
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Watching
The Lord of the Rings With
God

 


By Charity Bishop

 


© Charity Bishop 2013


 


“God is the Lord of angels,
and of men –and of elves.” -J.R.R. Tolkien

 


 


For Caitlin, who I wouldn’t
have met if not for The Lord of the
Rings.


Prologue




I know what you are thinking.

Tolkien did not write allegories. He hated
allegories. What is the matter with you, trying to shove all this
religion into his story?

Hold off. I don’t claim Tolkien intended any
of this. That’s not the point I’m making. This is a simple tale of
God horning his way onto my couch, taking up more than his fair
share of space, and interrupting me every five seconds as he points
out things he wants me to learn.

God can be obnoxious. God can be persistent.
I have a feeling when Tolkien was writing his little tale, and when
Peter Jackson (hereafter called “P.J.”) was editing it all
together, God was sitting over their shoulders, nudging them,
pointing, and saying, “Oh, wait, put me in this part… this is
good.”

He is annoying like that.

So wipe that judgmental
scowl off your face and kick back with the extended versions
of The Lord of the Rings
films. Familiarity with them is necessary, not
optional, unless you like being totally lost. Each chapter in this
book corresponds with a chapter in the extended films. If you have
not seen them yet, go buy them. I will wait.

God is about to irritate and inspire you,
and give you a kick in the seat of the pants wherever you need it.
If he doesn’t make you mad by the end, he’s not doing his job (and
he always does his job).

After this, you’ll never look at
Middle-earth the same way again.

At least, I didn’t.


 


The Fellowship of the
Ring







“One Ring,” Yada,
Yada

 


When you watch a movie, you
want silence: no talking, no cell phones buzzing, ringing, or
vibrating, no annoying child kicking your seat, and especially no
one whispering in the row behind you through the
entire movie. When that
happens, you turn around and glare at them.

If they’re anything like God, they won’t
shut up.

I know.

He goes to the movies with me. He even sits
beside me on the couch and watches them with me at home. Nor can I
get away from him at a friend’s house! I am starting to think he is
stalking me.

Or maybe we’re just in a relationship?

Either way, I have two options:


	
tune him out (which isn’t easy)



	
listen (which also isn’t easy)





This time we’re
watching The Lord of the Rings
extended trilogy. The movie begins. I’m caught up
in all the excitement, the gleaming armor, the orcs being
slaughtered left and right, Lord Elrond calmly standing by while a
dozen arrows fly by his shiny, perfect hair, and then—

You know that there’s a lot of symbolism in
this, right?

I tear my eyes reluctantly from the
screen.

How Sauron’s back history is a lot like
Satan’s, and how the Creator threw him out of Valinor? He got
peeved, went to Middle-earth, got jealous of the Firstborn, and
decided to control them, so—

“—he tricks them into
forging the Rings of Power like the Serpent did Eve into eating the
Forbidden Fruit. Their desire for knowledge made them susceptible
to his evil influence. I’m trying to watch, do you
mind?”

I turn my back on him, hoping he’ll take the
hint. The camera pans across a vista of armor-plated armies
colliding in brute force and sheer epic violence—

Hmm, he says.

That’s it. Just hmm. I won’t rise to the
bait. I refuse.

We sit in silence, or rather, the sound of
wanton battle.

I can’t stand it anymore. “What?”

Sauron is about to appear. The dude’s almost
as epic as my hot fudge sundae brownies.

The armor tells you about their standing
with the Creator.

I look. The Elves wear gold, since they’re
the most badass thing in Middle-earth, not that I’m prejudiced or
anything. Men, as all-around losers often under the influence of
the Ring, wear silver. Orcs, as befits the drudges of non-humanity
and irredeemable scum wads, wear black metal.

“Oh, that’s cool. Did P.J.
actually know about—?”

Nope. That was all me.

God is like that. He’s smug. I suppose that
if I created the entire universe, I’d be smug too.

Isildur whacks the Ring
from Sauron’s hand. Instead of throwing it into the fire, he keeps
it. He has no thought for the misery he creates, nor does he
realize this single selfish action will cause Frodo to look
pathetic over the course of three movies. Let’s not even talk about
how it forces the Elves
to leave Middle-earth.

I glance sideways at God, but for once, he
doesn’t bring up the Garden of Eden. Why not? It’s obvious! More
than just Isildur suffers for his stupidity; everyone else suffers
with him. All humankind inherits a weakness for the Ring. It’s a
prime opportunity to mention it.

He doesn’t.

After several minutes of me
staring at him, he asks what?

“Nothing. I just expected
you to say something about Inherited Sin and its consequence of
death, that’s all. Our tendency toward it ever since Eve nibbled
that apple, how mankind can’t free itself from the influence of sin
or escape death until Jesus intervenes, draw parallels to how
Gondor is in trouble until the one ‘perfect’ king, Aragorn, resists
the Ring…”

It’s too obvious. I’ve done the whole
burning bush, pillar of fire thing before. Let me be subtle once in
awhile!

Isildur floats downriver. Galadriel’s
voice-over tells us how the Ring is lost and everyone forgets about
it (except her because she’s perfect… minus the momentary dark
queen thing, but we all have bad days).

Bilbo stumbles across the
Ring. I scowl. That’s not how it happens on-screen in
The Hobbit. Why isn’t
there better consistency in the films? Don’t the filmmakers
know dorks like me exist
purely to watch for tiny changes and complain about
them?

“Okay, so how about giving
me an example of subtle?”

God puts his feet on my
coffee table. I like what Galadriel says
about how some things that should not be forgot are lost and
Middle-earth suffers as a result. If they’d remembered the threat
of the Ring, it couldn’t have survived for so long. Because they
choose to forget important things, everyone feels the pain of the
consequences. Many people suffer and die because rather than accept
truths they don’t want to hear, they let them slip into the past.
The same thing is happening now, in your culture. The things I have
told you for centuries aren’t what society wants to hear. You can
choose to be like one of the masses, or you can be like Galadriel,
and remember what others have lost.

I chew on my straw. “But you’re always in
control, right? Sure, there are times in history when the
Israelites were enslaved and their future looked bleak, just like
the future of Middle-earth looks bleak to Galadriel right now with
the loss of the Ring, but you still had a plan… just like the
Creator in Middle-earth has a hobbit plan!”

This makes him smile.

Now, you’re catching
on.


 


Hobbits & Stuff

 


I love the scenes in Hobbiton and the Shire.
They’re a burst of light and color after the dismal prologue in
which all sorts of bad things happen because one idiot can’t say no
to a gold ring. I want to move into those hobbit holes. I want to
run along the tiny paths. I want to sprawl out under the trees and
read. I want that kind of carefree existence. I want—

Bilbo is the perfect
example of a redeemed believer.

My head drops to my chest. “You’re not going
to let me enjoy this, are you?”

He leans over the back of
the couch. Think about it. Gandalf (who is
a representation of me, by the way) comes into Bilbo’s life,
invites him to leave everything behind, and he sets out on an
adventure. That trip changes him forever. He’s not the same hobbit
now that he was when he left. He’s an outsider; the other hobbits
don’t want much to do with him and find him “strange.”

I frown. “You shouldn’t look so pleased
about it. It’s not nice when people say nasty things about
Christians!”

Remember what I say in
scripture: blessed are those persecuted in my name. I wasn’t just
talking about martyrs, but the everyday prejudices you encounter.
The world hates me, and since you serve me, it hates you
too.

This isn’t comforting. I’d rather have a
nice, quiet life free of people sneering at my beliefs. I keep my
head down and hope no one notices me.

I catch him looking at me with sadness in
his eyes.

I know it’s hard sometimes, but think about
it. Bilbo could be like all the other hobbits. He could live a dull
life and know nothing of the wonders of Middle-earth. He’d be
accepted and never know Gandalf. He’d never set out on his
adventure with Thorin and the dwarves. He wouldn’t meet Elrond,
find his courage in the Mines of Moria, or claim his treasure at
the end of the road. This story isn’t about hobbits that stay home;
it’s about those brave enough to risk being different.

There is a difference between Bilbo, with
his writing desk and twinkling amusement, and the hobbit scraping
out earwax with his fingernail.

There are things you know
that unbelievers don’t, things that if you live by them, will
preserve your heart and your safety. Like Bilbo, you understand the
ways of wizards… meaning me, of course. You know that you’re part
of a much larger story, rather than at the center of it. Life isn’t
about you; it’s about how you serve me! All life chronicles my
relationship with my children. That’s why Bilbo works on his book,
to impart a legacy to future generations as my servants did with
the Bible. Bilbo starts it, Frodo will continue it, and Sam will
finish it. At the end of this story, the end is still
unwritten.

Bilbo chuckles and dips his quill into the
inkpot. I feel an increase in my fondness for him as he writes
about the hobbits. None of them is very bright, if his opinion of
his peers is anything to go by.

We have that in common.

I know you identify with Bilbo. You don’t
want to live a mundane life. You search for constant meaning, and
the lump in your throat whenever you see Rivendell reminds you how
much you long for heaven and my presence. You long to see it, as he
longs for the mountains.

Sam appears and I can’t help smiling. I love
Sam. Of all the hobbits, he’s the most faithful. He’s not as cool
as Elrond or as strong as Aragorn but he’s my favorite. I like that
our introduction to him is tending a garden. He cares for the soil
as tenderly as for Frodo on their journey. Sam’s garden is one of
the more beautiful places in Middle-earth.

What is on your mind?

“Can’t you read
it?”

Sure, but I want you to tell me. I like the
sound of your voice.

Bilbo scribbles in his book, delighted with
his description of the Shire. “I was thinking on what you said
earlier about the armor, how the choice of metal reveals that
race’s standing with the Creator. If you think about it, each
kingdom in Middle-earth does the same thing. Hobbits are pure of
heart, innocent, surrounded in a lush landscape. You could say they
represent a newly saved heart, open to your influence but not yet
mature.”

The television flickers behind us.
Encouraged by his silence, I add, “The Shire’s beauty is less than
the Elves’, more innocent and less impressive. As the Firstborn,
the Elves live in mountains and woodlands. Their cities merge into
nature, because they’re so much a part of it, just as a mature
Christian life is entwined with your grace and teaching.

“Men live in man-made
cities and huts, and most of their land is nearly barren. The grass
is long and neglected, and autumn and winter falls there. That is a
life still within your influence but untended in your ways. As for
the orcs… Mordor and Moria are all bare ground and ugly stone, for
the Creator no longer blesses it.”

Very good! Shall we progress?

“Will you let me watch
Gandalf’s arrival in peace?”

He grins.
Oh, I doubt it.


 


Shire Ramblings

 


You ought to be exercising
right now.

I look away from Frodo reading peacefully in
the glen to glare at God. He has a smirk on his face. “That’s easy
for you to say, you never have to!”

Hey, when I was a human, I walked
everywhere.

“Except for that bit where
you rode into Jerusalem on a donkey.”

To fulfill an
ancient prophecy.

“You were just sick of
walking!”

I’m God! I don’t sin! Laziness is a sin!

I climb on the exercise bike
resentfully.

The best things in life
take effort. Consider Frodo. You used to think he just went out
there to read. Thanks to the prequel, now you know he went out
there specifically to wait for Gandalf. He’s just reading to pass
the time.

“And this has something to
do with exercising?” I glance down. I’ve burned 3 calories.
Whoop-de-do.

You exercise to keep your body in shape.

“No, I exercise to keep my
butt from getting fat.”

God gives me a
look. You know the
one. You exercise for the betterment of
your body. Frodo gets up off his butt and goes outside to wait for
Gandalf for the betterment of his soul.

“Oh, I know where this is
going.”

Frodo hears a familiar voice, springs up,
and runs through the trees to meet the wizard.

If you know where it’s going, why don’t you
do it so I can stop nagging you about it?

I shrug.

Don’t shrug at me. I’m God. I shouldn’t have
to beg for your attention, or try to catch a spare thought here and
there in-between book runs to the library and new episodes of your
favorite shows. In fact, instead of stumbling to your computer
first thing in the morning, would it kill you to spend fifteen
minutes talking to me?

“I don’t think I need to
since you’re around all day.”

The cart trundles down the road with Frodo
in it.

God rolls his eyes.
Frodo is waiting for Gandalf to turn up because
he’s excited to see him. He’s just as excited to spend time with
his favorite wizard, as you are whenever The Phantom of the Opera rolls into
town. Frodo can’t wait to spend time with Gandalf. I love that
about Frodo. I want you to have that kind of excitement when you
think about spending time with me.

I fiddle with the exercise bike, to avoid
his gaze. It’s warm in here. “No offense, but the Bible’s
boring.”

Oh, that’s not the reason you avoid it. You
may think that, but it’s not true. The real reason you don’t want
to spend time with me each morning is you’re afraid I’m going to
talk to you about a sin in your life you don’t want to deal with,
or ask you to pray for someone you don’t like, or have you do
something you don’t want to do.

“You do have a track record of doing
that.”

No matter how lousy it
gets for my children, I never abandon them. You should want to be
more like Frodo. He gets up and runs out to the road when he hears
Gandalf coming. I like it when people do that, when they run to me.
They don’t wait for me to come to them; they meet me halfway. Do
you remember the Centurion I met on the road? He wanted something
from me, for me to heal his beloved servant. He didn’t send me a
note. He didn’t wait for me to enter the city. He ran to greet
me.

I’m not too happy with this conversation, or
my aching legs. I want to watch Frodo travel down the road with
Gandalf, and try to figure out where the screen splits.

My sheep hear my voice. I
know them, and they follow me. Do you think it was easy for any of
my disciples to abandon their lives and follow me through Judea?
Yet they did, and like Frodo, though their lives were at times
difficult, painful, and grew them up a lot, in the end I rewarded
them for their obedience.

I hit pause on the remote and look at him.
“So you want me to spend more time with you, even though you’re
here all the time?”

Yes! The more you’re around me, the more
you’ll respond as I do, and the more you’ll want to be like me.
Remember, you’re one of the few chosen ones! Like Gandalf, I offer
salvation to everyone, but not all hobbits take me up on it. A few
do and become better for it, but most of them fear and dislike
me... Gandalf too, for that matter. Bilbo changes everything. He
embraces Gandalf, and through this, others come into Gandalf’s
inner circle. Frodo, Sam, Merry, and Pippin change because Bilbo
set off on the great adventure first. That’s why I want you to
spend time with me each day, so others can come to know me through
you.

It sounds fair enough. I hit play. Gandalf
trundles past on his cart. “Gandalf is your favorite character,
isn’t he?”

Isn’t he yours?

“Most of the time, yes, but
he does disturb the peace, sending hobbits off on
adventures...”

Without adventures,
nothing would ever change.

Children run after the cart, eager to see
Gandalf. He sets off his fireworks. I smile, as I always do.

It reminds you of me, doesn’t it? My
comments about how the faith of a child is required to enter the
kingdom of heaven?

“Yes,” I say, and finally
hit a mile on the exercise bike.


 


Old Friends & Whatnot

 


Let’s play a
game.

I look at him suspiciously. “What kind of a
game?”

You tell me what this scene reminds you of
in scripture.

I put my foot on the coffee table. The cat
curls up on the cushion at my side. Sweat pools at the nape of my
neck. I gave up on the exercise bike.

Bilbo invites Gandalf inside Bag End and
runs around his surprisingly huge underground house as the wizard
meanders toward the kitchen, cracking his head on the way. Muffled
conversation goes on in the background.

“Bilbo isn’t paying much
attention to his guest, is he?”

What makes you say that? He offered him
something to eat.

“Gandalf didn’t want it. He
came for a visit, not to eat flatbread and drink tea!”

Precisely.

Silence falls until I figure it out. I watch
Bilbo stuff food into his mouth. That looks tempting. “Oh, I see
what you mean. He’s acting like Martha.”

I walked a long ways to
reach her house. When I got there, she was the perfect hostess,
rushing about the kitchen trying to find us all something to eat. I
liked Martha, but I was hard on her when she asked me in
exasperation why Mary couldn’t help. Mary was nothing like her
sister. All she wanted to do was sit at my feet and listen to my
stories. I value that more than wine and bread. Bilbo could learn a
lot from Gandalf, if he’d just sit down, listen, and stop babbling
on and puttering about.

“This isn’t about being a
hostess, is it?”

God scratches the cat’s
ears. No, it’s about something else. I
want you to serve. I’m happy when you do, because in serving others
you serve me. Yet, you can get so busy serving me, running around
helping out at soup kitchens, organizing Awana classes, and “doing
things for God” that you forget the most important thing in your
life is our relationship. That comes first. Bilbo wants to serve so
badly he’s not benefitting from fellowship with Gandalf. If you’re
too busy doing things for me to spend time with me…

He shakes his head.

I lean mine on his shoulder. “I’m
sorry.”

It’s not as if I’m surprised. I’m
all-knowing!

“And sarcastic,
too!”

Where do you think you got it?

I laugh.

Bilbo wants to see mountains again. Living
in such a pretty place, I don’t fully understand his desire to
leave.

It’s the Ring. It wants
him to take it out of the Shire, onto the road, so its master can
find it and destroy Bilbo. That’s what sin does. It creates in
humans the desire for things that are not good for them, give them
no pleasure, and ultimately destroy their soul.

What a sobering thought.

“You can be morbid, you
know that?”

I’m the master of eternity. I know how sin
works. I’ve seen it.

“Gandalf is catching on,
though, isn’t he? He suspects something has changed since his last
visit.”

Yes. He’s wise and takes nothing lightly.
You’d do well to learn that from him, if nothing else.

“What do you
mean?”

God rearranges a pillow
behind his back. Rather than being
watchful of things, you let them catch you off guard. Other
people’s behavior takes you by surprise, when all the warning signs
are there in their lives for a long time. You were so shocked your
friend got pregnant, when you knew she was spending her weekends
with her new boyfriend instead of at church. You knew he wasn’t a
Christian but you never checked up on her, or talked to her about
it.

“I told her not to date
him, but she wouldn’t listen!”

Her not listening doesn’t mean you stop
telling her the truth. You need to love the people around you
enough to pay attention to their lives so you can see when they are
heading down the wrong path and stop them! Gandalf knows something
is wrong, and confronts Bilbo about it. It isn’t fun, but he loves
the hobbit too much to let him ruin his life through enslavement to
the Ring.

The hobbit and wizard blow smoke rings at
one another.

How about the “little sins” in your own
life?

I groan.

You think them unimportant but they’re not.
Just like Bilbo, you want to play with them, to hide them from
everyone else, to hold onto them, because you think they don’t
matter. If this story teaches us one thing, it’s that no matter how
small, sins are still sins, and as Bilbo and the Ring proves, no
sin is so small it can’t change your life.

It’s coming on to one of my favorite parts
of the movie. I want him to be quiet so I can enjoy the birthday
bash, but there’s too much hanging in the air for me to shut
up.

“What sin are we talking
about?”

You know the one. It makes
you squirm when anyone mentions it in church. I bring it to mind
during prayer in the hope you’ll talk to me about it. We need to
discuss it and deal with it. You don’t want to let it go, but if
you hang onto it, you’ll wind up in the same spot as Bilbo: I’ll
have to be hard on you.

I’ve done that before. I squirm. “Can we
talk about this later?”

He drums his fingers on the
armrest. Sure, but we are going to talk about
it.


 


Blunders & Parties

 


So, tell me about
Bilbo.

I offer him the popcorn bowl and start the
movie again. “He went off on his great adventure and when he got
back home his nasty cousins were trying to sell Bag End. He can’t
stand the thought of them ever owning it, so he adopted a distant
cousin, Frodo.”

That’s why he’s avoiding them at the
bash?

“Yup, and I know the
feeling.”

What, your occasionally nutty relatives?

“Yes! You’ve met them!
Annoying bunch, aren’t they?”

I’m rather fond of them, seeing as I created
them and all.

“But you’re God. You have
infinite patience. I don’t.”

I don’t have infinite patience. There was
the flood.

“See? Then you know what my
relatives are like.”

Everyone deserves to be treated with
kindness, or I wouldn’t have put that whole “love your neighbor as
yourself” rule in my How to Live Guidelines.

“That isn’t easy,
though.”

No, it isn’t, and it’s not in human nature,
which is why I tell people to do it. How better to prove you are my
children than by having you do something contrary to your own
selfish nature?

“So you’re about to get on
Bilbo’s case.”

He’s handling this situation all wrong,
isn’t he?

“Yes, but I understand why
he does it. Most of us have a strong desire to pay back people we
don’t like.”

Sin, you mean.

Popcorn sticks in my throat. I cough until
my eyes water.

Remember the inherited sin I mentioned
earlier? Doing something just to irritate someone is part of it.
You do that a lot.

“Oh, here we
go.”

God picks un-popped kernels
out of the bowl. You’ll break your teeth
on these if you don’t take them out. Not learning to recognize your
own sinful inclinations and dealing with them can do just as much
harm. What the Sackville-Baggins did was wrong; Bilbo could have
forgiven them. Instead, he chooses to keep the rivalry going, and
puts Frodo right in the middle of it. Frodo had nothing to do with
it, but Bilbo involves him in it. That’s what happens when you
don’t put a stop to “paying back” people who do you harm. It goes
on and on and innocent people get hurt.

He has a point.

Onscreen, Bilbo hides from the people he
doesn’t want to see. Been there, done that. I toss another piece of
popcorn into my mouth.

You can’t hide from your problems. They only
get worse.

I feel ornery. “If Bilbo hadn’t adopted
Frodo, the story wouldn’t have a happy ending.”

The Creator never wants people to choose to
sin. He (meaning me) always knows what they (meaning you) are going
to do. I work with your sins, because I know you’re going to sin.
It’s not my intention for you to sin.

“Huh?”

Okay, let’s try this: the
Creator knew Bilbo was going to adopt Frodo to irritate his
relatives. Frodo is the best hobbit to carry the Ring into Mordor
and destroy it. The Creator wants Bilbo to adopt Frodo for pure,
unselfish reasons but uses him regardless. Here’s another example:
I promised Jacob an inheritance. I knew I was going to bring about
the Messiah through his descendants. I didn’t want him to steal his
blessing but he did. I didn’t like it, but it didn’t disrupt my
plans.

I’m relieved. It’s not my intention to screw
up but I do it all the time. Knowing even the stupid, selfish
mistakes I make can’t mess up whatever plan is in place is
reassuring.

Sam stares mournfully at Rosie. I love
almost everything about Sam, but he’s pathetic at the start. I
shake my head. “He should just ask her to dance. She won’t say
no.”

He’d rather not know than hear “no.” It
isn’t unusual. Take our relationship.

“Oh, God!”

Cute. You dream about, and want, many things
that you never ask me to give you. You’re too scared to ask in case
I say “no.” You’d rather dream about them than find out if I have
them planned for you or not. If you never ask, how can I ever
respond? I want you to ask me!

“And if you say
no?”

No doesn’t always mean never. It sometimes
means in a minute, in a year, or in a decade. Ask and it will be
given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be
opened to you. For everyone who asks receives. He who seeks finds
and to him who knocks, the door will be opened. You need to take
action on the things you want. Sometimes I really do want to give
you something, but I want you to find the courage to ask me for it
first.

The dancing continues. Frodo practically
drags Sam out of his chair and throws him onto the dance floor.

“See? He got to dance with
Rosie anyway.”

Yes, because a friend took the initiative to
act on his behalf. Sam should have done it for himself. If people
won’t do what I want them to, I find others to push them forward. I
used Mordecai to tell Esther what she should do. I used Naomi to
bring Ruth and Boaz together. None of them was perfect, but they
were willing, so I used them.

“No offense, but no one
you’ve ever used is all that hot. I don’t even like half of them!
Abraham was a loser. After reading about his concubine and his
treatment of his son, I wanted to kick dirt in his sandals. David
was a murderer and adulterer. And let’s not even get started on the
disciples and their big mouths.”

On the screen, chaos ensues as Merry and
Pippin set off the largest and grandest of Gandalf’s fireworks.

Do you think you’re any better than they
are? I work with what I have! No one is perfect. Everyone starts
out a loser. Look at Merry and Pippin! They’re disobedient,
self-centered, thieving troublemakers! They start out stealing
firecrackers and robbing the farmer down the road, shooting off
their mouths (kind of like Peter, actually), totally in over their
heads, but by the end they’re heroes. Merry goes on to slay the
Witch-King with Éowyn, and Pippin saves Faramir’s life.

God pats my knee and
smiles. Remember what Paul, and Peter, and
Merry, and Pippin can teach you: it’s not who you begin as, it’s
who you wind up as that matters.


 


Farewell, Loser

 


After vanishing spectacularly and sending
everyone into a panic, Bilbo appears on his doorstep, pockets the
Ring, and strolls into the house. From my place on the couch, I
frown. “That’s not like him. And it’s not how it happened in the
book, either.”

Is this going to be a tirade against the
script?

Pursing my lips, I shrug. “No, it’s just…
not like Bilbo.”

God leans his arm across the back of the
couch. He takes up most of it. I’m not sure but it looks like he’s
gotten bigger since the last time he took over half my living
room.

Isn’t that the point, though? The Ring
changes Bilbo. It makes him more selfish than he was before. That’s
what sin does to a life. Think about it. Judas’ decision to betray
me was for his financial gain. Peter’s denial of me was to save his
life. David’s stealing of another man’s wife was to fulfill his own
selfish desires. Sins are selfish! It’s all about “me” and “what I
want/need/deserve.” That’s why sin bothers me so much. I should be
the center of your life, not sin. The more it goes unchallenged in
a life, the more it turns you against me.

Onscreen, Bilbo throws a tantrum at the idea
of leaving the Ring behind. He accuses Gandalf of wanting it, which
irks the wizard. Love for Gandalf swells in my chest as he fills up
the entire room and his booming voice shakes my speakers. “Just
like the Ring turns Bilbo against Gandalf?”

Yes. The Ring knows Gandalf won’t be good
for it. The Ring convinces Bilbo that for his own survival and
happiness, he must never let go of it. That’s the lie of sin. You
don’t need it, and will be better off without it, but you really
don’t want to get rid of it.

Petting the cat, I ponder his words. “The
more selfish we are, the less we love? That makes sense.
Fortunately, Gandalf scares him straight.”

I hope this will end the conversation, but I
have no such luck. God kicks off his shoes and puts his feet on my
coffee table. That’s never a good sign. It means he intends to
stick around, uninvited.

That’s what happens when my children wander
from the path. I suggest, I encourage, and I ask them to return to
me, but if they continue to refuse to be obedient, I have to be
firm with them.

“Because…?”

I’m eternal. I know what’s coming. I know
what will happen if you don’t get back on the straight and narrow
path. I don’t make up rules for my own amusement. I do it to
protect you. Why do I tell you in scripture to avoid sexual
immorality? Because with it comes disease and emotional turmoil. I
want to spare you that. No matter how plainly I say it, humans
don’t listen. You think I’m stealing your fun instead of trying to
keep you from making terrible mistakes. Gandalf is helping Bilbo
not make a mistake.

All I really wanted to do was watch this
movie in silence. I wanted to revel in its brilliance, not analyze
every five seconds of it. I scoot a little further away from him,
hoping to dissuade further conversation. It’s hard for Bilbo to
drop the Ring, but once he does, he walks away unburdened, his pack
on his back and a song in his heart. I’m sorry to see him go.

Now, there’s repentance
for you.

Pressing my fingers to my temples, I ask,
“What?”

It’s not enough just to
realize you’ve sinned; you have to be sorry about it, and change
your ways. If you don’t mean it, don’t ask forgiveness for it,
because it’s not genuine heartache. Repentance means your sin makes
you so sick at heart that you fall to your knees. Do you see how
Bilbo runs into the arms of Gandalf for forgiveness? And then how
he drops the Ring and walks away from it? That’s repentance. If you
need further evidence, look up Paul in the Bible. From his moment
of repentance, his life changed. He leaves his sin behind and goes
forward unburdened. Bilbo does the same.

I sigh. He really isn’t going to leave me
alone. “In doing it, he leaves it behind for Frodo to carry, which
isn’t very nice of him.”

You don’t need to take that tone with me;
I’m here for your own good. Besides, that’s kind of my point. Bilbo
can turn away from the Ring, but he can’t destroy it. You can give
me your sin, but you can’t get rid of it. I must do that for
you.


 


Love Keeps it Safe

 


Frodo puts the Ring in his trunk. He isn’t
tempted to hold it.

“Is that because he doesn’t
know its power yet?”

In part, but also because he loves Bilbo so
much more than Bag End. The house and garden, and all Bilbo’s
things, are now his. He has even left something precious, a Ring.
That Ring could change his life, if he knew what it was capable of,
but Frodo cares more about the loss of Bilbo than he does about his
brand new inheritance.

“In other words, he’s
nothing like Bilbo’s cousins.”

Nope! Frodo is naturally loving and
kind-hearted. It’s much easier for him to find salvation than it
would be for the Sackville-Baggins! He owns much now but it doesn’t
change him. He’s still the same hobbit he was before. That’s what I
want from all of you: for you to love me, and love one another,
more than you love your iPod!

“Is that why we don’t
always get what we ask for, because it would change us into someone
else?”

I entrust each of you with what you can
handle. If you can’t learn to love and be generous when you have a
little, why should I entrust you with a great deal? Do you remember
the parable about the talents? The master doesn’t give each of his
servants the same amount. The one with the most does the most with
it. The master trusted him, knowing that he had proven himself
responsible with smaller things in the past.

I sit the popcorn on the edge of the coffee
table. “So Frodo is trusted with this big thing because he has
handled the small things well?”

Yes.

“So what does that mean? If
we don’t get ‘big things,’ we should assume we’d be a rotten person
if we had them?”

My voice sounds slightly indignant.

I’ll give or not give you whatever is in
your best interest.

“That isn’t easy to
accept!”

Of course it isn’t. It means you have to
trust me, and that’s not in your nature. Humans are the ultimate
idolaters. You want to do it all yourself. You want to be
important, to succeed because you’re good at something. You panic
when you leave things in my hands, but I’m always in control. You
just need to trust me once in awhile.

I sulk a bit.

Frodo is no different from you. He has a
kind heart and wants to serve. Love for Bilbo protects him from the
Ring, as my love for you, shown on the cross, protects you from the
consequences of sin. As we see later, Frodo alone can’t destroy the
Ring, however much he wants to. When love fades, and he becomes
attached to it, he is vulnerable to its influence. Without love, he
is without hope of survival.

“And without you, I can’t
beat sin.”

Yes.


 


Isildur, the Idiot

 


“There’s something so wrong
with modern libraries.”

God raises his
eyebrows. What’s that?

I gesture at the screen.
“Minas Tirith has an awesome
library full of old, crumbling, dusty books that
no one has read in a long time. It’s cool!”

That’s kind of the problem, isn’t it? No one
is reading those books. Galadriel said everyone has forgotten their
importance.

He glances significantly at my Bible.

“Don’t look at me like
that, it’s not dusty!”

Maybe not, but you haven’t moved it since
Sunday.

“I remember what’s in
it.”

He pulls a face. I stare determinedly at the
screen.

Gandalf and I have a lot in common. He’s not
your ordinary, average Middle-earth loser; he’s a wizard, ten times
more powerful than anyone else in Middle-earth yet everyone
underestimates him. He could stay shut up in a tower like Saruman
and lord over everyone, but instead he becomes “human” to live and
work among the races of Middle-earth.

Shifting in my chair, I avoid his gaze.

He doesn’t have to serve these people. He
does it out of love. Because he’s there, everyone benefits from his
glory and come to truly know and love him.

“The hobbits are lucky;
later generations won’t get
to meet him, because he leaves
Middle-earth.”

God pats my hand.
They’ll know others who know him, learn from them
in that way, and someday maybe even get to meet him!

“You’re not talking about
Gandalf anymore, are you?”

No, there’s more to him than you might
think; he isn’t just like me, but also like my prophets. When
everyone else forgot about God, my prophets still kept seeing my
will—even in dusty old archives… metaphorically speaking, of
course.

“Were all your prophets
weird? John ate grasshoppers!”

Locusts, it’s a pod-bearing plant in
Israel.

“Oh. Still, they were
weirdoes who told people stuff they didn’t want to
hear!”

What you want to hear and what you need to
hear are two different things.

I chew on my bottom lip.
“Is this about that thing
again?”

What thing? Oh, you mean your friend heading
down the wrong road without any brakes. Yes, when are you going to
tell her that she needs to get back on the right path?

“I can’t tell her that I
don’t like her lifestyle, she’ll hate me!”

What’s more important here, her liking you
or being on my good side? You know how I feel about sin!

“You can’t just blurt stuff
out like that! ‘Love the sinner, hate the sin’ is impossible! They
don’t see it that way!”

Who cares how they see it? Nathan had to
walk up to David and tell him I was mad about the Bathsheba affair.
Do you think he enjoyed that?

“Well… no.”

Correcting someone in love isn’t about
enjoying it; it’s about doing what is best for them and not
yourself. You can choose how to do it, pray about it, ask me to
help you, but you still need to stand by me first. If you dread
doing it, that’s when you need to do it, because it’s not about
self-satisfaction or delight in shoving another person’s face in
the mud.

“How do I know if that’s my
reason or not?”

God rolls his eyes.
You’ll know. Do you think Gandalf wants to tell
Frodo he has the most powerful evil Ring in Middle-earth? Do you
think he wants to tell him that it’s going to endanger his life? Of
course not! He loves Frodo enough to warn him of what’s coming. Do
you love your friend enough to risk her anger at you for my
sake?

I squirm. “Uh… maybe?”

Gandalf could have minded his own business,
and got Frodo killed. Too many believers mind their own business
now. Why do you think society is such a mess? Christians aren’t
living like Christians!

“That really bothers you,
doesn’t it?”

Onscreen Gandalf races back to the
Shire.

If you have no strong foundation, you’ll
wind up like Gollum and cave in under pressure. They torture him
and he says what they want to know. That’s no way to live your
life.

I slump against the couch and sulk.


 


Drunk Hobbits

 


The old hobbit complains about “strange folk
abroad.”

I snort. “That’s rich, coming from you!”

You’ll notice that Frodo doesn’t really
ascribe to their point of view.

“He grew up in Bag End! I
want tea, do you want tea?”

God moves his feet so I can get up. I amble
over to the kitchen and shove a couple of mugs in the
microwave.

His upbringing makes him perfect for the
task, like Moses.

The machine beeps and I slap it. “I never
really got that… I get saving him but why put him in the
palace?”

So he could learn to speak Egyptian. So he
had personal experience with Pharaoh. So he could see the
difference in his lavish lifestyle and the enslavement of his
people. Moses had to live there to be ready for what I intended him
to do.

“Oh!” I slam the door shut
and push the button. “Frodo is ready to take the Ring because he
grew up with a hobbit that had an adventure!”

More to the point, he grew up around a
hobbit who knew Gandalf!

The little round disc inside the microwave
stops moving.

Someday that thing is going to explode.

“Is that a promise or a
warning?”

He gets up off the couch and moves me aside.
I lean on the counter and watch him measure out the tea.

“So… people belong where
you put them?”

That sounds more like a statement than a
question.

I shrug. “It’s just some people wouldn’t
appreciate hearing that. I have a nice life but some of my friends
don’t.”

You want to know if I have a purpose in
that.

“Uh… yeah.”

Of course I do. Everything you go through
either grows you spiritually or prepares you for something you will
do in the future. Frodo had no way of knowing that growing up
listening to stories about trolls would prepare him to travel
through Mordor! Moses didn’t’ know when studying Egyptian languages
that one day I would use his knowledge to write down scripture!

He hands me a steaming cup.

Trust me… you’re right where you belong,
just like Frodo.


 


Get That Ring Away From Me!

 


“Okay, back to the losers
for a minute…”

He kicks back on the
couch. Is this still about where you are
in life?

“Kind of… you said you
could use losers,
so…”

I never called them losers; those are your
words.

“Why Abraham?”

Smiling, he points to the
television. Did you see how when Gandalf
said, “Get down,” Frodo hit the dirt?

“Yeah…”

Gandalf tells Frodo to leave and he’s
already packing!

“Sure…”

That’s why I chose Abraham. I told him to
leave and head for the Promised Land. He did it without asking any
questions. I told him to take his only son up on the mountain and
sacrifice him to me. He was willing. His mistakes don’t matter,
what matters is his willing heart.

“So Gandalf uses Frodo just
because he’s willing?”

Yes.

“Does that mean someone
else could have done it?”

Yes, but he chose Frodo.

I sip my tea. “So if you
want me to do
something special…”

Your heart needs to be willing, even if it
looks scary. You have to be willing to do it, even if you think
you’ll do it alone, but you’ll never be alone. Following me brings
others alongside. Frodo has Sam, after all.

“It’s kind of mean for
Gandalf to leave Frodo to deal with the evil himself.”

God frowns slightly.
Gandalf is too powerful for the Ring. He would
become evil if he took it. It’s like when Satan took me to the high
place and asked me to worship him. He promised me all the kingdoms
of earth in return. I could have done it, and spared you his evil,
but in doing so, I would have become evil itself.

Steam tickles my nose. “Does Gandalf want
the Ring?”

You read the books, you tell me. The
important thing is he doesn’t take it. He doesn’t make Boromir’s
mistake in thinking he can control it. He runs away from it, so it
doesn’t have any chance to corrupt him.

“Is that why you tell us to
flee from temptation?”

My giggle stops at the look
on his face. Frankly, yes. If you don’t
see sin as sin and run away from it, it will get the upper hand in
your life. Gandalf is smart. He’s going to his superior for
help.

“The dude turned out to be
a psychopath!”

That may be so, and there’s another
conversation we need to have about choosing wise mentors, but
Gandalf recognizes he doesn’t have all the answers… he turns to
someone bigger than himself for help.

“You, in other
words.”

He grins.
Do you know anyone better?

“So this journey of Frodo
and Sam is really all about you and us? You realize that Sam is
going along just because Gandalf scares him, right?”

Yep, it reminds me of you, actually.

Tea snorts up my nose. “Huh?”

When you were a kid, you didn’t avoid doing
bad things because you wanted to be nice, you just didn’t want
punishment. You’re still that way. Obedience is still obedience,
and in time, like Sam, you’ll obey not out of fear but
devotion.

I turn red. “You know about that, huh?”

Yes, dear, I am God, after all. It’s your
first step. Everyone needs one. The Israelites had to find the
nerve to leave Egypt. Joshua had to find the courage to cross the
river. Peter had to leave his boat. Your life can change with one
forward step.

“Like Sam when he leaves
the corn field?”

His smile warms my insides.

Exactly like Sam.


 


Dude, is That
Death?

 


The Elves pass through the wood. I sigh
enviously.

You’re longing to go with them, aren’t
you?

“Totally, they get to go to
Valinor and spend eternity doing Elfy-stuff, while the poor saps in
Middle-earth take out Sauron.”

It’s not all bad, though… once Aragorn is
crowned there will be many good years in Middle-earth.

“Yeah, but it’s still
not Valinor.” I
wave my hand to make a point and almost kick the tea off the coffee
table.

He grins.
At least you’re enthusiastic. You understand
death.

“Death?”

The wind ruffles the hobbits’ hair.

The Elves are going into eternity and dying
to Middle-earth. Once they leave, they can’t ever come back.

I stare at him.
“Death?”

Oh, come on, you connected it to death when
you saw it. Instead of feeling sad about it, like Sam does, you
envy them because you want to go with them to a better place.

My head swivels toward the screen.

Do you remember when your grandma died? You
cried at the funeral. Part of it was selfish tears thinking back on
all the things you should have done when she was alive, but you
weren’t angry about it. You were jealous that she could abandon
this sick, fallen world for heaven. Your faith makes death not the
end, but a transition… like an Elf getting on a ship and sailing
away.

“Sam doesn’t see it that
way, right?”

God shakes his head.
He doesn’t have faith; he doesn’t know the
wonders of Valinor. To him, the Elves leaving is sad. When Frodo
leaves later on, he feels a different kind of sadness… one infused
with hope and the determination to live on.

Feeling a lump in my throat, I nod.

The hobbits bed down for the night. I smile
at Sam complaining. “He wants to go home. He wants his warm,
comfortable, soft bed.”

Everyone does.

“Frodo seems
content.”

He finds rest even in uncertainty, for he
has faith in Gandalf. It’s only later when he tries to carry the
burden all alone that he falters and can’t sleep anymore.

“And here comes your
comment about trusting in you, right?”

Are you more at peace doing things on your
own, or trusting me to do the hard stuff?

The cat winds around my feet. “Now you’re
just playing games.”

You do it all the time. I’m just trying to
keep up.


 


Saruman the Traitor

 


“I feel bad for Gandalf in
this scene.”

Kicking my shoes under the coffee table, I
slide further down on the couch. God looks at me, patiently.

“He rides all that way just
for advice from his oldest ‘friend’ and winds up smashed around the
tower and imprisoned out in the rain.”

Betrayal isn’t fun. Take it from someone who
knows.

“Judas, right?”

Yes. Like Saruman, he had a choice and chose
wrongly. Just as Saruman’s persecution of Gandalf later leads to
his own downfall and Gandalf’s glorified self, Judas had to betray
me for me to be glorified.

“But he still had free
will?”

Yes, he made his choice, as did Satan. I
created him to be beautiful, majestic, the greatest of all my
angels… and he turned on me.

As Saruman insults Gandalf by referencing
pipe tobacco, I look at him. “You knew he would go bad, though… so
why did you do create him? Life would be a lot easier for everyone
if you hadn’t!”

Free will is my gift to humans, and angels,
and wizards…

“Ha, ha, ha,
cute.”

I never wanted evil to exist, but it is
still subject to my authority. Satan had the same choice I offer
all my creations—to either worship me, or reject me. Your suffering
from sin is feeble in comparison to mine. I created Satan to
protect, but instead he defiles.

“Like Saruman, in his
attacks against Middle-earth.”

Yes.

“Why did Satan turn away
from you?”

The same reason Saruman turns away from his
task in Middle-earth: he wants more for himself than the Creator is
willing to give. He serves two masters and one becomes dominant.
The wizards live not to serve themselves, but others! Saruman wants
power just as Satan does! Power corrupts. You know this.

“So, is Gandalf more like
you in this scene, or like King David?”

His brows go up.
You are getting into this now, aren’t
you?

“It’s obvious you’re not
going to shut up, so…”

Tell me about David.

“Saul was the ‘chosen’ king
of Israel until he displeased you. So you chose David to take his
place… just like once Saruman goes bad, Gandalf is meant to replace
him as the White Wizard.”

I feel rather proud of that conclusion. God
indicates I continue.

“But neither David nor
Gandalf do anything to hurt their adversary; instead, their
promotion comes about through divine providence.”

Ahh, yes, that term… I haven’t heard it in
centuries, I love it! Divine Providence….

My head drops back into the pillows as the
wizards beat the tar out of one another. “So what’s your view on
the magic in Middle-earth? Some people won’t watch it because of
the ‘sorcery’ in it.”

Whether or not you watch it is up to you.
I’m not a divine dictator. The magic in Middle-earth is different
from most magical stories. The wizards’ magic comes from their
Creator; they perform what Middle-earth folk might call “miracles”
in their pursuit of the Creator’s will. Then there are those who
possess foresight among the elves for purposes of intervention and
warning, such as Galadriel or Elrond. They are the prophets of
Middle-earth... and finally, we come to the palantírs.

“A Middle-earth style Ouija
board?”

It’s a way to learn futuristic information
that comes not from me, but other sources.

“Satan.”

It doesn’t have to be Satan; he has many
minions.

“Once…” I stop.

He glances at me.
What?

“I was going to tell you
something and then realized—why? You were there, you saw it, you
know all about it!”

Tell me anyway.

“One of my friends got an
Ouija board for Christmas. She took it out to the dumpster and when
she came inside, it was sitting on her counter. She had to burn it
to get rid of it.”

Makes you think, doesn’t it? Too bad Saruman
wasn’t as wise. Instead of chucking out the palantír, he used it.
Gandalf should have known right away that he was evil.

“Isn’t that kind of
harsh?”

No, it’s not harsh. The signs are all there.
Tell me, what has Saruman talked about since Gandalf’s visit?

“He insulted the Shire and
hobbits…”

Yes…

“But he’s always been a
jerk.”

Keep going.

I frown. “He’s a downer, a pessimist.”

He talks admiringly of Sauron and isn’t
sorry at the idea of
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