Christianity and Art: Tolkien’s Example

by N. Trevor Brierly

Is it possible to be a Christian and an artist without compromising one or the other?  The Christian with artistic gifts will likely face this difficult question if he or she wishes to use those talents to glorify God.  There was a time when this would not have been an issue.  Before the Enlightenment the Church was a great supporter of the arts, and much of the best art was religious in nature.  Yet now the art world seems to be permeated with Humanism and Christian artists are often in an uncomfortable minority.  

For this and other reasons many Christians are hostile to artistic expression, and ask whether a Christian can or should be an artist.

When seeking guidance on these matters from other Christians, the answers are sometimes superficial. The musician is told to write hymns, the poet is told to write spiritual “poetry” for publication in religious magazines, the pictorial artist, well, if he must paint, then he can paint the backdrops for the Sunday School play.  An aspiring Christian artist is made to feel that if he or she doesn’t produce “Christian art” with directly Christian uses then this is not an appropriate use of one’s talents.


A Christian artist who is struggling with these questions would probably benefit by looking at how other Christian artists have expressed their faith through their art.  There are a variety of approaches.  Some have been content to create explicitly Christian art.  But for others their faith is something which is less overtly present in their work, yet  there nonetheless.  J.R.R.Tolkien, author of The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings is an example of the latter.  This article will take a look at Tolkien and his work, with the aim of presenting some thoughts to help the Christian artist think about their faith and their artistic gifts and how the two might work together.

J.R.R.Tolkien was born in South Africa in 1892 to English parents. From an early age he demonstrated a talent for language and enjoyed creating imaginary languages.  His father died when he was 4 and his mother moved the family back to England.  He grew up in the area surrounding Birmingham, and attended private schools where he received an excellent education in linguistics.  In 1925 he became a professor of Anglo-Saxon at Oxford, where he was to stay until 1959.  

During his childhood he invented an imaginary elvish language called Quenya.  After childhood he continued to work on Quenya, devising words and grammar rules for it.  He started to create an imaginary world, called Middle-Earth, to be inhabited by the speakers of Quenya.  Tolkien was to work on filling in the details of the languages, history, literature, geography and cultures of Middle-Earth for the rest of his life.  In 1935 he published The Hobbit, a children’s story set in Middle-Earth.  This told the “there and back again” tale of of Bilbo, the hobbit of the title.  Hobbits are one of the races of beings who inhabit Middle-Earth.  They are similar to humans, but about half their size.  They are a pastoral race, prefering a simple agricultural life and are fond of food, drink and smoking.  Hobbits are not, as a rule, an adventurous people, but Bilbo journeys to a dragon’s lair with a group of dwarves who want to reclaim their inheritance.  In the tale Bilbo finds a magic ring, helps get rid of a dragon, prevents a war and returns home wiser and wealthier.  

The Hobbit was huge success, and fans and publishers begged for more. Almost 20 years were to pass while Tolkien worked on the next “hobbit” book.  The Lord of the Rings was published in 1954.   LotR is a much longer, much more serious book.  It tells the epic tale of Bilbo’s nephew Frodo, who inherited the ring that Bilbo found.  The Ring turns out to be a potent and evil magical artifact.  It was created by Sauron, a fallen divinity of terrible power and malice, who lost it and seeks to regain to use to conquer the Free Peoples.  LotR recounts how the Ring is destroyed and the events in the War of the Ring.  The tale follows the “Fellowship of the Ring”,  a group of men, elves, dwarves and hobbits who accompany Frodo on his journey to throw the Ring into the fires of Mount Doom,  the only place where it can be destroyed.  The fellowship is broken while under attack and the paths of the characters diverge and rejoin.  The characters move in a world which has similarities with our own,  but with its own history, cultures and geography.  It is an intricately detailed world, and Tolkien’s passion for his creation is clear.

The Lord of the Rings was a modest success at first, but became very popular in the 1960’s, when it resonated with the anti-technological zeitgeist of the period.  Since that time it has steadily grown in popularity, being translated into many languages, spawning much fan activity and many literary imitators.  The recent success of a series of movies based on the book has brought LotR to an even larger audience, including many who might find the book itself rather daunting, with its huge size, great detail and slightly archaic language.

There is no question that Tolkien’s religious beliefs heavily informed LotR.  He wrote in a letter to a friend that the Lord of the Rings was a "fundamentally religious and Christian work; unconsciously so at first, but consciously in the revision."   Tolkien was a devout Roman Catholic, and included among his close friends C.S. Lewis and Charles Williams.  Tolkien in fact played a large role in C.S.Lewis’s conversion to Christianity.



From the beginning fans and scholars have noted that there are many Christian elements in LotR, despite the fact that God is never mentioned in it, and references to religion are rare.    The Christian influence is subtle, and has more to do with themes and ideas in the novel than specific overt details or obvious attempts to proselytize.  Perhaps the most important Christian theme in  LotR is Providence.  Throughout the difficulties the characters face they understand that there is a higher power at work, guiding and helping.  The wizard Gandalf tells Frodo when they are discussing the finding of the Ring by Bilbo:

“Behind that there was something else at work, beyond any design of the Ring-maker [Sauron]. 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 were meant to have it. And that may be an encouraging thought.”  (The Lord of the Rings I 54-55)
Beyond the malice of Sauron is a higher power, who works things out to the good.  Difficult and dark times lie ahead for Frodo and his companions, but they never lose the sense that there are other forces at work that are more powerful even than Sauron, the “Lord of the Ring”.


Another Christian theme found throughout the book in various ways is the importance of humility.  The Ring corrupts the one who bears it.  The proud and ambitious are particularly vulnerable to its promise of great power.  Frodo, the Ring-Bearer is particularly suited to carrying the ring and resisting its corruption precisely because he comes from a humble, unambitious race.  His companion Sam, who is also a hobbit, bears the ring for a short period of time, and resists its temptation to turn him in a great ruler and warrior:

“Already the Ring tempted him, gnawing at his will and reason.  Wild fantasies arose in his mind; and he saw Samwise the Strong, Hero of the Age, striding with a flaming sword across the darkened land...at his command the vale of Gorgoroth became a garden of flowers and trees and brought forth fruit.  He had only to put on the Ring and claim it for his own, and all this could be.

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 his need and due, not a garden swollen to a realm; his own hands to use, not the hands of other to command.”

This reminds one of the passage in Philipians 2:6-9 (NIV) that speaks of Jesus:

    Who, being in the form of God,

        did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 

    but made himself nothing,

        taking the very nature of a servant,

        being made in human likeness. 

    And being found in appearance as a man,

        he humbled himself

        and became obedient to death--

            even death on a cross! 

Much more could and has been said about other Christian themes in the book such as hope, fellowship, courage and perseverance.  (A short bibliography follows this article for those who are interested in exploring further the Christian elements in LotR.)  Many fans have found LotR inspiring and spiritually helpful.  One fan writes:
“I find, when I read Tolkien, a longing in my heart to be true and brave and

honourable. Not all things in this world call forth such a longing within

me...mostly being so/so is good enough. Middle Earth is a place I visit when I

need to be prodded to live beyond the so/so, to expect more of myself than I

seem capable of.”

(Paula Spur, in a post to the Christian Tolkien Discussion list)


The Lord of the Rings is read and reread by millions of fans and has grown far beyond what Tolkien ever thought it would be.  His God-given gifts of language and imagination have resulted in a work of art which has benefitted many spiritually, showing forth elements of Christianity in a positive way,  helping others to see the goodness and power of God.   It would not be excessive to state that Tolkien has glorified God through his stories of Middle-Earth.


Tolkien may serve as an example of how a Christian can express their faith through their art.  Tolkien never set out to create an explicitly Christian novel.  His strong Christian faith informs the world he created, and the stories he told.  Middle-Earth was his life’s work, and he poured much of himself into it.  It is a reflection of him and thus it is no surprise that it is saturated with the Christian ideas and themes that were important to Tolkien.  But these elements are always a natural part of the story, and may perhaps not be noticed consciously at first.  Close reading and rumination on the text often reveal more in the depths.  At the same time, there is never the feeling that he was "sneaking things in", hoping to get them past the intellectual defenses of unbelievers.  Tolkien simply intended to create a great story.  Some readers appreciate it on that level, other seek to understand it on a deeper level, uncovering the Christian content.  But readers tend to agree that LotR is an artistic work of some brilliance.  From this we see the first of the principles for Christian art, that it need not be overtly Christian for it to be effective as good art.  It can refuse to be preachy, allegorical or obvious and still glorify God  
The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings reveal a relatively small part of the entire work of imagination which Tolkien laboured over for most of life.   Thousands of pages of material on Middle-Earth were found in various stages of completion after he died.  Some of it was published as Unfinished Tales and The Silmarillion, and later a 12 volume History of Middle-Earth series.  Tolkien was a perfectionist and a ruthless reviser.  While reading his biography and letters one gets the sense that Middle-Earth was always on his mind.  If he had a free moment, he would find himself thinking about this Elvish word, or that bit of history.  Middle-earth was a passion for him, it was play rather than work.  A second principle of art in general, and Christian art specifically is that at its best, it has to come from play and passion, rather than duty.  It will be serious at times, but ultimately it has to be something done freely and joyfully, out of love and passion, rather than duty.  Sometimes Christian artists are reminded by their fellow Christians of their duty to use their talent responsibly and are lectured on what is and isn’t appropriate.   The non-religious artistic world also has its expectations of what is appropriate.  The Christian artist has to get past all this, and get on with playing and expressing their passion.  If he or she is true to their faith and true to their gifts, then what they create will be Christian art. 

Tolkien was a lover of languages, particularly dead languages.  He was enormously gifted linguistically, and loved literature, again, usually the literature of dead languages.  He spent most of his professional career teaching a dead language (Anglo-Saxon) and the literature thereof.  "More responsible" types might have condemned him for choosing what seemed to be a useless profession and for wasting time inventing a fantasy world..  One could argue that he might have better used his linguistic gifts in the mission field or some other endeavour that would appear to be more immediately useful.   But this would have been enormously shortsighted.  God often uses the most "useless" and surprising things to work out his plan.  Someone once said that "nothing is more useless than a baby".  However, babies grow up and sometimes do useful things.  Tolkien's gift and passion for language and literature may have seemed at first to be put to little use for "for the Lord's work".  But in the end his creative efforts resulted in a work of art that has positively affected many people spiritually.  It was precisely by being himself, by following his interests and passions, no matter how useless they seemed at the time, that his greatest work for the Lord was created.  A third principle of Christian art can be discerned here.   As a Christian and an artist you have been given talents, passions and interests which may seem to be leading you somewhere.  It may seem useless to follow that path, if looked at from a strictly utilitarian viewpoint.  And others may be discouraging you from “wasting your life”.  But consider the example of Tolkien and consider that what you are doing may have a benefit which in your limited vision you can not foresee.  We have no way of knowing the ways in which God might put our seemingly useless efforts to work.  Open-minded prayer may help us to understand that God can use whatever we create in faith.

All of this is pointing in a direction which can be very freeing to someone who is an artist and Christian at the same time, and who wonders how Christianity and art can coexist.   Whatever your passion is, follow it!  No matter how useless it may seem at the time, or whether it doesn’t seem ”Christian enough”.  You have no idea what may come of your work, you have no idea who will be influenced by it for the good, you can't be everywhere your art may travel.  Be the best artist you can, and the best Christian you can, and everything will “work out for the good of those who love the Lord”.
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