that at times, life under the sun does appear 

“sad and gloomy and disheveled.”53 We suppose many ills befalling our little shires and 

neighborhoods. In our familiar surroundings the sun sinks and “shadows creep out of the 

corners.”54 When the gloom settles and we are wearied from much interpretive “stone-cracking 

and earth-gnawing,”55 wanting to know why such evil tidings have befallen us, what we actually 

need is rest.56 It is in the cessation, in the deep exhausted darkness wrought from toil and despair, 

that light unexpectedly comes; brilliantly, lucidly into our hearts. A “fleeting glimpse of Joy” 

which gives us eyes to see and the strength to press on, as it was the night Frodo left the shire on 

his fateful journey. The eucatastrophic luminescence doesn’t answer all of our questions, but it 

                                                             
51 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 363.  

52 Ibid, 363.  

53 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 69.  

54 Ibid, 69.  

55 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 569; Gen. 3:17-19. 

56 Matt. 11:28-30.  
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does give us strength to persevere through trial.57 “The sky was clear and the stars were growing 

bright. ‘It’s going to be a fine night,’” Frodo says to himself. “‘That’s good for a beginning. I 

feel like walking.’”58 Light in the darkness, a willingness to continue; a subtle theological 

allusion to the ancient poetic beginning of our world in “darkness”59 and the first day beginning 

at “evening.”60 Perhaps this is what Tolkien himself described as a convergence of “Allegory and 

Story…meeting somewhere in Truth”. For Tolkien believed that “the only perfectly consistent 

allegory is real life; and the only fully intelligible story is an allegory. And one finds, even in 

imperfect human ‘literature’, that the better and more consistent  an allegory is the more easily 

can it be read ‘just as a story’; and the better and more closely woven a story is the more easily 

can those so minded find allegory in it.”61 In short, Frodo’s beginning at evening may be the 

beginning of Sabbath rest for Middle-earth. And Frodo saw that it was good. “It’s going to be a 

good night.” Someone must bear the weight to ease the burdens of others. Herein is yet another 

layered example of how Tolkien’s “monotheistic natural theology” plays out. It has an appeal in 

nature and in personal human experience, written in a language common to everyone.62 In 

                                                             
57 Isaiah 60:1, NASB. “Arise, shine; for your light has come, And the glory of the LORD has risen upon you.” 

58 Ibid, 69. Consider “I feel like walking” with biblical passages where Jesus heals. Several passages mention this 
healing occurring in the evening. Matt. 8:16-17; Mark 1:32; Luke 4:40; and John 5:16, where the Pharisees were 
irate with Jesus’s healing on the Sabbath. Imagine the eucatastrophes which emanated from those who were healed.  

59 Gen. 1:2.  

60 Gen. 1:5.  

61 Humphrey Carpenter, editor, and Christopher Tolkien, The Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien, 121. 

62 Romans 1:20.  



11 
 

bearing one another’s burdens, we too are most at rest and find ourselves among what is “very 

good.”63 [Yes] 

After the hobbits are extricated from the dark, tangled roots of the contumacious “Old 

Man Willow” by the numinously quixotic Tom Bombadil, Tolkien quite beautifully bathes his 

weary little creatures in a plethora of comforting light arrays; “candles for to kindle”64, the 

“Sun”65, “light of stars…shining”66, a “pale starry night”67, “twinkling lights of a house”68, “Of 

sun, stars, moon…/ Light on the budding leaf”69, and as “the hobbits stood upon the threshold…a 

golden light was all about them.”70 In fact, at night, nothing passes “door and window” of 

Bombadil’s home “save moonlight and starlight and the wind off the hill-top.”71 Light is 

everywhere – candles, stars, sun, and moon - light in the heavens and on the earth, in the house 

and on the leaves, almost as if it were itself a kind of omnipresent being.  

And maybe it is.  

Writing to his son Christopher during his dark, autumnal slough, Tolkien describes an 

experience he had in church while praying before the Eucharist. “I perceived or thought of the 

                                                             
63 Genesis 1:31.  

64 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 121.  

65 Ibid, 121.  

66 Ibid, 121. 

67 Ibid, 121. 

68 Ibid, 121. 

69 Ibid, 122. 

70 Ibid, 122. 

71 Ibid, 125.  
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Light of God and in it suspended one small mote (or millions of motes to only one of which was 

my small mind directed), glittering white because of the individual ray from the Light which 

both held and lit it… And the ray was the Guardian Angel of the mote: not a thing interposed 

between God and the creature, but God's very attention itself, personalized.”72 Along with this 

sight came “the realization that the shining poised mote was myself.”73 Here is one example of 

how Tolkien viewed himself. A mote of dust, one of millions, suspended in a sunbeam, wholly 

dependent upon the light which upheld him. And if we see this Light as the very incarnate 

Logos74 as Tolkien himself seemed to imagine it was, “God’s very attention itself, 

personalized…the love and attention of Light to the Mote is a person (that is both with us and in 

Heaven),”75 then it is entirely true what Lewis remarked of his friend in an obituary written long 

before Tolkien’s death. “Strange as it may seem,” Lewis writes, “it [indicate what this ‘it’ refers 

to] was undoubtedly the source of that unparalleled richness and concreteness which later 

distinguished him from all other philologists. He had been inside language.”76 Tolkien’s genius, 

his entire person, was itself submersed in the radiant Logos,77 an etymological reflection of the 

incarnate Word. He inexplicably found himself inside the philological paradise78 of those strange 

words on the sides of coal-trucks wherein his life-blood script was illumined. He stood “in the 

                                                             
72 Humphrey Carpenter, editor, and Christopher Tolkien, The Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien, 99. 

73 Ibid, 99.  

74 John 1:1-4.  

75 Humphrey Carpenter, editor, and Christopher Tolkien, The Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien, 99; Romans 8:34.  

76 Carpenter, J.R.R. Tolkien a Biography, 138. 

77 Ibid, 138.  

78 Philology – in a literal sense, the “love of logos.” See John 1:1 and Luke 23:43.  
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same tale” “of the light…in that star-glass” – a remarkable gift given to the hobbits by Galadriel. 

[Yes] 

And throughout Middle-earth, light is everywhere referenced in a variety of ways in 

which uphold, inspire, encourage and direct the hobbits, the “motes” of Middle-earth, along their 

variegated paths through the shadow-filled realms. “Fire is our friend in the wilderness,”79 

Strider tells Sam as they hide from their pursuers. But “It is also as good a way of saying ‘here 

we are’ as I can think of, bar shouting,”80 Gamgee quips. Such radiance indeed possesses a 

puzzling duality which is at once both protecting and revealing, blinding yet lucid, wounding yet 

comforting, humbling yet inspiring. We cannot comprehend it.81 

Ordinary yet extraordinary.  

But how can this be? We still want to know how it all works. Yet if we do not understand 

earthly things, how are we to understand heavenly things? Working on understanding the 

oddities of light in the 1920s, physicist Werner Heisenberg remarked, “I remember 

discussions…which went through many hours till very late at night and ended almost in despair; 

and when at the end of the discussion I went alone for a walk in the neighbouring park I repeated 

to myself again and again the question: Can nature possibly be so absurd as it seemed to us in 

these atomic experiments?”82 Tolkien’s answer seems to be “Yes. She. Is. And we’re never 

                                                             
79 Exodus 13:21, NASB. “The LORD was going before them in a pillar of cloud by day to lead them on the way, 
and in a pillar of fire by night to give them light, that they might travel by day and by night.” 

80 Exodus 14:8-10. God seemed desirous of having the Egyptians find the Israelites. What better than a pillar of fire 
to both protect His children and also mark their camp so plainly? Tinctures of Gospel light.  

81 John 1:5.  

82 “Werner Heisenberg,” accessed November 13, 2015, last modified November 9, 2015,  
“https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Werner_Heisenberg” 
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going to fully understand her.” His literary gift unsheathes this wondrous luminescence in such a 

way as it seems to radiate the very personhood he envisioned before the Blessed Sacrament at St. 

Gregory’s. Heisenberg and the host of quantum physicists who’ve tried to penetrate luminous 

mysteries have failed to consider that Light is first and foremost a Person.83 In that sense, 

Tolkien’s physics far and away exceeded those of cutting edge science of the time, and perhaps 

still do. The inner complexities of Light’s behavior of Middle-earth are personal, forever 

mysterious and yet wholly loving and gracious and that, according to Tolkien, is where man 

must be content to leave it.84 Light in Tolkien’s cosmology is alive and active, penetrating and 

dazzling the “actors” to their very core. In the celestial countenance of Arwen, daughter of 

Elrond, for example, “the light of stars was in her bright eyes, grey as a cloudless night,”85 the 

light of which pierces Frodo’s heart.86 In the “shirt of mail” forged by the dwarves a light which 

“shone like moonlit silver.”87 This mail was something Bilbo believed “would turn even the 

knives of the Black Riders.”88 Then there is Elrond’s blessing as the Fellowship leaves his 

domain, “May the stars shine upon your faces!”89 he tells them. “A real sunrise is a mighty 

welcome,”90 Frodo says. We read that “Day91 leaped into the sky. The red rim of the sun rose 

                                                             
83 1 John 1:5, “God is light.” John 1:4-5.  

84 Ecc. 3:11.  

85 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 227.  

86 Ibid, 238.  

87 Ibid, 277.  

88 Ibid, 278. 

89 Ibid, 281.  

90 Ibid, 282. 

91 Revelation 22:16.  
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over the shoulders of the dark land,”92 “blue and purple stood the White Mountains,”93 and the 

“sun climbed to the noon.”94 Legolas counsels the Fellowship that “Rede95 oft is found at the 

rising of the Sun.”96 The grotesque, dark-loving Orcs “can’t run in the sunlight.”97 Gimli tells 

Legolas that the Mines of Moria98, when lit with “torches” are filled with a wondrous translucent 

reflection of “gems and crystals and precious ore,”99 which “glint in the polished walls.” There is 

endless “glistening”, “glimmering” and the glowing of light everywhere.100 The ancient city of 

Isengard was once filled with “wise men that watched the stars.”101 “‘How beautiful the stars are, 

and the Moon!’ Frodo says. “‘They do cheer the hearth, don’t they?’”102 Sam replies. Frodo says 

to Sam that Gollum “doesn’t like the Sun or Moon.”103 “Nassty, nasty shivery light it is – sss – it 

spies on us, precious – it hurts our eyes,”104 Gollum whispers to himself. Ghan buri Ghan, a kind 

                                                             
92 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 422.  

93 Ibid, 422.  

94 Ibid, 424. 

95 Counsel, wisdom.  

96 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 429. Ps. 30:5, NASB. “Weeping may last for the night, But a shout of joy comes 
in the morning.”  

97 Ibid, 449.  

98 Matt. 28:1-4.  

99 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 547.  

100 Ibid, 547.  

101 Ibid, 555. Matt. 2:1-12.  

102 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 611.  

103 Ibid, 613.  

104 Ibid, 613.  
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of primitive chieftain of a tribe of relatively unknown peoples, says to Théoden, “When Sun 

comes we feel her, even when she’s hidden.”105 [Yes] 

Hiddenness. It is a dark enigma about the light of Middle-earth. It seems itself wholly 

subjected to the consuming darkness and evil by which is often surrounded. It at times appears 

weak and waning, sometimes altogether absent. Think of the hobbits “in despair” staring into the 

“Teeth of Mordor”106 where we read the mighty orb of noonday becomes a “fallow sun” who 

“blinked”107. The sun not only blinks but is itself consumed, and seems to fail and fall, 

bleeding108. The “hurrying darkness…swallowed the sky”109, “it seemed to them…the light 

failed”110, “Slowly the sun fell…A smoke…darkened the sun’s disc to the hue of blood”111, “The 

sun went slowly down before them”112, “A shadow seemed to pass over the high sun”113, 

“Something as dark as a cloud was blocking out all the light inside”114 which causes Gandalf to 

                                                             
105 John 20:1; Mark 16:2. Solar light in Middle-earth as feminine may also be linked to Proverbs 8, where wisdom is 
personified as female, but also traditionally associated with God in Christ as the Creator. Just like the Sun, wisdom 
“takes her stand” “At the highest point along the way, where the paths meet.” 

106 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 636. 

107 Ibid, 637. 

108 Matt. 27:32, 45.  

109 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 607.  

110 Ibid, 962.  

111 Ibid, 505; italics mine. Matt. 27:32.   

112 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 526.  

113 Ibid, 254; Matt. 27:45.   

114 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 327.  
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confess “I have never felt so spent”115, and most poignantly “There seemed to be a great 

blackness looming slowly out of the East, eating up the faint blurred stars.”116 [Yes] 

But light’s inexplicable extinguishings are not the end. The light is always present, 

though not in ways which the “actors” perceive or understand.117 This enigma is exemplified in 

Faramir’s description of seeing his deceased brother Boromir in a “boat of strange fashion”118 

which caused an “awe” to fall on him. “Pale light was around it,” he tells Frodo and Sam, and in 

it “a warrior lay asleep…A broken sword was on his knee. I saw many wounds on him. It was 

Boromir, my brother, dead…The boat turned into the stream and passed glimmering on into the 

night.”119 In an inscrutably mysterious pairing of light and death “a warrior lay asleep.” 

“Asleep,” but later, plainly “dead.”120 Though death be present, the boat itself was strangely 

illumined121, as if to suggest, though faintly, this was not the end. Faramir’s vision thus “does not 

deny the existence of dyscatastrophe, of sorrow and failure: the possibility of these is necessary 

                                                             
115 Ibid, 327; italics mine. John 19:30.  

116 Ibid, 698. Italics my own. Revelation 12:4 “Its tail swept a third of the stars out of the sky and flung them to the 
earth. The dragon stood in front of the woman who was about to give birth, so that it might devour her child the 
moment he was born.” Lucifer means “son of the morning” or “morning star”, (Is. 14:12) a title similar to, but 
wholly unlike that of Jesus in Rev. 22:16. On one level, the planet Venus brightly rises in the East. On another level, 
Lucifer also desires to rise above the stars of God, but will be finally cast down. On the ultimate eucatastrophic 
level, Jesus rises from the grave.  

117 John 1:5. How can light shine and it still be dark? One is reminded of the small sliver of visible light on the 
electromagnetic spectrum.  

118 Gen. 50:26; Matt. 28:1-4.  

119 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 666, John 19:38-40.  

120 John 11:11-16, NASB. “The disciples then said to Him, ‘Lord, if he has fallen asleep, he will recover.’ Now 
Jesus had spoken of his death, but they thought that He was speaking of literal sleep. So Jesus then said to them 
plainly, ‘Lazarus is dead.’” 

121 Matt. 28:1-4.  
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to the joy of deliverance; it denies (in the face of much evidence, if you will) universal final 

defeat and in so far is evangelium, giving a fleeting glimpse of Joy, Joy beyond the walls of the 

world, poignant as grief.”122 [Yes] 

Why though, does “light” seem to submit to the darkness at all? Why not just shine 

outright? It seems utterly foolish. “Yes, indeed,” Tolkien seems to reply. “Let folly be our 

cloak,” Gandalf tells the Fellowship, “a veil before the eyes of the Enemy!”123 Who could have 

ever imagined Galadriel’s Light of Earendil, the indescribable gift of the “star-glass,” the Light 

of the world124, contained in a little phial125? “How can this be?”126 Even more inscrutably 

wondrous is that this star “had descended into the very earth” where the enemy lay for time 

immemorial, blinding and binding it once and for all.127 The myopic, depth-deprived Eye of 

Sauron and the subterranean emissaries of ancient evil never saw it coming; neither could they 

overcome such luminous folly128. “Faramir opened the casket, and he held up an ancient 

crown”129; Joy130 and Sorrow131, a eucatastrophic rising of royalty from the grave. In throwing 

                                                             
122 J.R.R. Tolkien, The Tolkien Reader, Stories, Poems and Commentaries by the Author of The Hobbit and The 
Lord of the Rings, “On Fairy Stories” (New York: Ballantine, 1966), 85-86.  

123 1 Cor. 1:18. [Yes, and 1 Cor. 4:10] 

124 John 8:12.  

125 Psalm 105:5-6.  

126 Luke 1:34.  

127 1 Cor. 15:55. Here, O death, is your “Sting!”  

128 John 1:5. Comprehend/overwhelm both implied in the Greek κατελαβεν.  
129 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 967.  

130 Hebrews 12:2.  

131 Isaiah 53:3.  
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the entire weight of their evil upon such an unexpected Light, the enemy is defeated.132 As 

Gandalf says, “Let us remember that a traitor may betray himself and do good that he does not 

intend. It can be so sometimes. Good night!”133 A good night. Even the darkness in Middle-earth 

has a purpose.134 It is the evil darkness in Sauron, in Shelob and in Gollum which blinds them 

and which becomes the very means by which they are finally defeated. [Yes] 

And it is then that all of creation rejoices. The countenance of the Light of the World 

shines like the sun in all its brilliance135 upon those formerly in darkness. The trees’ “leaves 

opened like a whole spring unfolding in a moment”,136 and “the King” enters “his gates with the 

rising of the Sun”137, “ancient of days he seemed…and a light was about him.”138 “Light sprang 

in the sky. Night departed.”139 “‘O great glory and splendor!’” Sam cries in the midst of his own 

personal eucatastrophe, “all my wishes have come true.’ And then he wept.” 140   

Though Tolkien himself said Middle-earth is not a Christian world, it is nevertheless 

filled with tinctures of a monumental kind of “Christian joy which produces tears”141, a joy 

                                                             
132 1 Peter 2:8.  

133 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 815.  

134 Genesis 1:31; Genesis 50:20; Ps. 139:12, John 1:5.   

 

135 Rev. 1:16.  

136 Is. 55:12.  

137 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 957. Jeremiah 22:4; John 12:13-15.  

138 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings,968; Daniel 7:9.  

139 Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 540.  

140 Ibid, 954.  

141 Humphrey Carpenter, editor, and Christopher Tolkien, The Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien, 100.  
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“qualitatively so like sorrow, because it comes from those places where Joy and Sorrow are at 

one, reconciled.”142 It is the “greatest” “fairy-story” ever told, one which formed and illumined 

the very landscape of John Ronald Reuel Tolkien and continues to form and enlighten every one 

upon the earth, it too “a mote of dust suspended in a sunbeam.” 

                                                             
142 Ibid, 100. Romans 5:10.  


