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 Christian providence in the primary (real) world operates as the model for the 

spiritual movement of Eru/Illuvatar in Tolkien‟s secondary (imaginative) world. 

Paralleling the Christian God, Illuvatar maintains a relationship with his creation through a 

three-fold activity: preservation, concurrence, and government. Preservation affirms Eru‟s 

sovereignty as Creator, and concurrence guarantees creaturely freedom, while 

paradoxically, government controls, guides, and determines those wills in Time. The union 

of these three activities comprises the providential relationship of Illuvatar in Tolkien‟s 

imaginary world. The following thesis endeavors to carry the argument for providence into 

The Silmarillion with a declarative and analytical detail that distinguishes Illuvatar‟s 

providence from other temporal manifestations. Finally, the analysis reveals not only the 

author‟s authentic orthodox perspective, but Illuvatar‟s role in the imaginative world 

emerges as a reflection of Tolkien‟s authorial role in the real world. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 The Silmarillion (S), far less familiar than the The Lord of the Rings (LotR), 

provides the mythic history for Tolkien‟s world, serving as the backdrop for all of the 

author‟s Middle-earth literature. This long narrative work begins with Illuvatar/Eru‟s 

creation Music of the Ainur and ends with the departure of the Ring Bearers at the close 

of the Third Age, within which the LotR takes place. The work consists of a variety of 

poetry, annals, and oral histories, moving from sweeping epic scenes of creation in the 

Ainulindalë to more intimate tales of love and sacrifice like that of Beren and Luthien. 

Indeed, Christopher Tolkien remarks that his father intended the work to represent a 

compendium of oral and literary traditions within Middle-earth. Though especially loved 

by its author, The Silmarillion was posthumously published in 1977. 

 Occupying over fifty years of the author‟s life, the complexity of the work 

presented a number of problems; hence, Christopher Tolkien remarks that “a complete 

consistency is not to be looked for” (S viii). Working to construct an internally-sound 

story, he notes inconsistencies in the narrative speed and differences in details from one 

section to the next. Moreover, he notices “some lack of cohesion” in many aspects 

including tone and tense within the legends. The vast wealth of place-names and 

characters alone often adds to the reader‟s confusion, but a composition of this length 

naturally reflects many changes in Tolkien‟s life. Within the scope of the narrative, 

Christopher remarks that his father‟s most beloved work reflects a growing preoccupation 

with philosophical and theological elements later in life.
1
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 Tolkien‟s religious interests are familiar to many, and they are intimated in his 

first successful fantasy work. In The Hobbit, Gandalf asks Bilbo: “Surely you don‟t 

disbelieve the prophesies, because you had a hand in bringing them about? You don‟t 

really suppose, do you, that all your adventures and escapes were managed by mere luck, 

just for your sole benefit?” (286). Gandalf‟s friendly admonition to Bilbo indicates 

another force at work. The wizard‟s conspicuous use of “prophesies” clearly suggests 

some manner of predetermining power in play. Moreover, while Gandalf disparages the 

notion of “mere luck,” he acknowledges the series of events surrounding Bilbo‟s 

adventures were actually “managed” by something. As a result, many have examined and 

expounded on the active divinity throughout his later works. 

 Tolkien‟s thoughts reveal the significance of the religious element within the 

myth. In a letter to Father Murray, a close friend of the Tolkien family and grandson of 

Sir James Murray, Tolkien writes that “The Lord of the Rings is of course a 

fundamentally religious and Catholic work; unconsciously so at first, but consciously in 

the revision” (L 142).
2
 Yet, part of the appeal of Tolkien‟s writing comes from the fact 

that he expressly removes indicators and references to institutional religion so the work 

remains theologically orthodox; hence, Tolkien remarks: “That is why I have not put in, 

or have cut out, practically all references to anything like „religion,‟ to cults or practices, 

in the imaginary world. For the religious element is absorbed in the story and the 

symbolism” (L 142). Tolkien proceeds to complement the Incarnation myth he believed 

in by locating his own fantasy in a mythic time prior to the Christian one; therefore, 

Tolkien‟s story becomes an extension of the true myth in Scripture.
3
 That Tolkien‟s 

Middle-earth works are predominately Catholic in nature comes as no surprise to most; 
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however, the question of providential authority and free will continues to stir discussion 

in contemporary criticism.  

 While Tolkien‟s works foment a wide range of criticism, many have engaged the 

author on the topic of Christian providence.
4
 Though Patricia M. Spacks, Kathleen E. 

Dubs, Colin N. Manlove, and others have all made some of the more notable analyses on 

divine guidance, or at least divine interaction, in LotR,
5
 Randel Helms and Paul H. 

Kocher make significant contributions on the topic of providence in The Silmarillion.
6
 

Not purposefully working with religious themes, Verlyn Flieger and Tom Shippey 

variously discuss the elements of fate, luck, and free will so expressively in relation to the 

later work that their points demand some reconciliation with the divine activity as well.
7
 

Yet commentary on The Silmarillion remains remarkably sparse by comparison. 

 The following thesis endeavors to carry the argument for providence into 

Tolkien‟s Elven epic-tragedy while elucidating on the relevant criticism. First, the 

analysis delineates three specific aspects of the divine activity in the primary world and 

parallels them to the same activity in Tolkien‟s The Silmarillion with declarative detail. 

In doing so, the investigation seeks to build on the contributions of Helms and Kocher by 

giving definitive substance to their earlier statements. Moreover, readers will find that the 

new evidence not only strengthens Helm‟s and Kocher‟s arguments, but it asks readers to 

reexamine the contemporary criticism of Shippey and Flieger who prefer the operation of 

fate as a separate and viable power within the temporal boundary.  

 While Tolkien acknowledges the broad historical roots of the Christian 

providential tradition, its followers do not always find themselves in complete agreement. 

The origins of Christian providence begin in the classical era and find sanctification in 
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the medieval period through the work of early Church fathers and later theologians. If 

ancient philosophy was inspired by the search for truth, then medieval minds, who 

already believed they possessed that truth in the form of Scriptures and knowledge of 

God, attempted rather to understand it and explain how it is known. Tolkien follows in 

this philosophical and theological tradition: as a believer he thought he possessed that 

truth in the form of his faith, but as a professor and fantasist, the desire to understand and 

explain that complex revelation had its own aesthetic appeal. 

 While all Christians recognize the necessary distinction between God‟s will and 

the individual will, Reformed interpreters predominately emphasize the former, while the 

Catholic perspective tends to emphasize the later.
8
 The difference lies only in the 

emphasis. Interestingly, Tolkien‟s absolute dedication to the particulars in the Catholic 

faith does not cloud his creativity nor restrict the universal Christian tradition he borrows 

from. In response to a review of The Return of the King by W. H. Auden, Tolkien offers 

critical insight into Eru‟s role in the Story. Tolkien‟s letter confirms that the “conflict is 

not basically about „freedom,‟ though that is naturally involved. It is about God and His 

sole right to divine honour” (L 183). When considering the weight of God‟s sole right to 

honor, the first cause and sole originator of all creation, in relation to freedom, whether 

collective or individual, Tolkien clearly stresses the former without negating the later. 

The distinction is a matter of emphasis. Since the events of LotR are merely a microcosm 

in the larger Elven epic-tragedy, then the emphasis on Illuvatar/Eru‟s right to sole honor 

finds its origins, along with its paradoxical ties to freedom, in the creation Drama of The 

Silmarillion. With this interplay in mind, one can observe how well Tolkien navigates the 

contest between Divine Will and human will within his imaginary world. 



5 
 

 Heinrich Heppe‟s comprehensive text, Reformed Dogmatics: Set Out and 

Illustrated from the Sources, provides an effectual guide to outline Tolkien‟s operation of 

providence in the secondary world. In its forward, Karl Barth provides insight that 

summarizes the primary considerations of the text. Barth states that he 

found a dogmatics which had both form and substance, oriented upon the 

central indications of the Biblical evidences for revelation, which it also 

managed to follow out in detail with astonishing richness – a dogmatics 

which by sticking to the main lines of the Reformation attempted alike a 

worthy continuation of the doctrinal constructions of the older Church, 

and yet was also out to cherish and preserve continuity with the 

ecclesiastical science of the Middle-ages. (v) 

 

Barth found himself less in agreement with the contemporary Protestant mainstream of 

his time, which continued to emphasize more pietistic particulars in the faith, and he 

preferred an approach that gave priority to the Reformation‟s orthodox roots. He asserts 

that “it is a good thing at least not to push on over hastily to a Biblical-Reformed 

theology, but to linger at least on real fundamentals at the stop „orthodoxy‟” (vi).  

 The following analysis reveals those “lingering” orthodox fundamentals. From a 

historical outlook, Barth locates the text‟s modest approach with the later Melanchthon, 

rather than Calvin, as the father of the Reformation (vii)
9
; therefore, since the Heppe text 

deviates from the Protestant mainstream, readers should consider it an interesting analysis 

tool for a theological investigation into Tolkien‟s imaginary world. Moreover, Barth 

asserts that Heppe is free from the “tendency to suspect and to insist on predestination” 
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(vii). Tolkien‟s Catholic sensibilities do not easily entertain the concept of double-

predestination, though the element of hope, so often remarked on in the LotR, might 

allow for a predestined fulfillment in its most positive sense. Additionally, the term 

“predetermined” appears to threaten the autonomy of human free will, which the author 

considers quantifiably significant, but it also carries a certain confrontational aspect all 

too readily associated with the Protestant Reformation that Tolkien himself despised.
10

 

Though readers will discover that while Tolkien does not insist on predetermination, he 

treats the term with measurable ambiguity. Finally, precisely because Heppe‟s text offers 

a “worthy continuation of the older Church” that recognizes and maintains the 

“continuity with ecclesiastical science of the Middle-ages” without going beyond the 

boundaries of moderate orthodoxy does it stand as a useful guide to investigate Tolkien‟s 

providential authority in the secondary world.  
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CHAPTER ONE: PRESERVATION 

 

 While earlier scholars have observed and commented on the effects of divine 

providence in many of Tolkien‟s works, fewer critics have ventured into The Silmarillion 

with the same enthusiasm on this topic. Perhaps, as some have remarked, the story‟s 

archaic diction is less appealing to a modern audience, or perhaps readers become lost in 

the sea of unfamiliar names, making the story difficult to follow. Or the narrative scope 

with which Tolkien operates does not lend itself as readily or consistently to elaborate 

examples regarding the relationship between the individual will and the divine. In any 

case, the author undeniably creates a literary work that demands critical attention from its 

readers on many levels, and the topic of divine activity remains invariably open for 

discussion. Tolkien‟s The Silmarillion demonstrates a three-fold providential activity 

within the secondary world that reflects the providential tradition of the primary world.  

 The analysis necessarily begins with God and Illuvatar as the source of movement 

in both worlds. Christianity recognizes that “„God‟s providence is God‟s transeunt
11

 

action, by which he cares for and administers the world created by Him and all things that 

are made in it according to His own will for His own glory and the salvation of the 

elect‟
12

 – Polan VI, 1” (RD 253).
13

 Building on the work of Augustine and early Church 

fathers, the tradition posits that God is the singular transitive source of all activity which 

activates and moves all creation. Similarly, Tolkien‟s world emerges from the creation 

Music of Illuvatar and the Ainur in the Ainulindalë. Illuvatar makes the profound 



8 
 

declaration of his omnipotence even as Melkor, the rebellious shadow for Lucifer, fumes 

over the subjugation of his own discordant themes in the making of the new world: “thou, 

Melkor, shall see that no theme may be played that hath not its uttermost source in me, 

nor can any alter the music in my despite. For he that attempteth this shall prove but mine 

instrument in the devising of things more wonderful” (italics added) (S 6). The italics 

indicate the weight of the metaphysical argument; the first phrase emphasizes the source 

of all creation in Tolkien‟s world and the latter phrase teases the reader with the 

suggestion of a predetermined fulfillment yet to come. Yet Illuvatar‟s latter statement 

also implies the cosmological fall that follows.  

 While a discussion on the fall deserves entirely separate treatment,
14

 theologians 

of the providential tradition and Tolkien demonstrate the paradoxical motion between 

changing creation and its unchanging source. The constant and perpetual Creator in each 

world remains in complete union with ever-changing creation, though the deities of both 

worlds remain at once distinct from their creation by Time. Creation depends on this 

perpetual contact for its very existence. Hence, Etienne Gilson in The Spirit of Medieval 

Philosophy writes conclusively that “there is no fact or problem more vital to Christian 

thought than that of movement” (SP 65). Similarly, Tolkien understands the weight of the 

word fall in light of the paradoxical movement. In the preface material to The 

Silmarillion, Tolkien begins his summary of the epic: “In the cosmogony there is a fall   

[. . .] and long ago certain truths and modes of this kind were discovered and must always 

reappear. There cannot be any „story‟ without a fall – all stories are ultimately about the 

fall – at least not for human minds as we know them and have them” (L 131). Providence 

manifests itself as a result of this active “fall” from the divine. 
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 The three-fold activity of providential movement has three simultaneous 

characteristic parts: preservation, cooperation (with second causes),
15

 and government. 

The following analysis begins with the preservation activity. Theologians of providence 

set out that the relationship between beginning creation and its continuance illustrates if 

not determines “„[t]he continuation of the existence of the things themselves; and not 

only of their essence but also of their natural strength and powers, whether these things 

are stable or changeable‟ – Walaus pg. 92” (RD 257). If one understands “things” that are 

“stable” or “changeable” to indicate creation in all its multifarious forms, then logic 

presents the seemingly obvious: creation requires preservation. Stated otherwise, if 

creation is ongoing then the principle of preservation must also be true. Yet theologians 

assert that“„[t]his preservation is actually the same as creation, differing solely in manner, 

because creation includes a certain newness which preservation excludes, and excludes a 

previous existence which preservation includes, so that this preservation is nothing else 

than a sort of creatio continuato‟ – Amesius I, xi, 18” (RD 257). Readers recall 

Illuvatar‟s earlier declaration that “no theme may be played that hath not its uttermost 

source in Me.” Since “theme” functions as the operative word for creation, then Illuvatar 

must be declaring his own preservation in Tolkien‟s world.
16

  

 In the authorial notes of Morgoth’s Ring: The Later Silmarillion Part One, 

Tolkien confirms Illuvatar‟s coexistent state of perpetuity and change. The passage 

simultaneously depicts the deity‟s capacity to “re-enter” into Arda to remove the taint of 

Melkor (as creative change) and remain without as its Maker (as unchanged). The 

relevance comes in the use of the “Flame Imperishable” (Illuvatar‟s living essence) which 

appears to mean the Creative activity of Eru (in some sense distinct from 
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or within Him), by which things could be given a „real‟ and independent 

(though derivative and created) existence. The Flame Imperishable is sent 

out from Eru, to dwell in the heart of the world, and the world then Is, on 

the same plane as the Ainur, and they can enter into it. But this is not, of 

course, the same as the re-entry of Eru to defeat Melkor. It refers rather to 

the mystery of „authorship,‟ by which the author, while remaining 

„outside‟ and independent of his work, also „indwells‟ in it, on its 

derivative plane, below that of his own being, as the source and guarantee 

of its being. (MR 345)
17

 

Despite that logic cannot fully grasp the manner in which this operation occurs, the 

concept of the inconsistency follows true. While the same unchanging essence maintains 

itself outside its creation, that same essence abides within its creation as a “guarantee of 

its being” yet still “independent of his work.” Providence and Tolkien also overlap at the 

genesis point of creative thought itself. 

 One can observe a closer connection between the tradition and Tolkien‟s work at 

the conception point: idea. Before the Reformation, the medieval Christian mind 

considered the “idea” of creation significantly, and it went beyond the Platonic Realm of 

Forms and Ideas to incorporate all things and beings including the Demiurge.
18

 In the 

medieval tradition, Gilson states specifically that “the efficient cause to which the world 

testifies can be none other than a creative cause; and thus also that the idea of creation is 

necessarily implied in every demonstration [. . .] of God” (SP 73). Moreover, it is a fact 

that contingent
19

 beings, which exist in a constant state of changeability, cannot give that 

which they do not have; therefore, they must receive their form their very essence, from 



11 
 

the immutable Being, Who is eternal Form, and the variety of forms existing in creation 

testify to the infinite variety of Divine ideas
20

 (SP 154-55). Hence, theologians declare 

that preservation is that “„by which God maintains and perpetuates the things made by 

Him as regards their existence, essence and natural faculties, whether in the species by 

the succession of individuals or in the individuals themselves‟ – Heidegger VII, 20” (RD 

257). 

 Similarly, Tolkien‟s words demonstrate a keen perception of creative idea. In a 

draft letter to Rhona Beare, Tolkien explains the significant relationship between idea and 

creation occurring in the Ainulindalë. Tolkien narrates that “the Design propounded to 

them [the Ainur] by the One” was “first in musical or abstract form, and then in an 

„historical vision‟ [. . .] it „exists‟ in the mind of the Teller [Illuvatar] and derivatively in 

the minds of the hearers [the Ainur], but not on the same plane as tellers or hearers” 

(author‟s italics). Tolkien does not allow even the Ainur, who are at this point the only 

“hearers” existing outside of Time, and who are participants in the creation Music itself, 

knowledge of His idea, until: “the One (the Teller) said „Let it be,‟ then the Tale (the 

idea) becomes History, on the same plane as the hearers and these could, if they desired, 

enter into it” (author‟s parenthesis and italics). So out of love for the creation, a number 

of the Ainur enter and become “involved in Time” until the end of the world (L 212). 

Clearly, Tolkien locates the origin of the idea of secondary-world creation within the 

mind of its creator in just the same manner that providence recognizes God as the genesis 

of creative ideas in the primary world. For later discussion, readers recognize that the 

“Design” of creation is put forth “by the One”; the Ainur are merely sub-creators and not 

originators in any way. Also, Tolkien makes the distinction between that which is 
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explicitly “involved in Time” and implicitly that which is outside of Time. This 

distinction grants a unique perception into the interrelationship between the deities‟ 

controlling will and creatures‟ free will within the government aspect of both worlds. At 

present, the subordinate changing aspect demands closer examination. 

 Both worlds underscore the unchanging supremacy of Creator with the 

changeable subordinate creation that hints at a teleological purpose.  Theologians assert 

that creation continues for no other reason than because God wills it; creation cannot find 

its own cause in itself: “„Since all creatures are ex nihilo and so partake de nihilo, they 

exist in everything, in need of Another‟s strength at every moment, they must both exist 

and continue to exist by the strength of Him who alone is sufficient unto Himself‟ – 

Heidegger VII, 20” (RD 257).
21

 One could ask: To what purpose or end could a supreme 

Being have regarding such subordinated being? If God is the perfect Being of perpetual 

perfection, and He is an absolute good, then it stands to reason that He cannot desire 

anything other than the fulfillment and continuance of Himself. If we admit anything less, 

then we equally admit imperfections back into our understanding of God. Moreover, God 

“„is the highest truth and wisdom, the highest power, the highest good”; the world in all 

variety and majesty “is the work not of Nature (which as regards most of its parts betrays 

no trace of reason) but of supreme and inerrant Intelligence‟ – Heidegger VII, 5-8” (RD 

256).
22

 Consequently, the providential end of all things leads to an “„end determined by 

Himself and most wisely and righteously made for His own glory‟ – Leiden Synopsis XI, 

3” (RD 253). Stated in a simpler fashion, Illuvatar declares: “no theme may be played 

that hath not its uttermost source in me, nor can any alter the music in my despite. For he 

that attempteth this shall prove but mine instrument in the devising of things more 
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wonderful” (S 6). But Tolkien expands somewhat and offers readers other examples that 

demonstrate the omnipotence of Illuvatar. 

 Tolkien illustrates creaturely subordination dramatically in the Enemies of 

Iluvatar: Melkor and Sauron, the paradigmatic figures for Satan and his nearest successor. 

Tolkien narrates that “he [Melkor] had gone into the void places seeking the Imperishable 

Flame [the creative power of Eru]; for desire grew hot within him to bring into Being 

things of his own [. . .]. Yet he found not the fire for it is within Illuvatar” (S 4). Just as 

all creation in the primary world is reliant upon the creative force of God alone at every 

moment, so too is Melkor forever isolated from the role of true creator. This predicament 

enrages the arch villains equally in both worlds. 

 Tolkien specifically uses the idea of creation to demonstrate Illuvatar‟s 

supremacy. Though Melkor twisted and made new creatures to perform his evil designs 

the author makes a significant distinction between making and creating. In Morgoth’s 

Ring, Tolkien explains that  

Melkor could do nothing with Arda, which was not of his own mind [. . .] 

even left alone he could only have gone raging on till all was leveled again 

into formless chaos. And yet even so he would have been defeated, 

because it would have still „existed,‟ independent of his own mind, and a 

world in potential. (396) 

In fact, “Melkor was more interested in and capable of dealing with a volcanic eruption, 

for example, than with a tree,” or a flower, or any of the smallest creations in nature 

because these creations did not come from his own thought (MR 395). Despite Melkor‟s 

prominent position, he and all other sentient creation in Arda exist and receive their being 



14 
 

as secondary causes; they are all contingent entities linked together and are subordinate to 

the first creative cause in the secondary world: Illuvatar. It is this subordinating position 

that generates the unquenchable hate in the Enemies of both worlds. 

 Another of Tolkien‟s letters reinforces Sauron subordinate position. In a letter to 

Mr. Hastings, the author explains how Trolls and Orcs came into existence with Sauron; 

“he „made‟ them in counterfeit of certain creatures preexisting. The Orcs are 

fundamentally a race of „rational incarnate‟ creatures,” which were created by Illuvatar 

(author‟s italics) (L 153). The distinction is clear; Sauron‟s minions of evil are not created 

anew but are formed, or rather transformed, from previously existing creations. Later in 

the same letter, Tolkien considers what might happen even if he allowed the fallen 

Melkor to make Elves or Men, but he concludes that the best the dark Enemy could ever 

achieve is a physical reconstruction bereft of soul, which for all purposes, would deprive 

such a creation from any essence or being as it is understood here. 

 Elsewhere, in a letter to Rhona Beare, the author discusses the occasion in which 

Aulë, one of the Ainur, tries to preempt Illuvatar‟s creation by making his own children: 

the Dwarves. Illuvatar rebukes Aulë, and tells him he “had only one life, his own derived 

from the One, and could at most only distribute it; he could not give independent life to 

his making” (author‟s italics). In response to another question by Miss Beare, he 

reinforces Eru‟s sole right as Creator. The author elaborates on the creation Drama and 

highlights the unique emergence of Eru‟s Children, the Elves and Men, who “derived 

their being direct from the One” (L 212). Readers should not confuse the Ainur‟s 

participation in the creation Drama with the capability of creating actual being.
23

 

 Tolkien reinforces the limitations of creaturely creation elsewhere in the drama of 
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the Ainulindalë. Illuvatar invites the Ainur to participate in the creative vision that 

initiates the genesis of Tolkien‟s world, and Eru reveals the end result in a vision; the 

One declares: “Behold your Music! This is your minstrelsy; and each of you shall find 

contained herein, amid the design that I set before you, all those things which it may 

seem that he himself devised or added” (S 6). The author‟s use of “seem” reiterates in a 

single word the limits of the Ainur‟s independent creative power. In a draft letter to Mr. 

Hastings, Tolkien elaborates more specifically on the creation scene. His thoughts 

illuminate the magnificence of Authorial creativity, but they also introduce the complex 

cooperative element, which involves free will. Tolkien establishes that: 

Free Will is derivative, and is only operative within provided 

circumstances; but in order that it may exist, it is necessary that the Author 

should guarantee it, whatever betides: sc. when it is „against His Will‟, as 

we say, at any rate as it appears on a finite view. He does not stop or make 

„unreal‟ sinful acts and their consequences. So in this myth, it is „feigned‟ 

[. . .] that He gave special „sub-creative‟ powers to certain of His highest 

created beings: that is a guarantee that what they devised and made should 

be given the reality of Creation. Of course within limits, and of course 

subject to certain commands or prohibitions. (L 153) 

While these angelic powers assist in creating the environment of Arda, they cannot create 

independently. More importantly, these “sub-creative powers” can only operate “within 

limits, and of course subject to certain commands or prohibitions”; these restrictions are 

directly connected to the will of Illuvatar. Tolkien‟s words at once protect the sovereignty 

of the Creator and build the foundation for free will that follows. 
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 In summary, the genesis point of any creation, idea, and its subsequent 

continuance in various forms, preservation, remains comprehensible in a general sense; 

however, the manner in which creation continues while wholly connected to an 

unchanging source remains a mystery. The inextricable paradox persists in Tolkien‟s 

secondary world just as clearly as it continues through Christian providence in the 

primary world: preservation is not continued creation but a continuation of that which 

always Is. Additionally readers understand that true creative power rests solely and 

irrefutably in the hands of the supreme Maker in both universes. This paradoxical 

relationship, however, must be reconciled with the operation of creaturely free will.  
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CHAPTER TWO: CONCURRENCE 

 

 The second fundamental activity of providence involves the Creator‟s interaction 

with His creation: concurrence often referred to as cooperation with second causes. That 

the discussion must address the ambiguous and often conflicting interpretations 

surrounding free will and fate is certain; however, many will find the following analysis 

brings a new measure of comprehension to Tolkien‟s familiar Elven epic. A few key 

statements on concurrence will provide a conceptual framework with which to begin. 

Theologians affirm that  

concurrence or co-operation is the operation of God by which He co-

operates directly with the second causes as depending upon Him alike in 

their essence as in their operation, so as to urge or move them to action 

and operate along with them in a manner suitable to a first cause and 

adjusted to the nature of second causes – Heidegger VII, 28. (RD 258) 

In this way, however, second causes are not to be interpreted as unnecessary or without 

purpose; “„God‟s providence does not remove but posits second causes‟ – Wolleb 30” 

(RD 258). Providence insists that God demands the participation of his creation, not as a 

result of any form of deficiency or weakness on behalf of Him but in part “„to shew forth 

His power over His creatures and His royal dignity [. . .] as well as His goodness in 

imparting to them power of action in a sort of co-operation with them‟ – Heidegger VII, 

26” (RD 261) in such ways that sentient beings participate in creation without neglecting 
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their responsibility as a second cause subordinate to the Divine. Moreover, God 

cooperates with second causes because it is His will and desire: “„He set up in time the 

order of nature and resolved by a firm adamantine law to endure separate creatures with 

their proper nature and character, to preserve and to rule them and concur accordingly 

with their operations‟- Heidegger VII, 30” (RD 260). Heppe summarizes: God “directly 

and predeterminedly grasps the powers of the creature and so arouses them to activity in 

their natural way” that the action of second causes and that of God are at once the action 

of the Creator (RD 259). The crux of this divine activity turns upon God‟s own 

willingness to “endure separate creatures with their proper nature and character” and 

how His action becomes “adjusted to the nature” of these creatures and promotes action 

“in their natural way” and concurs “accordingly with their operations.” The italicized 

words carry the power of the principle of second causes which permits the direct and 

continuous concurrence between the perfect Creator and His imperfect creation, but this 

relationship in no way identifies God as the Author of sin.
24

 

 On a creative level, Tolkien takes obvious liberties with his fantasy that 

Christianity inspires, and he illuminates the concept of divine cooperation precisely. 

After the three themes of creation Music end, Illuvatar shows the Ainur the resulting 

vision: “Behold your Music! This is your minstrelsy; and each of you shall find contained 

herein, amid the design that I set before you, all those things which it may seem that he 

himself devised or added” (S 6). The passage not only illustrates the limitations inherent 

in being and the critical role of the Creator, but it allows readers to glimpse the symmetry 

and completeness with which Illuvatar works through second causes in the imaginary 

world. Tolkien‟s narration runs a measurable length, but a small sample presently 
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suffices. Each of the Ainu seemingly “devised or added” many things according to its 

nature or preference during the symphonic genesis of the earth, with its multifarious 

animals, plants, trees, terrains, and elements, but these contributions are not random; they 

parallel the predominant thoughts in the mind of each angelic power. Illuvatar knows and 

works with these thoughts and facilitates their deepest creative desires in action:  

Now to water had that Ainu whom the Elves call Ulmo turned his thought, 

and of all most deeply was he instructed by Illuvatar in music. But of the 

airs and winds Manwë most had pondered, who is the noblest of the 

Ainur. Of the fabric of Earth had Aulë thought, to whom Illuvatar had 

given skill and knowledge scarce less than Melkor [. . .] [together they] 

looked upon this habitation set within the vast spaces of the World [. . .] 

and their hearts rejoiced in light and their eyes beholding many colours 

were filled with gladness. (S 8)   

Each of the participating powers had given creative thought to the varying elements of 

water, sky, and earth, but that infinite amount of space that exists between Illuvatar and 

angelic being in Tolkien‟s secondary world allows for the same operational phenomenon 

accepted by many in the primary world on faith. Illuvatar had already been aware of the 

“proper nature and character” of each Ainur, and he allows them to perform “in their 

natural way” and concurs “with their operations” by “adjusting to the nature” of each 

heavenly creature. In this manner, Tolkien simultaneously reinforces his own beliefs and 

the Christian tradition: the Creator, in both worlds, is the genesis of the creative idea. 

Although the participating Ainur are not privileged with the entire creation story, they are 

nonetheless awed by the majestic results of their collaborative efforts. The Ainur love this 
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new World so intensely that they leave the Void and enter into it to tend to their 

respective sub-created realms by choice. Manwë takes a primary role as leader of the 

Ainur and governs the wind and skies; Aulë holds reign over the deepest places of the 

earth and all its mineral riches, and Ulmo tends to the oceans, rivers, streams, and lakes. 

However, Illuvatar‟s knowledge and creative force is not limited to those who work 

freely and willingly in concert with him. 

 God‟s providence also fully incorporates those seemingly dissonant elements for 

nothing exists outside the knowledge of the Creator in either world. Christian theologians 

assert that contingent things “„are also necessary in respect of the first cause, since both 

as a whole and in detail they depend on the nod and will of God, even though the will of 

God concurs in one case in good, in another in evil human actions‟ – Pezel Arg et oblect. 

II, pg. 191” (RD 267). If one substitutes “angelic Valar” for “human” then readers 

observe Illuvatar has not excluded the discontented and rebellious mind of Melkor, the 

paradigmatic figure for Satan, in the creation Music. Eru declares: “„thou, Melkor, wilt 

discover all the secret thoughts of thy mind, and wilt perceive that they are but a part of 

the whole and tributary to its glory‟” (S 6). That Melkor has yet to “discover all the secret 

thoughts” of his own mind at the end of the Music becomes particularly revealing. 

Tolkien‟s use of the archaic future verb form “will” tells readers that Illuvatar is already 

fully aware of Melkor‟s thoughts from the beginning, and the futility of all his misdeeds 

represents a certain potentiality yet undiscovered by the Enemy‟s own mind. 

 Thereafter, the Creator speaks with Ulmo, and readers glimpse how Illuvatar both 

permits and intertwines Melkor‟s discordant themes into the World Music. Eru speaks:  

Seest thou not how here in this little realm in the Deeps of Time Melkor 
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hath made war upon thy province? He hath bethought him of bitter cold 

immoderate, and yet hath not destroyed the beauty of thy fountains, nor 

thy clear pools. Behold the snow, and the cunning work of frost! Melkor 

hath devised heats and fire without restraint, and hath not dried up thy 

desire nor utterly quelled the music of the sea. Behold rather the height 

and glory of the clouds, and the everchanging mists; and listen to the fall 

of rain upon the Earth! And in these clouds thou art drawn nearer to 

Manwë, thy friend, whom thou lovest. (S 8-9) 

Rather than destroy what Illuvatar and the Ainur make, Melkor‟s raging disharmony only 

transforms the creation of water into even more beautiful multifarious forms; the World 

now enjoys frost, snow, clouds, mist, and rain, which it would not have enjoyed 

otherwise. As clouds appear in the sky, Ulmo can enjoy a kind of transfigurative union 

with his beloved friend, Manwë.  

 Elsewhere, providence includes a preemptive quality in the Creator that reflects 

the will of God at once with creaturely freedom: 

Every act of the creature thus presupposes a definite resolve of God, in 

accordance with which God concurs with it and preserves for the creatures 

not yet confirmed but liable to change the possibility of misusing the 

freedom accorded them. Thus the divine concursus precedes human 

action, since it accompanies the action of the creatures as the activity of 

the divine resolve in time. – Cocceius Summ. th. XXVIII. 19 ff. (RD 269) 

In like manner, Tolkien understands that cooperative freedom must exist prior to the 

creaturely action in the permissive action of Illuvatar. After commenting on the Ainur‟s 
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involvement in the Creation Music, the author remarks on the permissive activity of 

making gone wrong performed by Melkor; in the draft letter to Hastings, he states: 

If they „fell,‟ as the Diabolus Morgoth did, and started making things „for 

himself, to be their Lord,‟ these would then „be,‟ even if Morgoth broke 

the supreme ban against making other „rational‟ creatures like Elves or 

Men. They would at least „be‟ real physical entities in the physical world, 

however evil they might prove, even „mocking‟ the Children of God. They 

would be Morgoth‟s greatest Sins, abuses of his highest privilege, and 

would be creatures begotten of Sin, and naturally bad. [. . .] [not 

irredeemably bad] Because by accepting or tolerating their making – 

necessary to their actual existence – even Orcs would become part of the 

World, which is God‟s and ultimately good. (L 153) 

As readers are aware, Morgoth‟s ill-making “presupposes a definite resolve” by Illuvatar 

which permits such things to come into being; consequently, one can deduce Eru 

“concurs with it and preserves” Morgoth‟s free will, even though the “possibility of 

misusing the freedom accorded [him]” exists which, ultimately, “resolve[s] in time” in 

Arda.
25

 Tolkien also offers an interesting example that incorporates angelic rebellion in a 

different light.  

 Illuvatar‟s rebuke to Aulë for the creation of the dwarves reiterates the 

omnipotence of Eru and gives dimension to the cooperative relationship. Tolkien narrates 

that Aulë, one of the Ainur, grows impatient for the completion of Illuvatar‟s design, so 

he works in secret to beget his own children without disclosing his endeavor to any of the 

other powers. Despite Aulë‟s wishes, the author informs readers that “Illuvatar knew 
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what was done,” and the ensuing dialogue adds further detail for discussion (S 37). Eru 

waits until Aulë‟s work is complete and asks: 

Why hast thou done this? Why does thou attempt a thing which thou 

knowest is beyond thy power and thy authority? For thou hast from me as 

a gift thy own being only, and no more; and therefore the creatures of thy 

hand and mind can live only by that being moving when thou thinkest to 

move them, and if thy thoughts be elsewhere, standing idle. Is that thy 

desire? (S 37) 

While the passage introduces readers to Aulë‟s overzealous activity in the creation 

drama, it also makes three significant points. First, Eru is already aware of Aulë‟s 

thoughts, but by drawing Aulë‟s attention to the error, however good the intention, 

Illuvatar prompts the self-corrective attitude inherent to his creature, which sets the stage 

for a demonstration of Illuvatar‟s compassion and forgiveness shortly thereafter. Second, 

Tolkien allows Aulë, and his readers, the opportunity to discern the internal motivations 

that underlie the creative impulse. Illuvatar is already aware of Aulë‟s nature, therefore, 

the rhetorical question “why are you making?” rather than “what are you making?” 

becomes instructional introspection for the sake of Aulë and readers. This discernment 

generates a significant contrast to Melkor‟s creative motivations and underscores 

Tolkien‟s preoccupation with the internal elements of character. Third, when the Creator 

remarks that Aulë has only the “gift [of] thy own being only,” he reaffirms the 

preservation aspect of His own Being. Second causes can only make from that which 

preexists. One recalls Tolkien‟s earlier statement regarding Sauron‟s making of the Orcs. 

Additionally, readers are reminded that only the One‟s creation retains its own sentience. 
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Aulë‟s creatures would only be capable of performing tasks that he consciously directs 

them towards; they would not possess their own essence or being of themselves. Hence, 

if Aulë‟s “thoughts are elsewhere,” the dwarves would remain “standing idle,” for they 

do not possess an independent will.  

 The Ainur responds in a humble and contrite manner; he regrets his impatience 

and attempts to amend his transgression by destroying what he made. Tolkien‟s 

subsequent narration adds much to the discussion: 

Then Aulë took up a great hammer to smite the Dwarves; and he wept. 

But Illuvatar had compassion upon Aulë and his desire, because of his 

humility; and the Dwarves shrank from the hammer and were afraid, and 

they bowed down their heads and begged for mercy. And the voice of 

Illuvatar said to Aulë: „Thy offer I accepted even as it was made. Dost 

thou not see that these things have now a life of their own, and speak with 

their own voices? Else they would not have flinched from thy blow, nor 

from any command of thy will.‟ Then Aulë cast down his hammer and 

was glad, and he gave thanks to Illuvatar, saying: „May Eru bless my work 

and amend it!‟ But Illuvatar spoke again and said: „Even as I gave being to 

the thoughts of the Ainur at the beginning of the World, so now I have 

taken up thy desire and given it a place therein; but in no other way will I 

amend thy handiwork, and as thou hast made it, so shall it be‟ (S 38) 

The passage further defines Illuvatar‟s cooperative union. The One knows the proper 

nature and character of Aulë intimately; hence, he allows him to perform in his own 

natural way and concurs with his operation by adjusting to his nature even as the 
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submission was made. Although these illustrations offer a crisp look into the cooperative 

activity within the tradition, Tolkien‟s most profound Christian demonstration is yet to 

come.  

 In Part Four of Morgoth’s Ring, entitled Athrabeth Finrod ah Andreth, Tolkien 

illustrates the concurrent relationship explicitly in a crucial debate scene ameliorated by 

many Christian readers as the purposeful foreshadowing of Christ; consequently, it serves 

as the cornerstone for contemporary Christian readings.
26

 The following passages do not 

contribute anything particularly new to Tolkien studies. Countless literary critics and 

religious enthusiasts have illustrated the Christian connections; however, they must 

necessarily be included here in order to build the foundation for a detailed analysis of 

providential action. The debate occurs between Finrod, a philosophical Elven king, and 

Andreth, a wise elder woman from the race of Man. The two ponder the relative strength 

of Melkor/Morgoth and interpret that while Morgoth could exert his influence and tempt 

or corrupt selected individuals, the corruption of an entire race of Illuvatar would be 

beyond his power; hence, the debate addresses the question how Man became “tainted.” 

This tainting of mortality flows into a deeper and even more emotional discussion on the 

significant separation between the hroa (flesh) and fea (spirit) of both races; both 

individuals argue their own respective benefits and sorrows according to their 

understanding. Ultimately, Andreth discloses that the issue of Man‟s original fall cannot 

be discussed with any who are not of the human race, but her people widely speculate on 

the reasons for nothing of Man‟s fall is certain.  

 The dialogue culminates in the revelation of an insightful dream-like vision by 

Finrod, which unveils an “Arda Remade” and free of Morgoth‟s evil. Finrod declares: 



26 
 

This then, I propound, was the errand of Men, not the followers, but the 

heirs and fulfillers of all: to heal the Marring of Arda, already 

foreshadowed before their devising; and to do more, as agents of the 

magnificence of Eru: to enlarge the Music and surpass the Vision of the 

World! For that Arda Healed shall not be Arda Unmarred, but a third thing 

and greater, and yet the same.
27

 (MR 318) 

Here Tolkien suggests that all of Eru‟s Children will not meet the disastrous end that they 

fear but will become the principle means by which the World is rejuvenated and made 

anew in an entirely separate theme.  

And then suddenly I beheld as a vision Arda Remade; and there the Eldar 

[the Elven race] completed but not ended could abide in the present for 

ever, and there walk, maybe, with the Children of Men, their deliverers, 

and sing to them such songs as, even in the Bliss beyond bliss, should 

make the green valleys ring and the everlasting mountain-tops to throb 

like harps. (MR 319) 

This perfected state of “Bliss” will be the ultimate result of Illuvatar incarnating himself 

and entering into Arda and healing “Men and all Marring from the beginning to the end” 

(MR 321). At this point, Finrod verbally works through the logical difficulties of the 

Authorship mystery; he knows that the “Drama [all cosmic creation] depends on His 

design and His will for its beginning and continuance, in every detail and moment” (MR 

335). Readers can easily parallel the similarity and emphasis with Heidegger‟s earlier 

statement that all creatures subsist “in need of Another‟s strength at every moment; they 

must both exist and continue to exist by the strength of Him who alone is sufficient unto 
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Himself.”
28

 Though some might contest the value of Finrod‟s perceptions,
29

 they remind 

the reader of Tolkien‟s intentions: divine purpose exists behind the perfection of creation, 

which mandates the participation of second causes. In the author‟s notes, Tolkien 

predisposes Finrod with a considerable amount of knowledge at the time of the debate, in 

which he identifies Man as the “Oienkarme Eruo (the One‟s perpetual production), which 

might be rendered by „God‟s management of the Drama‟” (MR 329). The author‟s choice 

of the term “perpetual production” clearly reinforces the preservation and concurrent 

activity of providence as it has been defined thus far; the “management” aspect will be 

addressed in the following chapter. Summarily, Finrod‟s suppositions underscore the 

continuous presence of Eru as an essential element for the continuation of creation, and it 

establishes the foundation for one of the most powerful illustration of concurrence.  

 Andreth‟s cynical response on the validity of Finrod‟s claim elicits an elaboration 

on the merits of hope and trust, which sit at the center point of this argument. Andreth 

doubtfully questions the definition of hope itself; Finrod responds: 

That is one thing that Men call „hope,‟ [. . .] Amdir we call it, „looking up.‟ 

But there is another which is founded deeper. Estel we call it, „trust.‟ It is 

not defeated by the ways of the world, for it does not come from 

experience, but from our nature and first being. If we are indeed the 

Eruhin, the Children of the One, then He will not suffer Himself to be 

deprived of His own, not by any Enemy, not even by ourselves. This is the 

last foundation of Estel, which we keep even when we contemplate the 

End. (MR 320) 

The Elven king‟s argument hinges on the power of Amdir (Hope) and Estel (Trust) of 
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which the later is given the primary emphasis, because “It is not defeated by the ways of 

the world, for it does not come from experience, but from our nature and first being.” 

Within the context of the scene, Finrod stresses the necessity for Andreth to maintain a 

trust, or faith, within herself for an Arda Remade; he underscores the power of this virtue 

by identifying it as an element of her nature and a connection to “first being;” it is that 

inexplicable link between her actual existence in Time and the idea of her inception 

perpetually maintained in the mind of the One. Readers can give Finrod‟s logic 

considerable credibility since it is drawn from a unique education; Tolkien credits him 

with “certain basic beliefs, which he would have said were derived from one or more 

sources: his created nature; angelic instruction; thought; and experience” (MR 330-31).
30

 

Consequently, one may associate a keener perception of the divine workings than 

Andreth could hope to possess.  

 Yet, Finrod‟s suppositions align readily with statements in the Christian tradition. 

Although he cannot explain the details of the mechanics, Finrod accepts in concept that 

Estel, or trust, functions as the critical ingredient that must manifest itself in Eru‟s 

Children in order for Illuvatar to mysteriously incarnate Himself into Arda while 

remaining its Author outside. Illuvatar, already aware of the “proper nature and 

character” of Man, individually and collectively, just as intimately as are the Ainur, and 

he allows Man to perform “in their natural way” and concurs “with their operations” by 

“adjusting to the nature” of each. With penetrating diction, Gilson states the same 

providential concept with more specificity; he explains: 

The first act is the being of the thing, of that which is called being in virtue 

of the very act of existing exerted [. . .]: the second act is the causal 
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operation of this being, the intrinsic or extrinsic manifestations of its 

actuality by the effects it produces within or without itself; causal action 

resolves itself in the transmission or communication of being. (SP 90)  

When these words are applied to Finrod‟s explanation in the debate, readers can see that 

trust, or faith, coming from the first act [Illuvatar], is simultaneously utilized intrinsically 

in the second act [Andreth and all Men] so that the mover [Illuvatar] will be acted upon 

by the moved [Andreth and all Men] so that the transmission or communication of being 

resolves itself and becomes realized extrinsically in the anticipated Incarnation of Eru 

within the Old Hope myth.
31

 One could not find a more significant passage to 

demonstrate the force of the cooperative relationship than that contained in the 

theological debate. 

 Interestingly, Finrod‟s statement also introduces an unexpected doctrinal 

possibility worth remark. When the Elven king states that “He [Illuvatar] will not suffer 

Himself to be deprived of His own, not by any Enemy, not even by ourselves,”
32

 Tolkien 

allows readers to ponder a universalism that does not conform to the traditional Reformed 

or Catholic interpretations of providence. Ultimately, if the One will not be deprived of 

his own Children by the actions of the Enemy or, even the Children themselves, then 

what is to suggest that Eru‟s love is any less for Melkor, the Satanic parallel and one of 

Illuvatar‟s first favored creations? Following the logic, will this also allow Melkor to 

serve his own free purposes in Eru‟s design without his misdeeds ever culminating in his 

own damnation? Illuvatar allows the Enemy to exercise his own discordant themes into 

the creation Music without direct retribution, but does Finrod‟s supposition suggest that 

Illuvatar will not want to be deprived of Melkor-turned-Morgoth at some point? Or are 



30 
 

the rules different for beings of a higher creative order already immortal? Tolkien offers 

no definitive answers, but perhaps Morgoth‟s cumulative failures within the world are 

punishment enough. Illuvatar, like the Creator in the primary world, operates often 

enough in an instructional capacity. Eru wants his creatures to know and learn; 

experience is often the best teacher. Certainly the passage gives evidence as to why 

Judith A. Johnson in J. R. R. Tolkien: Six Decades of Criticism posits that the “Christian 

themes in Tolkien‟s works” are one of twelve significant topics “hotly debated” by critics 

(234). 

 In summary, the Creator necessarily demands cooperation with his creatures for 

the fulfillment of the design in both worlds. The primary world confirms that providence 

operates directly in human activity; similarly, the transmission of being echoes again in 

the secondary world when the Children of Illuvatar operate as agents of the magnificence 

of Eru: to enlarge the Music and surpass the Vision of the World (MR 318). Readers 

might consider the passages in the creation Music of the Ainulindalë and the theological 

debate between Finrod and Andreth to exemplify the most important demonstrations of 

cooperative activity. The former illustrates the power of the entire creation Drama 

manifested extrinsically through the most powerful of Eru‟s creatures: the Ainur; the later 

touches on the potent desire for an Arda Remade manifested intrinsically through the 

trust, or faith, of Eru‟s weakest sentient creatures: Man. The force of these passages also 

comes in the fact that together they reflect the Alpha and Omega of Tolkien‟s world, 

while simultaneously utilizing the widest range of second causes; The Reformed tradition 

maintains an array of intellectual explanations for concurrence in the primary world, 

which become authentically realized by creatures of free will in Tolkien‟s universe.  
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 The analysis now moves to address the elements of free will and fate with regards 

to the cooperative relationship. Due to the inexplicable paradox, this topic is far from 

settled from the standpoint of human reason, though many who embrace the providential 

tradition accept its operation primarily on faith.
33

 First, one must have a working concept 

of the tradition regarding each term. Mysteriously, cooperative activity in no way 

impugns or destroys creaturely freedom, though many confuse it with fate; instead, the 

concurrent relationship is “„an act of God‟s will [that] precedes the act of our will,‟ but 

„by no means‟ does away „with the man‟s freedom‟ – Marck (X, 10)” (RD 259). 

Elsewhere theologians posit that “„God‟s concurrence is both previous – whereby He 

inflows into the actual second cause, predetermines it to action and so precedes the 

creature‟s action not in time, but in order, dignity, and surpassingness – and simultaneous 

[. . .] by method of conjoint action‟ – Heidegger VII, 30” (RD 260). Heppe summarizes 

the difficult paradox: “God controls the free acts of men as well as unconscious things; 

He completely determines man‟s will. Hence no creaturely freedom of the will is 

thinkable, which is not utter dependence upon God‟s absolute activity” (RD 268-9). 

Moreover, God‟s direction of man‟s will is not limited to His foreknowledge, but it is 

grounded in direct action: “„God‟s providence is not, either, the same as bare prescience 

but is care in action and will in operation, conjoined with the act of a knowing mind‟ – 

Heidegger VII, 54” (RD 269).
34

 However, a conscious, “knowing mind” on behalf of the 

creature is not a prerequisite for the proper operation of God‟s providence. One may note 

that God‟s foreknowledge seems to threaten the progression of a logical argument for 

individual freedom. For example, the words “previous,” “precedes,” “predetermines” and 

certainly the word “controls” all appear to encroach upon the individual‟s free will, but 
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readers will come to recognize that the Christian tradition and Tolkien attempt to work 

out, in part, this mysterious and persistent confusion similarly and with more clarity than 

has been previously mentioned. 

 Next, the Reformed perspective confirms the absence of fate as a separate power 

from the divine in precise detail. Heidegger establishes the following five points: 

(1) Being His eternal and free counsel for preserving and governing all 

things outside Himself God‟s providence is in God Himself; the fate 

inherent in things is put in the actual causes and their series. (2) Next, 

providence does not tie God down to causes and to nature, but when acting 

shows Him to be most free. By the freest counsel He guards the order 

instituted in second causes and deliberately controls or even changes it, 

Fate on the contrary involves God Himself and so binds Him to the order 

of causes [. . .]. (3) But also God‟s providence makes the actual series and 

connections of things freely set up by God‟s decree temporal, fate makes 

them eternal. (4) Besides, God‟s providence makes some causes which 

operate without counsel necessary and natural, others which act [. . .] 

voluntary and free. Fate makes them all necessary and determined, none of 

them free. (5) In short, God‟s providence so rules sin, that nevertheless it 

in no way makes God its author. Fate wildly raves that sin appears by 

necessity of nature and was implanted in matter by God VII, 15. (RD 254) 

Fate, by this definition, exerts itself as a force separate from God that locates itself in the 

power of second causes and infringes upon the Creator‟s sovereignty; it destroys the very 

source of creaturely freedom, subordinates God to causes, and insists that He authors sin. 
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Though Tolkien clearly makes use of the term “fate” on a number of occasions, he enjoys 

it in creative sense which acknowledges its value as an ingredient in the ancient history of 

the primary world, but he does not regard it a separate force within his secondary world. 

 After all, Tolkien admittedly locates his middle-earth in a mythic prehistory of the 

primary world. Perhaps he also enjoys the ambiguities it presents from a theological 

perspective, which have thoroughly engaged learned minds as well as the common reader 

for years. In any case, the evidence in Tolkien‟s work, along with his own staunch 

Christian beliefs, does not suggest he was as uncertain about fate as some would indicate. 

That these points have been discussed by some notable critics remains a gift to Tolkien 

studies. Yet a reexamination elicits further debate. 

 Randel Helms, author of Tolkien’s World and Tolkien and the Silmarils makes 

some of the earliest contributions regarding providence in the Elven epic. Though Helms 

establishes providential control as the first of five internal laws in middle-earth in the 

former text, his statements in the latter precisely summarize this analysis. He states: 

What Tolkien throughout The Silmarillion calls „fate‟ or „doom‟ really 

means the hidden will of Illuvatar, controlling for good the destinies of all 

Arda and its overlords and inhabitants.  Yet fate is not merely applied 

from outside a character; it is paradoxically the expression of his own free 

nature as that nature exists within Eru (Illuvatar); for each character in The 

Silmarillion, whether good or evil, stands before Illuvatar with both free 

will and the certainty that whatever he [Illuvatar] wills shall turn out. (46) 

At a glance, one can see how easily confusion sets in. The terms “fate” and “doom” are 

first identified as the “will” of Illuvatar, but that “will” changes to “fate” in the next 
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sentence, and then paradoxically ties to “the free nature of Illuvatar” shortly thereafter. 

Yet, Helms‟s conveys the underlying point by expressing the duality of the deity‟s nature. 

It is the will of Illuvatar that controls all the creatures of Arda externally, which can be 

imperfectly interpreted as fate, and that same controlling will at once guarantees all 

creaturely freedom as it manifests itself internally. 

 Seeking clarification, Helms looks to John Milton, an advocate for the 

Reformation and a powerful literary influence for many, including Tolkien, and he 

illustrates an often overlooked point of logic. Early in Paradise Lost, God reflects on the 

apparent difficulty many encounter with providence and foreknowledge: 

As if Predestination over-rul‟d  

Thir will, dispos‟d by absolute Decree  

Or high foreknowledge; they themselves decreed  

Thir own revolt, not I: if I foreknew,  

Foreknowledge had no influence on thir fault,  

Which had no less prov‟d certain unforeknown.  

(III, 114-19) 

According to Milton, God‟s knowledge of creaturely action has no bearing on the action 

of the creatures themselves. Neither foreknowledge nor ignorance of future events 

impugns or destroys the operation of free will. Readers might consider a simpler 

paradigm. While many recognize a natural familiarity gained through intimate 

relationships, such as that shared between spouses, siblings, or dear friends, that wealth 

of knowledge could predict or presuppose any number of viable outcomes in a given 

situation with a measureable level of accuracy, but that high degree of intimate 
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knowledge in no way restricts or prevents individual free will. If one raises this 

relationship to the divine level of omniscience and omnipotence, then understanding, if 

not accepting, how a divine will and an independent creaturely will can co-exist becomes 

less problematic.  

 Helms‟s believes Tolkien‟s contradictory use of terms unnecessarily confuses the 

reader. His perplexity revolves around Eru‟s pivotal creation statement and its relation to 

Beren, a prominent figure from the race of Men. First, Illuvatar determines that Men 

“should have a power and virtue to shape their life, amid the powers and chances of the 

world, beyond the Music of the Ainur, which is as fate to all things else”; therefore, 

Helms logically surmises that Men must enjoy free will while all other creatures succumb 

to fate (S 35-6). However, after examining the tale of Beren and Luthien, Helms cannot 

reconcile Illuvatar‟s statement with Tolkien‟s use of “fate” or “doom.” Indeed Beren is 

“defended by fate,” declares recognition of his own “fate,” is “led by fate,” told he can 

“turn from his fate,” and finally “driven by fate” until death, and his role as the 

instrument of “doom” for Doriath is completed (S 192-217). Helms concludes by stating 

that the “logical difficulties of the fate-free-will controversy trap Tolkien just as they trap 

Milton‟s devils,” though his following support for this statement does not provide the 

most convincing argument (TS 47).
35

 

 Tolkien‟s subtle use of literary devices illuminates the confusion between “fate” 

and “free will.” When Illuvatar declares that Men “should have a power and virtue to 

shape their life, amid the powers and chances of the world, beyond the Music of the 

Ainur, which is as fate to all things else,” Tolkien uses a figure of speech to express a 

resemblance between two things of different kinds. The simile uses “as” and likens the 
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“Music of the Ainur,” which creates the dwelling of Arda and all its inner operations, to a 

“fate,” that which is unalterably predetermined from eternity. Then this “historically 

fated” condition that applies to all other sentient creatures is seemingly juxtaposed to the 

“free will” of Men, who have a power “to shape their life, amid the powers and chances 

of the world.” Yet fate, as Tolkien utilizes it here, is not a contrary force that opposes free 

will; it merely represents an extended knowledge, a foresight, of events to come left over 

from the Creation vision. Arda‟s history is like fate because the sub-creative Ainur 

participated in its making; therefore, they already have a foreknowledge of the world‟s 

historical revelation, which the Elves possess to a lesser degree and which Men do not 

possess at all. Consequently, the “historical fated” condition and Men‟s “free will” are 

only dissimilar in that each represents a different degree of foreknowledge regarding the 

events in history; the two elements are similar in that both are both “the hidden will of 

Illuvatar, controlling for good the destinies of all Arda and its overlords and inhabitants.”   

 Tolkien offers an example that illustrates the distinction in perception which 

specifically relates to the Valar. Shortly after the Elves enter into the world, the Valar 

gaze in wonder and amazement at the Firstborn, and he narrates: “From without the 

World, though all things may be forethought in music or foreshown in vision from afar, 

to those who enter verily into Eä each in its time shall be meet at unawares as something 

new and unforetold” (S 46). Readers are aware that the Valar participated in the making 

of the world while it was but “forethought” and “foreshown,” but the author‟s repetition 

of the simile indicates that what is “new” and “unforetold” identifies, not that which 

cannot be known, but that which has not yet occurred in time.  

 Much earlier in the Ainulindalë, readers first learn about the limited vision of the 
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angelic powers. Each Valar possesses knowledge of what is to come in the history of 

Arda, but there is not as much certainty as to when specific events will happen or in what 

specific manner. Their foresight, however strong, remains incomplete and imperfect: 

And many other things Illuvatar spoke to the Ainur at that time, and 

because of the memory of his words, and the knowledge that each has of 

the music that he himself made, the Ainur knew much of what was, and is, 

and is to come [. . .] Yet some things there are that they cannot see, neither 

alone or in taking counsel together; for to none but himself has Illuvatar 

revealed all that he has in store, and in every age there come forth things 

that are new and have no foretelling, for they do not proceed from the past. 

And so it was that this vision of the World was played before them, the 

Ainur saw that it contained things which they had not thought. (S 6-7) 

Though the Ainur “knew much of what was, and is, and is to come,” there remains “some 

things [. . .] that they cannot see, neither alone or in taking counsel together.” There are 

those things which will surface in the history of Arda that are “new and have no 

foretelling,” for the world “contained things which they had not thought.” 

 The Milton passage neatly summarizes the point of perception. Neither 

foreknowledge, those imperfectly gifted memories retained from the world‟s creation, nor 

ignorance, the lack of foreknowledge which appears to allow Men to act freely, impugns 

or destroys the operation of free will. Hence, Helm‟s statement crystallizes in truth: 

“Tolkien‟s use of „fate‟ or „doom‟ really means the hidden will of Illuvatar, controlling 

for good the destinies of all Arda and its overlords and inhabitants.” The terms “fate” and 

“free nature” refer to scope of vision, or foresight, not restriction in freedom. 
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 Reflecting Helms‟s statement, Illuvatar‟s providence becomes more conspicuous 

and “controls for good the destinies” of Beren and Luthien. Readers realize that Beren 

journeys to Doriath because the desire was “put into his heart,” and he announces his 

desire for Luthien after “words were put into his mouth” (S 193, 196). Readers may 

equally consider that God “directly and predeterminedly grasps the powers of the creature 

[Beren] and so arouses [him] to activity in [his] natural way.” After the beatific display of 

love and sacrifice unfolds between Beren and Luthien, Tolkien indicates that the union of 

the two is essential to the story and a direct result of Eru‟s providence. Tolkien states that 

“the entering into Men of the Elven-strain is indeed represented as part of the Divine Plan 

for the ennoblement of the human race, from the beginning destined to replace the Elves” 

(L 153). Elsewhere, Tolkien reaffirms the entire drama around Beren and Luthien reflects 

“the Finger of God” at work, who is “the one wholly free Will and Agent” (L 204). 

 Interestingly, Verlyn Flieger, in Splintered Light: Logos and Language in 

Tolkien’s World, cites the same quotation from The Silmarillion to make a distinction 

between free will and fate, which Helms regards as a point of confusion. First, Flieger 

forms the phrase in question: Men will have “a power and virtue to shape their life, amid 

the powers and chances of the world, beyond the Music of the Ainur, which is as fate to 

all things else.” Next, she makes the following determinations: 

The intent could not be clearer. Men can change the Music, „which is as 

fate to all things else,‟ including Elves. [. . .] The interaction of Men and 

Elves, then, are to involve and embody the interplay of free will and 

destiny. Tolkien clearly intended both to be powerful albeit not always 

complementary forces in his world and may well have envisioned each as 
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the necessary function of the other. For there can be no freedom in willing 

unless there is something from which to be free. (129) 

There are a number of sections in the passage that demand analysis. Most importantly, 

readers should scrutinize Flieger‟s deduction: “Men can change the Music.” Second, 

Tolkien‟s use of the simile will be revisited briefly in regards to the author‟s passage. 

Third, Flieger‟s “interplay of free will and destiny” and “freedom in willing” deserves 

further comment. 

  Though creatures of free will, whether “Men can change the Music of the Ainur” 

or not is suspect. Tolkien, or rather Illuvatar, determines that Men will “shape their lives 

[. . .] beyond the Music of the Ainur,” but “beyond,” that which moves or exists outside 

of, further on, or past, does not carry the same intent as “change,” that which transforms, 

reconstructs, or converts. The sense of the word “beyond” predisposes acceptance of 

something or some condition preexisting which is surpassed, yet left unaltered. Since the 

Music of the Ainur equates to the “powers and chances of the world” and all its historical 

drama, then Eru‟s Children are not changing the creation Music anymore than Melkor‟s 

discordant themes could; instead, Illuvatar incorporates them “amid” the history of Arda. 

Men will operate in concert with, and cooperate in the history of Arda as it already exists. 

Hence, the significance of the theological debate between Finrod and Andreth mentioned 

earlier. “Beyond” indicates that which is outside the physical world of Arda; it is the 

“Arda Remade” that Finrod locates in “Bliss beyond bliss;” it is the spiritual afterlife 

outside of, further on, or past the known Arda where Men and Elves are united. If, 

indeed, the “power and virtue” that Men exert in the world affect the “destinies of Elves,” 

as Flieger elaborates on later, then it is fulfilled in union with the Music already 
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propounded but “shaped” outside of Arda; therefore, “change the Music” would be a 

misleading interpretation.  

 Flieger‟s insistent delineation between fate and free will invites speculation. 

Following Helms, she does not consider that Tolkien makes use of a subtle literary device 

to indicate varying levels of foresight; instead, Flieger affirms Tolkien‟s “intent could not 

be clearer:” fate and free will are two separate “albeit not always complementary forces.” 

She goes so far as to ensnare the Elves in a force of fate clearly not of Illuvatar‟s making.  

 At this point, the fate-free-will argument demands a fuller account of the relevant 

creation episode in order to tease out the inconsistency. In the Ainulindalë, Illuvatar 

shows the Ainur the vision that their collective Music has helped to create, and Tolkien 

elaborates: 

 they [the Ainur] saw with amazement the coming of the Children of 

Illuvatar, and the habitation that was prepared for them; and they 

perceived that they themselves in the labor of their music had been busy 

with the preparation of this dwelling, and yet knew not that it had any 

purpose beyond its own beauty. For the Children of Illuvatar were 

conceived by him alone; and they came with the third theme, and were not 

in the theme which Illuvatar propounded at the beginning, and none of the 

Ainur had part in their making. Therefore when they beheld them, the 

more did they love them, being things other than themselves, strange and 

free, wherein they saw the mind of Illuvatar reflected anew, and learned 

yet a little more of his wisdom, which otherwise had been hidden even 

from the Ainur. (S 6-7) 



41 
 

 Readers will recall Tolkien‟s earlier letter that states “Free Will is derivative, and 

is only operative within provided circumstances; but in order that it may exist, it is 

necessary that the Author should guarantee it, whatever betides.” Flieger correctly 

acknowledges the “provided circumstances” prior to her analysis in the above passage; 

she locates Men‟s free will in Illuvatar. However, the Elves enjoy the same free will.
36

 

Illuvatar explicitly identifies the Elves as “strange and free” equally with Men; both races 

are the Children of Illuvatar and ground their freedom in the Will of the One.
37

  

 Finally, Flieger‟s statement: “there can be no freedom in willing unless there is 

something from which to be free” deserves qualification. One theologian posits an 

explanation on the conjoined action of Divine will and human free will particularly 

relevant here. He supposes that there exist no difficult leap towards comprehension if one 

considers: 

That the divine influx and its predetermination do not hinder man from 

acting on plan and rational satisfaction or from determining himself 

thereby, though otherwise undetermined and indeterminable by any 

created cause. [. . .] if by determining the will and so producing a volition 

of God were depriving the will of freedom, the will too by determining 

itself and achieving a volition would rob itself of freedom, which is a 

contradiction; or that it by determining itself the will does not deprive 

itself of freedom, neither does God by doing the same.‟ – Mastright III, X, 

17” (RD 272) 

While the Children of Illuvatar operate beyond the Music of the Ainur, (the dwelling of 

Arda and its history) they do not operate beyond Eru‟s theme (providence), in which 
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everything in Tolkien‟s imaginary world finds its “uttermost source.” Flieger‟s 

explanation of destiny, or fate, illustrates the same difficulties within Tolkien‟s world that 

many already encounter with providence in the primary world. Although she builds a 

creatively complex and intuitive interpretation around fate-free-will dilemma between 

Elves and Men, she works too hard at legitimizing, or at least presenting, fate as a viable 

force alongside Illuvatar‟s gift of providential free will. These same difficulties have 

caught the attention of another worthy critic as well. 

 Tom Shippey, in The Road to Middle-earth brings in some additional 

considerations. Shippey opens a discussion on the opposing forces of luck and chance 

within the LotR and offers King Alfred‟s translation of Boethius to explain why 

providence and free will are not in conflict; King Alfred states:  

“„What we call God‟s fore-thought and his Providence [. . .] is while it is 

there in His mind, before it gets done, while it‟s still being thought; but 

once it‟s done, then we call it wyrd. This way anyone can tell that there are 

two things and two names, forethought and wyrd‟” (King 128).  

From the passage, Shippey argues a corollary: fate is not a proper translation of wyrd 

because “people can „change their luck,‟ and can in a way say „No‟ to divine 

Providence”; thereafter, he draws the conclusion that “„Luck‟, then, is a continuous 

interplay of providence and free will, a blending of so many factors that the mind cannot 

disentangle them” (Road 152).
38

 Shippey certainly may interpret the thought and the 

completed action to be “two things,” just as King Alfred suggests, but that is the 

limitation of a creaturely perspective. The thought and the action, however, are one and 

the same from the Creator‟s perspective in both worlds. Readers recall what the tradition 
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acknowledges: “„God‟s concurrence is both previous – whereby He inflows into the 

actual second cause, predetermines it to action and so precedes the creature‟s action not 

in time, but in order, dignity, and surpassingness – and simultaneous [. . .] by method of 

conjoint action.‟” Because “God‟s concurrence” is “previous” and “predetermines” the 

second cause “to action [. . .] by method of conjoint action,” readers must grasp that 

where thought and action are two distinct elements for the creature, they remain a 

conjoint action simultaneous with the Creator, which can precede the action of the 

creature.  

 Tolkien‟s thoughts reinforce the paradox of predetermined action and free will. 

Readers recall that the “Drama [all cosmic creation] depends on His design and His will 

for its beginning and continuance, in every detail and moment”; hence, the thought and 

the action are one with Illuvatar. One can also look to the creation Drama where Eru first 

propounded the Music and the making of Arda, which “exists” in the mind of the Teller 

(Illuvatar) in its entirety but “derivatively in the minds of the hearers [the Ainur], but not 

on the same plane as tellers or hearers.” Tolkien‟s creatures are the “tellers and hearers” 

that partake in the historical unfolding of the World “derivatively” from the Teller, “but 

not on the same plane.” Therefore, what Shippey calls „Luck‟ is not luck at all but 

another aspect of Illuvatar‟s providence; it is that paradoxical cooperative element of Eru 

that controls and guides the will of his creatures while simultaneously guaranteeing free 

will. On that point, Tolkien has already determined that “Free Will is derivative, and is 

only operative within provided circumstances” and that “it is necessary that the Author 

should guarantee it, whatever betides”; consequently, when any of Illuvatar‟s creatures 

act “against His Will,” that only “appears on a finite view” to be the case.  Paul H. 
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Kocher, in A Reader’s Guide to The Silmarillion, remarks: “All that Illuvatar needs here 

is foreknowledge of the natural workings of character to know what will happen. And 

this is another species of his Providence, allowing the free wills of all parties to operate 

as they will, even to their own destruction” (26). Therefore, Shippey‟s supposition that 

one could say “„No‟ to divine Providence” emerges as the denial of an imperfect 

perception on behalf of the creature, rather than an actual deviation from Illuvatar‟s 

will.
39

 

 Elsewhere, Shippey looks at prophesies as a “force of providence” and considers 

how it affects free will. He highlights the problematic mirror of Galadriel, which she 

describes thus: “„[it] shows many things, and not all have yet come to pass. Some never 

come to be, unless those that behold the visions turn aside from their path to prevent 

them‟” (LotR 354). Rather than argue exclusively for fate or free will, the author suggests 

that Galadriel “articulates a theory of compromise between fate and free will”
40

 (Road 

168). Readers cannot dismiss Galadriel‟s words or Shippey‟s conclusions out of hand, 

because she does speak with a measure of truth, but the knowledge is only as accurate as 

her perception skills permit. While the mirror does reveal shades of truth, it does not 

reveal the mind of Illuvatar in its entirety. The complete history of Arda can only be 

known to Illuvatar exclusively. Rather this unconventional mirror offers imperfect 

glimpses of the future derivative of the Ainur‟s incomplete knowledge of the creation 

drama. One recalls Tolkien‟s earlier narration on this point: 

Yet some things there are that they cannot see, neither alone or in taking 

counsel together; for to none but himself has Illuvatar revealed all that he 

has in store, and in every age there come forth things that are new and 
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have no foretelling, for they do not proceed from the past. And so it was 

that this vision of the World was played before them, the Ainur saw that it 

contained things which they had not thought. (S 6-7) 

However gifted in knowledge of the creation drama, the angelic Ainur possess an 

incomplete vision of the Story. Some gifted Elves partake from the vision as it may be 

shared by the Valar, but the knowledge is far from complete. Shippey suggests a measure 

of comprehension through compromise regarding the age-old contest between divine will 

and creaturely free will. But that direction misses the author‟s point. Rather, Tolkien 

demonstrates the importance of perception as it relates to providence. 

  Theologians of Christian providence explain the importance of perspective, and it 

has applications to the scene in question. Within providence, Ursin explains: 

“„Contingency is the order between a cause and a changeable effect; [. . .] In respect of 

God the order between cause and effect is unchangeable, but in respect of creatures the 

order is changeable between the cause and the same effect‟ pg. 136” (RD 266).
41

 Another 

offers the following example to explain the difference between that which occurs out of 

necessity and that which occurs contingently: “„Suppose two servants sent out by one 

master to return by the same road by themselves: these servants will meet of necessity as 

regards the master who sends them out, but contingently as regards the servants‟ – 

Mastright III, X, 30” (RD 266). Responding to Galadriel‟s dialogue, Shippey theorizes on 

the various ways in which prophesies could be fulfilled and determines that they “could 

be fulfilled after all in many different ways” (Road 168). Part of the confusion, however, 

revolves around Shippey‟s shift in terms. What he identifies as “the forces of providence” 

at the beginning of the paragraph later becomes “fate” in the Galadriel example (Road 
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167-68). In any case, while his argument here favors the operation of free will, what is 

meant to happen and what appears to happen as a result of free choice revolves around 

the point of view. While one may freely ponder any number of possible outcomes in 

respect of the “changeable” creaturely perspective, that order remains both 

“unchangeable” and known in respect of Illuvatar. 

 Later in the text, Shippey‟s close examination of fate, as it relates to Beren and 

Turin
42

 in The Silmarillion, bring him closer to the providential paradox. The author 

recognizes that the uses of the term “fate” define it “on the one hand [as] an external 

force” and as something exhibiting variations of “personal possession” on the other. He 

concludes “that fate is not something external and organizing, like Providence, but 

something individual, like „life‟ – something, however, unlike „life‟, which has been 

organized” (author‟s italics) (Road 254).
43

 While free will and fate are not two separate 

forces, Shippey clearly acknowledges, as well as Flieger, powerful external and internal 

activity at work; albeit, they each express them with varying levels of complexity. More 

significantly, Shippey sees that one part is in the process of organizing and the other has 

been organized. He views “providence” as an external aspect taking place in the present 

(organizing), and he regards “fate” as that individual aspect that has already completed 

itself (has been organized). Without realizing it, Shippey simply identifies the internal 

dimension of providence which reveals the predetermined element of Illuvatar.  

 Earlier statements on providence accommodate Shippey‟s argument readily. One 

recalls that Illuvatar is already aware of the “proper nature and character” of his 

creatures, individually and collectively, and he allows them to perform “in their natural 

way” and concurs “with their operations” by “adjusting to the nature” of each. Again, 



47 
 

providence coming from the first act (Illuvatar) is simultaneously utilized intrinsically in 

the second act (all creatures) so that the mover will be acted upon by the moved in order 

that the transmission or communication of being resolves itself “completed, and the 

world, fulfilled unto the last and the smallest in form and deed”-- hence the world 

becomes realized extrinsically (S 36). Moreover, Shippey‟s conclusions reflect the dual 

nature of the tradition. The organizing force Shippey identifies as providence matches the 

one “simultaneous [. . .] method of conjoint action” in providence: concurrence; the force 

the he identifies which has been organized parallels that “previous” aspect “whereby He 

inflows into the actual second cause, predetermines it to action and so precedes the 

creature‟s action not in time, but in order, dignity, and surpassingness.” Yet, Shippey, and 

theologians, acknowledge the “denial of logic” in this paradoxical operation (Road 256). 

 In summary, although the contradictory statement within Eru‟s concurrent activity 

creates measurable difficulties in logic, it has also provided lively criticism on The 

Silmarillion. Kocher and Helms comment on the prominence of divine activity early in 

the work, and neither writer is dissuaded from determining the author‟s providential 

intent, which Helm‟s best states:  

What Tolkien throughout The Silmarillion calls „fate‟ or „doom‟ really 

means the hidden will of Illuvatar, controlling for good the destinies of all 

Arda and its overlords and inhabitants.  Yet fate is not merely applied 

from outside a character; it is paradoxically the expression of his own free 

nature as that nature exists within Eru (Illuvatar); for each character in The 

Silmarillion, whether good or evil, stands before Illuvatar with both free 

will and the certainty that whatever he [Illuvatar] wills shall turn out. 
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Most notably, Flieger and Shippey acknowledge the internal and external forces at work 

in the text, but the passage from Helms is conspicuously absent.
44

 Consequently, their 

criticism works diligently to explain the apparent dualism with the terms Tolkien 

provides, but neither analysis considers Tolkien makes a comparison of dissimilar things 

that acknowledges Illuvatar‟s will, which is “the one wholly free Will and Agent” that 

guarantees and paradoxically precedes creaturely freedom, and dismisses that of fate, 

which relates to an imperfect perception of Eru‟s will manifested in the temporal plane.  

 Flieger remarks that “The Silmarillion is Tolkien‟s gloss on Christianity, 

illustrating its universals, not repeating its specifics” (SL xxi). Consequently, Tolkien‟s 

Christian devotion would not, indeed could not, imagine a secondary world that did not 

incorporate the universal Christian concept of providence. Where providence demands 

concurrence with the Divine in the primary world, there the same activity, not “fate” or 

“doom,”
45

 becomes realized through Illuvatar in the author‟s secondary world; yet, both 

forms of Divine activity bring the same paradoxical complexities.  

 Tolkien distinguishes between fate, doom, and the will of Illuvatar in another text 

connected to The Silmarillion. The scene involves Ulmo who intervenes in the actions of 

Tuor. Ulmo, one of the Ainur turned Valar, declares that “in the armor of Fate (as the 

Children of Earth name it) there is ever a rift, and in the walls of Doom a breach, until the 

full making, which ye call the End. So shall it be while I endure, a secret voice that 

gainsayeth, and a light where darkness was decreed” (UT 29). In other words, that which 

the Children of the Earth call fate or doom is a false, or imperfect, understanding for the 

workings of the world; the “rift” in the armour and the “breach” in the walls highlight the 

flaw in both concepts that cannot stand against that “secret voice that gainsayeth.” The 
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“secret voice” of Illuvatar is the final determinate who operates with second causes to 

bring about the Arda Unmarred by his own will.  

 Ulmo‟s words to Tuor underscore the significance of time in Tolkien‟s 

providentially-guided world. Tolkien and theologians indicate that the distinctions 

between providence and fate, chance, or doom, along with the complex entanglement of 

free will, involve, at least partially, their operation in time. The following chapter focuses 

on Illuvatar‟s concurrence with sentient creatures as it manifests itself in time as the 

activity of government. 
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CHAPTER THREE: GOVERNMENT 

 

 The following analysis reflects on Time as a definitive element associated with 

the governmental activity of providence in both the primary and secondary worlds. Many 

theologians remark on the operation of providence and incorporate a temporal distinction 

in their explanation. While defining the cooperative activity, Pictet asserts: 

This cooperation is not to be placed in [. . .] the simultaneous act of God 

distinguished from really the action of the creatures [. . .] but in all 

creatures direct [. . .] by a previous, predetermining method not of time but 

of order [. . .] so that in this way the action of Creator and creature is really 

the same, merely differently named. – VI, ii, 11 (RD 259) 

Pictet identifies that the concurrent movement shared between Deity and creature is “not 

of time” but precedes the creature in “order”; hence, many often confuse God‟s 

“predetermining” action to be in conflict with creaturely free will. Human beings, as 

sentient creatures naturally bound in Time, cannot help but think within such parameters. 

Heidegger made a similar qualification earlier: “He inflows into the actual second cause, 

predetermines it to action, and so precedes the creature‟s action not in time, but in order, 

dignity, and surpassingness.” Moreover, Beca affirms that “in this providence [. . .] God‟s 

eternal counsel precedes all mediate causes not only in time (for it is eternal and 

accordingly above all time), but also in the order of cause‟ – III, pg. 402” (RD 253-54). 

Theologians also stated earlier: “„[. . .] the divine concursus precedes human action, since 
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it accompanies the action of the creatures as the activity of the divine resolve in time.‟ – 

Cocceius Summ. th. XXVIII. 19 ff.” (RD 269). Though many more examples will concur, 

the point remains clear: Time is a critical element when identifying how the Divine 

activity can precede human action, while guiding, controlling, and predetermining it, 

without destroying creaturely freedom. Providence originates first outside the bounds of 

Time before it becomes realized through secondary causes within the temporal plane. 

One respectable critic recognizes and comments on Tolkien‟s particular fascination with 

Time. 

 Flieger explores the author‟s perceptions on Time
46

 and comments on a 

particularly interesting contemporary influence: J. W. Dunne.
47

 Dunne, a pilot, engineer, 

military officer, and a dreamer in the most positive sense, works out a theory on Time 

beginning with dream experimentation in his appropriately named text, An Experiment 

with Time. He works out his basic premise from a variety of sample explanations, but the 

following experimental observation suffices: 

We are [. . .] seated in [a railway] carriage [. . .] now standing at a railway 

station. Looking from the windows on the side remote from the platform, 

we perceive another train at rest upon the rails. As we watch it a whistle 

blows, and we become aware that our train is beginning to pull out. Faster 

and faster it goes; the windows of the opposite train are running swiftly 

across the field of view; but [. . .] a doubt arises [. . .] we miss the 

accustomed vibration of our vehicle. We glance toward the platform 

windows, and discover [. . .] that it is the other train which is moving. The 

visual phenomenon of a window moves across the field of presentation, 
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and attention follows it.  Again we judge the attention is fixed and that the 

field – with the observer – is moving; but afterward, in light of new 

evidence, we reverse that judgment, and say that the field and observer 

must have been fixed, and that attention must have moved [. . .] The 

phenomenon observed [. .] moves across the field of presentation – 

followed by the focus of attention – until it disappears at the edge of the 

field [. . .] the field of presentation remains fixed with regard to the 

observer. (author‟s italics) (Time 127-8)  

Dunne demonstrates that the human awareness of time can be directly related to its 

awareness of space: it is limited to the field of observation. He builds on this example and 

extrapolates that dreams allow for an increased fields of awareness in which one may 

revisit that which has passed or see that which has not yet occurred. After much analysis, 

Flieger summarizes Dunne‟s theory in brief: time and space are both constants, and it is 

human movement through time that creates the perception of movement, not the 

movement of time itself (QT 40).  However a profound transition takes place.  

 Dunne‟s argument transitions from a theoretically based discussion to the 

theological, and he draws some profound conclusions that return to the significant 

connection between Time and the operation of providence. First, he identifies his 

philosophy as Serialism and posits a connection between an existing soul and locates its 

immortality outside the bounds of Time in another dimension: “Serialism discloses the 

existence of a reasonable kind of soul which has a definite beginning in absolute Time – a 

soul whose immortality being in other dimensions of Time does not clash with the 

obvious ending of the individual in the physiologist‟s Time dimension [. . .]” (Time 205). 
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Moreover, Dunne expounds on the concept, applies human attributes to this 

“immortality,” and defines a “superlative” quality mysteriously attached the the 

“individual observers”: 

[Serialism] discloses the existence of a superlative general observer. The 

fount of all that consciousness, intention, and intervention which underlies 

more mechanical thinking, who contains within himself a less generalized 

observer who is the personification of all genealogically related life, and 

who is capable of human-like thinking and prevision of a kind quite 

beyond our individual capacities. In the superlative observer we individual 

observers, and that tree of which we are the branches, live and have our 

being. (Time 207) 

The significance of Dunne‟s passage does not present a new conceptual theology. One 

can see how closely his results parallel an explanation for Christian metaphysics. Neither 

did Tolkien rely on these findings for his own understanding of providential link between 

Creator and creature, although he likely found a special appreciation for the “tree” and 

“branch” analogy.  

 Instead, its value can be found at the start of the experiment. Dunne began with an 

interest in dreams and, more importantly, the perspective of time as a constant. If one 

substitutes Illuvatar in place of the “superlative observer,” whose attention focuses on an 

omniscient level with a field of presentation that expands to infinity, then one may gain 

some measure of comprehension, if not acceptance, on how the deity in Tolkien‟s world 

can guide, control, and predetermine the actions of his own creatures without infringing 

upon the sovereignty of their free will. In fact, the temporal consideration is not just 
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linked to Flieger‟s intuitive analysis on The Lost Road, The Notion Club Papers, and the 

Elves of Lothlorien, but it has relevance to the Christian tradition that he models in his 

imaginative world. Flieger highlights Tolkien‟s placement of the Elves in a time 

perspective greater than that of Men; therefore, it is reasonable to suppose that the Maiar, 

Valar, and Ainur incorporate increasingly broader perspectives of time with Illuvatar 

occupying the position of Superbeing. 

 Tolkien, therefore, sets the stage of Time within which Illuvatar‟s providence 

operates. After the creation Drama ends, Illuvatar speaks to the Ainur and asks them to 

Behold their Music, and “they saw a new World made visible before them, and it was 

globed amid the Void, and it was sustained therein, but was not of it” (S 6).  The author 

first establishes a distinction between the new world jointly created, Arda, and the Void 

within which the Ainur reside. The Ainur are entranced as this “World began to unfold its 

history, and it seemed to them that it lived and grew” (S 6). Later in the Ainulindalë, Eru 

sends out the Imperishable Flame and makes the World that Is; the creative Vision 

becomes a reality and some of the Ainur enter into the World as its caretakers taking on 

the collective term: Valar. Here Tolkien specifically narrates: 

The Great Music had been but the growth and flowering of thought in the 

Timeless Halls, and the vision only a foreshadowing; but now they had 

entered in at the beginning of Time, and the Valar perceived that the 

World had been but foreshadowed and foresung, and they must achieve it. 

So began their great labours in wastes unmeasured and unexplored [. . .], 

until in the Deeps of Time [. . .] that place was made, the habitation of the 

Children of Illuvatar. (S 10) 
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The author indicates that the world has been “foreshadowed” and “foresung.” The world 

already exists in the mind of Illuvatar as a thought, or idea as defined earlier; and his 

thought and action are one. Hence, he declares at the beginning of the creation Drama 

that “everything should be, in form and deed, completed, and the world fulfilled unto the 

last and smallest” (S 36). Yet the Valar “entered into the World at the beginning of Time; 

and it was their task to achieve it.” While the stage is set for the history of Arda to unfold 

in Time, its entire Story has already been “fulfilled” in Illuvatar‟s mind outside the 

temporal boundary both in thought and action.  

 Theologians set out a number of declarative statements that delineate aspects of 

God‟s government through second causes within the temporal plane. While it is 

understood that all creaturely activity occurs through direct action of God, there are 

subdivisions of its species. The tradition affirms that all creation is “„subject to the 

Providence of God the ordering of things to an end, especially a final one, [. . .] but also 

the achievement of the end‟ – Leiden Synopsis XI, 17” (RD 262). In passing, the most 

relevant passages relating to the ultimate “end” in Tolkien‟s work have already been 

mentioned; Illuvatar will work through the nature of all second causes to achieve an 

“Arda Unmarred” beyond Time in “Bliss beyond bliss.” But the general operation of 

second causes requires further scrutiny. 

 Providence in the primary world holds that the governmental aspect, how God 

operates through different kinds of secondary causes, can be subdivided into two 

categories: natural things and things of the will. Creatures of will participate in a special 

effective action by God suited to the good inherent in their nature, or by permissive 

means suited for a particular end. Regarding natural things, Heidegger states: “„Natural 
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things God governs by a certain law stamped on nature or rather a force of God present in 

nature. [. . .] Voluntary things He governs by a peculiar method suited to their freedom, 

which is entirely moral and consists both in Him laying down what is to be done and 

forbidding what is to be left undone‟ VII, 25” (RD 263).  

 Tolkien creatively incorporates together the natural and voluntary elements 

through the Ainur‟s participation in the creation Music. Illuvatar divides the tasks of 

bringing the world into fruition according to the nature of each: 

Manwë
48

 is dearest to Illuvatar and understands most clearly his purposes. 

He was appointed to be, in the fullness of time, the first of all Kings: lord 

of the realm of Arda and ruler of all that dwell therein. In Arda his delight 

is in the winds and the clouds, and in all the regions of the air, from the 

heights to the depths, from the utmost borders of the Veil of Arda to the 

breezes that blow in the grass. (S 16) 

Also, Varda becomes “Lady of the Stars;” Ulmo is “Lord of the Waters [. . .] and all seas, 

lakes, rivers, fountains, and springs are his government”; Aulë becomes lord over “all the  

substances of which Arda is made [. . .] His are the gems that lie deep in the Earth and the 

gold that is fair in the hand, no less the walls of the mountains, and the basins of the 

seas.” Aulë‟s spouse, Yavanna, the “Giver of Fruits, is the lover of all things that grow in 

the earth, and all their countless forms she holds in her mind, from the trees like towers in 

forests [. . .] to the moss upon stones or the small and secret things in the mould” (S 16-

8). The author makes many more delineations, but the delegation of duties becomes clear 

enough. The elements of nature themselves perform accordingly by extension and require 

no elaboration. Although the World appears complete in Vision and made real by Eru, the 



57 
 

Ainur descend into it and discover that Illuvatar forbid its completion in thought; instead, 

he demands that they must “achieve it” in Time (S 10). 

 Yet voluntary things governed through providence in the primary world have 

further distinction. Heidegger continues to specify that yet another mode of God‟s 

government involves 

those things good in themselves which God wills, effects and leads 

effectively to their goals, [. . .] which obtains in support of the sinners‟ 

nature and in the performance of miracles; another [. . .] which is of things 

but such as God neither wills nor approves but allows, when allowed 

ordains to their end and upholds. – Heidegger VII, 25. (RD 263) 

The statement essentially explains that God allows and effects things good in themselves, 

but He permits the same operation of things which are not. One recognizes the inherent 

difficulties in the latter statement that beg the questions, “why does God allow evil,” or 

“why do bad things happen to good people?” Tolkien‟s The Silmarillion offers many 

opportunities for arguing varying degrees of morality in a number of choices and 

situations,
49

 and many other sources explore these splintering interests in greater detail.  

 However, the analysis considers some of Tolkien‟s more prominent “effective” 

goods and “permissive evils” sufficiently in passing. Few would argue that the Valar did 

not operate from the “good in themselves” when they sought out the Quendi. The Valar 

were filled with the “love of the beauty of the Elves and desired their friendship” 

intensely and desired to bring them to Valinor to protect them from Melkor‟s rage (S 49). 

Moreover, those Men who fled Westward – Beor the Old, Bregor, and Barahir, for 

example – Tolkien identifies as “good Men” who ally themselves with the Elves and, 



58 
 

“rejecting the service of Evil,” easily fit the description as “those things good in 

themselves which God wills, effects and leads effectively to their goals” (L 131). From 

the actions of these leading chieftains, the strains of Elves and Men eventually become 

mixed for the ennoblement of the human race. Even Ulmo, the Valar of the waters, loves 

Men and Elves so devoutly that “not even when they lay under the wrath of the Valar,” 

he stands by them out of affection as much as a desire to fulfill a good (S 17).  

 In other examples, Tolkien incorporates Illuvatar‟s “permissive” action into a 

major theme in the work: major tragedies often originate from the desire to perform a 

good. Illuvatar most obviously “neither wills nor approves but allows” and “upholds” 

wicked intentions on a number of occasions. None would deny the possessive lust that 

motivates Fëanor and sparks the tragic Kinslaying at Aqualondë; yet, even after the 

“Doom of Mandos” is pronounced on all the Elves who accompany him in the chase for 

the Silmarils, Illuvatar permits them this choice and many innocents suffer the 

consequences of these actions (S 96). Indeed, Fëanor‟s obsession for the jewels is the 

subject matter for nearly the entire epic tragedy. One may also consider Eru‟s permissive 

action regarding Thingol. Doriath, the Elven king‟s realm, sets the stage in which the 

fabled Beren and Luthien meet and fall in love. But Thingol‟s decisions become tainted 

with the Doom of Mandos. He struggles between keeping the daughter of his heart, 

Luthien, and obtaining the object of his lust, the Silmarils. Yet from the tragic lover‟s 

tale, Illuvatar‟s will is fulfilled; Men and Elves are joined. Moreover, Melkor‟s cruel and 

twisted “making” of the Orcs represents one of the highest atrocities committed in 

Middle-earth. Tolkien narrates that this was “the vilest deed of Melkor, and the most 

hateful to Illuvatar” (S 47), but Illuvatar permits and “upholds” these crimes.  
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 Mirroring providence in the primary world, Tolkien‟s use of providential activity 

allows for divine intercession directly in the form of miracle. Heidegger explains that 

“„Government is direct, when God either does not use second causes or uses them above, 

beyond and counter to their nature‟ VII, 31” (RD 263). Elsewhere, he adds that miracles 

are “„that which outdoes the power of all, especially men and spirits‟ VII, 32” (RD 264). 

Tolkien incorporates this aspect of government into the secondary world as well. Kocher 

notes that “there would always be events which had no prior natural cause, such uncaused 

supernatural events are effectually miracles of Illuvatar” (Guide 16).  

 Tolkien offers some notable examples of the miraculous at key points in the epic. 

The author begins early in the Ainulindalë with the creation of Illuvatar‟s Children, and 

establishes their unique entry:  

in every age there come forth things that are new and have no fortelling, 

for they do not proceed from the past, [and] the Children of Illuvatar were 

conceived by him alone; and they came with the third theme, and were not 

in the theme which Illuvatar propounded at the beginning, and none of the 

Ainur had part in their making (S 6-7).  

Readers may recall the participatory role that the Ainur fill as sub-creators for Arda, yet 

the creation of these sentient creatures surpasses any skill they possess. The angelic 

powers are subsequently amazed finding the Children “being things other than 

themselves, strange and free” (S 7). 

 Next, the making of the Silmarils themselves serve as a product of miraculous 

activity. Fëanor, the most gifted in craft of all the Noldor, forges the Silmarils. Made of 

an unbreakable and beatific crystal, the three gems contain an inner fire and are indeed 
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“living things that receive and give back light in hues more marvelous than before” (S 69-

70). Tolkien metaphorically relates the gems‟ light to living souls, and they drive the 

story‟s epic tragedy. Yet the author points out that Fëanor, in his growing lust and 

possessiveness, “seldom remembered now that the light within them was not his own” (S 

71).  

 Later in the drama, Tolkien emphasizes the roles of specific characters as a 

miraculous intervention: “the cases of Luthien
50

 (and Tuor) and the position of their 

descendents was a direct act of God. The entering of Men of the Elven-strain is indeed 

represented as part of a Divine Plan for the ennoblement of the Human Race, from the 

beginning destined to replace the Elves” (L 153). Readers may also consider the 

blasphemous rebellion of Tar-Calion, who at Sauron‟s instigation sought to take the gift 

of immortality by force from Valinor. Tolkien‟s letter summarizes: “faced by this 

rebellion, of appalling folley and blasphemy, [. . .] the Valar lay down their delegated 

power and appeal to God, and receive the power and permission to deal with the 

situation; the old world is broken and changed” as a result of this cataclysmic event (L 

131). Tolkien uses these rare miraculous events to remind readers, as much as the 

creatures in his secondary world, that Illuvatar actively participates in the unfolding of 

Arda‟s history; he is an ever-present force connected to the Story in every detail and 

moment. 
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 In conclusion, readers can see that the Christian providential tradition of the 

primary world parallels the divine movement in Tolkien‟s secondary world. The author 

not only makes the active participation of Illuvatar visible, but he demonstrates a deep 

understanding of its metaphysical particulars, at least as far as the human mind 

comprehends them. Illuvatar is the genesis of Authorial creation in the secondary world 

and asserts himself as the continuation of that which always Is. Additionally, Eru 

demands the cooperation and guarantees the freedom of second causes while 

simultaneously guiding, controlling, and determining their end through a pattern of 

government designed to accommodate the nature of each and manifested in Time. Yet 

this temporal barrier generates measurable fascination and perplexity when negotiating 

the distinctions between providence and free will. 

 Moreover, the previous analysis acknowledges the critical environment which 

first inspired its focus. While providential authority has been thoroughly analyzed in 

Tolkien‟s more famous the LotR, opportunity for further development remained in The 

Silmarillion. This thesis proves in analytical detail what Helms had already stated in 

summary decades ago: “„What Tolkien throughout The Silmarillion calls „fate‟ or „doom‟ 

really means the hidden will of Illuvatar.” It works to expand on the analyses of Kocher 

and Rutledge, while at the same time offer a new perspective on the fate-free-will debate 

intuitively posited by Shippey and intricately demonstrated by Flieger. Within these 

parameters, one can find a measure of success. 

 Interestingly, the theology of Tolkien‟s world merits other considerations. Flieger 

argues that “Tolkien‟s theology was manifestly tougher and darker than Lewis‟s, less 

occult than Williams‟s, and far less hopeful than either man‟s” (SL xx). While this work 
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is a tragedy of epic proportion, it does not come without its episodes of delightful 

fulfillment, however brief. Tolkien admits that he is primarily concerned with “something 

much more permanent and difficult [in The Silmarillion]: Death and Immortality” (L 

186). One need not read far into the text to ascertain the truth in these words. However, 

the perceptions one leaves with depend entirely on where the focus is concentrated. The 

Catholic elements throughout much of Tolkien‟s work are evident enough and have been 

commented on at length, but the author works with a broader range of awareness.  

 Tolkien also exhibits details that favor Protestant sensibilities. Earlier in the 

analysis, readers discovered startling evidence that suggests the incorporation of 

predestination. In the theological debate between Finrod and Andreth, the Elven king 

shares his belief that Eru “will not suffer Himself to be deprived of His own, not by any 

Enemy, not even by ourselves.” Provided there is a measure of authorial intent behind the 

remark, the indication that all Illuvatar‟s creatures will eventually share in “Bliss beyond 

bliss” seems logical. Clearly, a form of predestination becomes plausible.  

 The topic of predetermination deserves some final commentary. In The Battle for 

Middle-earth: Tolkien’s Divine Design in the Lord of the Rings, Rutledge comments on 

the “election” of Luthien. Readers recall the miraculous intervention of Eru that binds 

Beren and Luthien as “part of the Divine Plan for the ennoblement of the Human Race.” 

On this point, Rutledge posits that “the „choice‟ of Luthien is in a sense not a choice at 

all, for it is her destiny from before all time; and yet she is more free in making it than 

she could have ever been otherwise, because she is wholly within the will of God [Eru]” 

(Battle 354). What Rutledge notices reflects Polin‟s earlier remark on the preservation 

activity: “„God‟s providence is God’s transeunt action, by which he cares for and 
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administers the world created by Him and all things that are made in it according to His 

own will for His own glory and the salvation of the elect.‟” Illuvatar‟s transeunt action 

manifests itself in the “election” of Luthien in the author‟s secondary world.  

 Interestingly, Tolkien‟s thoughts hint at a kind of predetermination in the 

construction of the texts. In the often remarked letter to Waldmar, the author discusses 

the interdependence between the LotR and The Silmarillion. In the letter he states: “they 

[the stories] arose in my mind as „given‟ things, and as they came separately, so to the 

links grew [. . .] always I had the sense of recording what was already „there,‟ 

somewhere; not of „inventing‟” (L 131). Readers might reconsider the value of 

“precedes,” and “predetermines” from the operation of providence as it applies to 

Tolkien‟s work, since he admits that he “consciously planned very little” (L 142). 

 Christopher Garbowski in “Tolkien‟s Middle-earth and the Catholic Imagination” 

addresses the mix of these two sensibilities. He pulls from Andrew Greely‟s The Catholic 

Imagination and identifies that which stresses God‟s distance “dialectical” 

(predominately associated with the Protestants) and that which stresses God‟s closeness 

“analogical” (predominately associated with Catholics). While neither aspect is superior 

and neither faith is wholly one measure or the other, Garbowski suggests that they “at 

times act as correctives of each other” (Imag. 10). These findings not only identify one 

aspect of Tolkien‟s universal popularity in fantasy, but the “distance” and “closeness” 

variations reflect the duality Tolkien desires in his work: the imaginary world of Middle-

earth is intentionally located in a “mythic” prehistory of the primary world.  

 Moreover, one should consider the potential value of the Silmarils themselves and 

Tolkien‟s authorial role as they relate to providence. At its simplest level, the Silmarils 
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function as objects of lust, which becomes a determining factor in the compounded 

downfalls of various characters among Elves and Men, and they paradoxically embody a 

living light that prefigures Illuvatar‟s salvation in the miraculous union of Beren and 

Luthien, destined from the beginning for the ennoblement of the human race. Readers 

may consider the gems symbolically reflect Illuvatar‟s providential presence throughout 

the epic; they add another layer to the Consolation aspect of Fairy-stories and signal the 

Great escape from Death. Just as Tolkien teases readers with a great “Escape from 

Death” providentially manifested within the secondary world in the “Bliss beyond bliss” 

in the “Arda Unmarred,” so might readers also acknowledge a similar escape within the 

providential tradition of the primary world. Using Tolkien‟s own analogy, if the birth of 

Christ is the Eucatastrophe for Man‟s history, then the creation of the Silmarils is the 

Eucatastrophe for Elven history.
51

 

 Finally, Tolkien‟s sub-creative role in the secondary world reflects the role of 

Creator in the primary world. Both sub-creator and Creator operate providentially 

through their own secondary causes deterministically. Flieger states that this sub-creative 

participation fulfills Tolkien‟s “most deeply held desires.” She examines a variety of “elf-

friend roles” and posits that the role of Eriol is a means for Tolkien to experience and 

participate in his own secondary world:
52

 “It is at once the name, description and function 

of one of mythology‟s earliest and most uniform figures, [and] a figure who is both inside 

and outside the story, who is both a character in the drama and a frame for the narrative” 

(TL 184). More significantly, Flieger points out that “part of a story‟s value lies in its 

transmission as well as its existence. Indeed its transmission is its existence [. . .] Tolkien 

was too knowledgeable a storyteller not to recognize and affirm the importance of the 
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Teller to the Tale” (author‟s italics) (TL 185). One cannot help but see the significance of 

Flieger‟s words and thoughts when applied to the operation of Christian providence. If 

Flieger‟s words carry authorial intent, then Tolkien underscores the importance of 

providence in the secondary world by demonstrating his role as the “Teller [of] the Tale” 

in the primary world; moreover, “God‟s transeunt action, by which he cares for and 

administers the world created by Him and all things that are made in it,” reflects 

Tolkien‟s sub-creative “action, by which he cares for and administers the [imaginary] 

world created by him and all things that are made in it.” 
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NOTES 
1
 See S viii. 

 
2
 All references to Tolkien‟s Letters (L) refer to the letter number and not the page number of the text. 

 
3
 Bradley in Myth quotes Christopher Tolkien‟s response to readers who view his father‟s Incarnation myth 

as a parody of the Christian one: “„[T]his surely is not a parody of Christianity [. . .] but the extension – if 

only represented as vision, hope, or prophecy –of the „theology‟ of Arda into specifically, and of course 

centrally, Christian belief‟” (58). Christopher refers to “Part Four, Athrabeth Finrod Ah Andreth” in 

Tolkien‟s posthumously published MR. Birzer‟s quote is not cited, but readers can make the logical 

conclusion. Tolkien himself stated that “The Incarnation of God is an infinitely greater thing than anything I 

would dare to write” (L 237). In connection with the theological material in Part Four, Birzer states that 

Christopher Tolkien‟s statement should be regarded as “the central explanatory text of Tolkien‟s world.” 

 
4
 The sample commentary on Tolkien‟s criticism provides a hint of the scholarly environment into which it 

was received, and the listing of sources offers a starting point for the religious topic into which this thesis 

first inquired. Despite that Tolkien enjoyed praise on the popular and literary levels, the stricter academic 

sphere was less accommodating and the quality of the criticism varies greatly. In 1974, while reviewing 

Roger Sale‟s Modern Heroism, which portrays Frodo Baggins as a modern hero, Christopher Ricks, a critic 

for New York Review for Books, rejects Tolkien as some peculiar academic attempting to escape from 

modern life (pgs. 44-46). In OT, Verlyn Flieger accurately laments that “with the exception of Sale and a 

few other early commentators, most notably C. S. Lewis and W. H. Auden, Tolkien has been persistently 

and narrowly read as a medievalist manqué, with the result that the message has all too often been confused 

with the medium;” because of the unusual fan appeal in the sixties and seventies, that message “has been 

largely ignored by contemporary critical theorists, who prefer their despair existential and their angst 

suburban” (7). Tom Shippey, in Road remarks that “Tolkien‟s detractors repeatedly seem blind to exactly 

those qualities in him which they had always said they were looking for” (334). Though Shippey comments 

on Tolkien‟s poor scholarly reception in various places, his afterward devotes particular attention to this 

point; see 332-339. See also Author, which includes a section on the “intense critical hostility to Tolkien” 

entitled “The Followers and the Critics” (305-328). Equally troubling, a number of Tolkien scholars 

consistently grieve over many attempts at constructive contemporary scholarship which result from fan 

inspiration and/or movie hype that tend to be too repetitive of earlier works and demonstrate thin research 

at best. In Tolkien Studies: An Annual Scholarly Review vol. II (2005) by Douglas A. Anderson, Michael D. 

C. Drout, and Verlyn Flieger, Dr. Brad Eden at the University of Nevada, a book reviewer, comments on 

the amount of Tolkien books surfacing after the popularity of the Peter Jackson movie adaptations: “Some 

of them are quite good, others are okay, and most don‟t deserve comment” (256). Gratefully, in that same 

volume, David Bratman, one of the editorial members of the text, makes a long awaited remark regarding 

Tolkien scholarship: “Gradually, ever so slowly, study of Tolkien and other popular fantasists is gaining a 

foothold of respectability in corners of the academic world: scholars are beginning to feel less dissuaded 

from writing about Tolkien” (289). On this journey towards respectability, however, current literary 

contributors still have the daunting task of sorting out the useful from the useless information. It is an 

unfortunate reality that the task is compounded by the prejudice of the genre from which even an Oxford 

don is not immune. 

 Elsewhere, the discussions on Tolkien‟s Catholic devotion and the prevalence of Christian 

material are legion and familiar to many; most can be variously referenced in the following comprehensive 

sources. See Tolkien Criticism: An Annotated Checklist (1981) by Richard C. West and J. R. R. Tolkien: Six 

Decades of Criticism (1986) by Judith A. Johnson which improves on West‟s work with some of the more 

difficult to find articles and essays. Furthermore, the entire series of Tolkien Studies: An Annual Scholarly 
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Review by Anderson, Drout, and Flieger (five volumes to date) offers some of the best in scholarship 

beginning with vol. I 2004; vol. II 2005 expands to incorporate a look back at the literary criticism in 2001-

2002 and specifically details a “religious and devotional” review section, among others, for the year‟s work 

in Tolkien scholarship that continues in every subsequent volume. Next, one may consult broad topics in 

the J. R. R. Tolkien Encyclopedia of Scholarship and Critical Assessment (2007) by Michael D. C. Drout. 

In this text, Drout states that his intentions are to bridge the gap and illustrate the interdependence between 

“„Tolkien Studies‟ – scholarship about Tolkien the author and his works of literature – and „Middle-earth 

Studies‟ – analysis of Tolkien‟s invented worlds, histories, languages, creatures, etc.” (xxix). Drout‟s 

Encyclopedia also addresses the conspicuous lapse in religious criticism devoted to Tolkien between 1984 

and 1998 and comments on texts to avoid. The following are a broad range of select texts recommended for 

the topic of Tolkien‟s Christian and Catholic emphasis: “The Christian Interpretation of Tolkien” (1969) in 

Mythlore (27-29) and Tolkien and The Silmarillion (1976) (53-65) both by Clyde S. Kilby. Kilby was an 

evangelical and personally corresponded with Tolkien on various religious topics, and he worked with 

Tolkien on the preparation of The Silmarillion; “The Christian Character of Tolkien‟s Invented World” 

(1975) in Mythlore (3-8) by Willis B. Glover; “A Far-off Gleam of the Gospel: Salvation in Tolkien‟s Lord 

of the Rings” by Colin Gunton in Tolkien: A Celebration (1999) Ed. Joseph Pearce. See also England and 

Always: Tolkien’s World of the Rings (1981) (49-69) by Jared Lobdell; Tolkien: Man and Myth (1998) by 

Joseph Pearce; J. R. R. Tolkien’s Sanctifying Myth: Understanding Middle-earth (2002) by Bradely J. 

Birzer, and Secret Fire: The Spiritual Vision of J. R. R. Tolkien (2003) by Stratford Caldecott. Also, The J. 

R. R. Tolkien Companion and Guide (2006) by Christina Scull and Wayne G. Hammond offers many points 

on religion. Finally, one must seriously consult J. R. R. Tolkien: A Biography (2000) (See 31-33, 39-40, 73-

74) and The Letters of J. R. R. Tolkien (2000) both by Humphrey Carpenter.  

 
5
 See Spacks in Power 81-99; Dubs in Boeth 34-42; Manlove in Five 173-178; West in Comp 77-94;  

Wright in Spirit 259-276. Wright was a student of Kilby in whom he took great interest. See also Hibbs in 

Phil 167-178; Rutledge treats the issue of providence on a broad general scope throughout the entire trilogy 

with numerous details. Rutledge only cites small sections of The Silmarillion, but she is particularly 

interesting for her Protestant perspective on LotR; see Battle 66-8; 110-14; 141-44; 155-57. Dickerson in 

Epic deals with the issue of providence as a governing “Authority” specifically in chapter 9. Brian 

Rosebury in Tolkien: A Critical Assessment (1992) remarks on the creation Music and the Ainur 

participation as second causes and is so elaborately worked out that it “represents a profound meditation on 

the Augustinian theology” ( 97). 

 
6
 Helms in TW providential control as the first of five internal laws in middle-earth for LotR, see pgs. 79-80, 

82-83, 86, 92, 94-95 and TS 46-7; Kocher in Guide 14-30.  

 
7
 Flieger SL addresses fate and free will most significantly in chapters 15-16. Shippey in  Road views the 

relative operation of luck, chance, fate, and providence specifically in pgs. 150-153; 167-168; 253-268.  

 
8
 The Reformed generally acknowledge that providence should “not be conceived as inactive prescience;” 

hence, Calvin‟s statement: “„It follows that providence is to be located in action; for the trifling of many 

with bare prescience is excessively ignorant‟ I, xvi, 4” (RD 254). In “Providence and Secondary Causes,” 

the Catholic Catechism states the following: “Though often unconscious collaborators with God‟s will, 

they can also enter deliberately into God‟s plan by their actions, their prayers, and their sufferings” (Catech 

V, 307). 

 
9
 Heppe also comments on the text‟s weaknesses from a Protestant perspective which obviously looks to 

Calvin and Luther as the Reformation leaders; hence, Heppe is “anything but a source book” where modern 

Reformers are concerned. However, Barth regards the Heppe as a “sterling and more logical” work than 

that of the more familiar Alexander Schweizer (author of Die Glaubenslehre der ev. – ref. Kirche, 1884) 

(RD vii). 
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10

 It is well known that Tolkien despised the Reformation: “It was against this [the Blessed Sacrament] that 

the W. European revolt (or Reformation) was really launched – „the blasphemous fable of the Mass‟ – and 

the faith/works a mere red herring” (L 250). Tolkien thought Protestantism the result of hate for 

Catholicism and an unwavering “cockiness” (L 306). Michael Drout in J. R. R. Tolkien Encyclopedia: 

Scholarship and critical Assessment (2007) summarizes Tolkien‟s feelings: the Anglican Church is no more 

than “a pathetic and shadowy medley of half-remembered traditions and mutilated beliefs” (102). 

 
11

 2. Passing out or operating beyond itself; transitive; opposed to immanent. (Often spelt transeunt for 

distinction from sense 1.) 1. a. Passing by or away with time; not durable or permanent; temporary, 

transitory; esp. passing away quickly or soon, brief, momentary, fleeting. OED online 2009-02-13. 

 
12

 This thesis does not interpret the term “elect” to incorporate the often disputed concept of double 

predestination; instead, it simple indicates those specifically chosen by God to fulfill some action or task. 

The latter portion of the quote has been left in to connect to a point at the end of this thesis. Heppe explains: 

“At the same time providence is not to be confused with predestination – Trelcatius pg. 78” and 

“„Providence strictly extends to all God‟s things and works, predestination to rational creatures‟ – Ursin 

Explic. Catech. Pg.129” (RD 252).  

 
13

 Also stated: “„[T]he act of God‟s providence is the actual eternal and most effectual will of God, 

according to which God effects all things by command. Moreover, since God‟s will is God‟s eternal 

essence, it follows that He preserves, moves, predetermines, governs, and rules all things by His essence‟ – 

Braun I, ii, 12, 7” (RD 252-53). And “„To God‟s nature it belongs that He is, that He is the first cause of 

everything, is the highest truth and wisdom, the highest power, the highest good‟ – Heidegger VII, 5-8” 

(RD 256). Many more statements on the declaration of God‟s providence occur on pgs. (RD 251-256).  

 
14

 For more information on the Fall, see L 131, Anthro. 205-17, Myth 95-101, Road  138, 141, 235-242, 

305, Nets 117-18 as a connected component of evil, which “may be linked to the sub-creative impulse 

itself,” and Aspects 167-71. Schweicher supports an argument for Melkor‟s motive as originating from a 

desire to do “better than the other angels in the tending and embellishing of Earth. It was an action that 

complemented rather than challenged God” (170), but a footnote in the same letter refutes his position in 

this edition. See L 146. Interestingly, research has not yet explored any connection between the dual falls 

narrated in the above letter, initiated by pride and lust, and the dual fall compressed in the Genesis 

narrative. J. T. Milik in The Books of Enoch: Aramaic Fragments of Qumran Cave 4 (1975) argues that the 

angelic fall in Enoch is not only older than the one in Genesis, but “his ineluctable solution” posits that “the 

Genesis passage is a summary of the earlier fall depicted in Enoch” (31). Similarly, Julian Morgenstern in 

“The Mythological Background of Psalm 82” (1939) in Hebrew Union College Annual finds “two distinct 

and originally unrelated myths dealing with gods or angels,” and his analysis focuses on the active and 

passive forms of Nephilim to differentiate two groups of fallen beings (106-107). Without doubt, the 

linguistic topic in the latter would interest a man like Tolkien. 

 
15

 “Preservation” is sometimes referred to as manutenentia; “cooperation” as concurrence (RD 256-7). 

 
16

 The difficulty that Tolkien must address, as well as many other minds in theology, involves the 

explanation of something that continues to change while perpetually remaining the same. Hence, Heppe 

summarizes: 

At the same time preservation must not be conceived as a continued creation, as though 

by preservation the essential identity of the once created world were abolished. Hence 

Walaus‟s remark „the manner moreover in which this takes place is not to be grasped by 

man nor is it to be thought that new essences are always emanating from God, as light is 

perpetually emanating from the sun. The same essence always remains and is preserved 

by God‟ (92)” (RD 258). 

 The paradox can be traced back to Aristotle‟s statements in the classical era: 
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Aristotle states: “There must necessarily be something, one thing or it may be a plurality, that first imparts 

motion, and this first movement must be unmoved [. . .]. [T]here must necessarily be some such thing, 

which while it has the capacity of moving something else, is itself unmoved and exempt from all change” 

(Phys VIII, 258b 13-15). 

Elsewhere, the roots of the paradox can be found in Aristotle‟s works, which go to the core for the 

cosmological argument for God‟s existence as the Primum mobile and His relationship to creation: 

“The actuality of that which has the power of causing motion is not other than the actuality of the movable, 

for it must be the fulfillment of both. A thing is capable of causing motion because it can do this; it is a 

mover because it actually does it. But it is on the movable that it is capable of acting. Hence there is a 

single actuality in both alike” (Phys Bk III 202a 14-19). 

“That which is the first movement of a thing [. . .] is always together with that which is moved by it (by 

„together‟ I mean that there is nothing intermediate between them). This is universally true whenever one 

thing is moved by another” (Phys Bk VII 243a 1-5). 

 
17

 This quotation is taken from Tolkien‟s notes to himself and attached to his explication on the Finrod and 

Andreth debate used below (MR 335). 

 
18

 Gilson adds: “although the direct connection between the doctrine of ideas and the concept of creation is 

everywhere maintained, it is expressed in different formulae in different systems” (SP 159). He continues 

to elaborate somewhat in the following pages with specifics that are not directly relevant here. 

 
19

 A term used to describe the dependence of being on Being. The term is addressed more specifically in the 

government aspect of providential activity. 

 
20

 The terms “efficient cause,” “creative cause,” and “form” in relation to the discussion on “idea” and 

“creation” originate in Aristotle‟s analysis on the four causes: the material, “that out of which a thing 

comes to be,” the formal, “the statement of the essence and its genre,” the efficient, “the primary source of 

the change or coming to rest,” and the teleological, “„that for the sake of which‟” something performs (Phys 

Bk II 202a 23-29). 

Similarly stated by Augustine: “„[t]he Divine Ideas are the initial forms in which things have their 

principle: formae principalis; the laws to which things are subject: rationes rerum stabiles atque 

incommutabiles; the rules that reside at creation: creandi rationes; the causes, finally, of things to be 

created: causae rei crenate‟” (qtd. in SP 154-155). 

 
21

 St. Thomas Aquinas states: “there exists a first efficient cause, Whom we call God. But the efficient 

cause produces the being of its effects. God, therefore, is the cause of the being of all other things” (qtd. in 

SP 77). 

 
22

 Aristotle states in Metaphysics: “in things which are from the beginning, i.e. eternal things, there is 

nothing bad, nothing defective, nothing perverted” (Bk. IX, 1051a 19-21). Also, St. Augustine: “„[t]o ask 

the cause of the will of God is to suppose that there could be something prior to His will,‟” which is an 

impossibility (quoted in SP 91).  

 
23

 Richard Jeffery makes such a “whimsical” misconception of Valar and Ainur participation in the creation 

myth of Tolkien‟s world. That Jeffery is also “a leading member of the C. S. Lewis Society and one who 

has made a life-long study of Tolkien” makes his statement remarkably unexpected (Man 89).  

 
24

  However, “„if there is anything disorderly in it [the concurrent action] it is not as the Creator‟s but as the 

creatures act‟- Hyperius 249” (RD 258). Paradoxically, God‟s activity in providence in no way makes Him 

the author of sin. 
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25

 Tolkien states earlier in the same letter that he “used „sub-creation‟ in a special way (not the same as 

„sub-creation‟ as a term in criticism of art [. . .]) to make visible and physical the effects of Sin or misused 

Free Will by Men.” 

  
26

 Tolkien, however, does state clearly that there is an observable difference between the myths. In the same 

letter to Rhona Beare, Tolkien writes: 

I suppose a difference between this myth and what may be perhaps called Christian mythology is 

this. In the latter the Fall of Man is subsequent and a consequence (though not a necessary 

consequence) of the “Fall of the Angels:” a rebellion created of free-will at a higher level than Man; 

but it is not clearly held (and in many versions not held at all) that it affected the “World” in its 

nature: evil was brought in from the outside, by Satan. In this myth the rebellion of created free-will 

precedes creation of the World (Ea); and Ea has in it, subcreatively introduced, evil, rebellions, and 

discordant elements of its own nature already when the Let it Be was spoken. (L 286) 

 
27

 Christopher Tolkien includes a note that makes two distinctions in the words of Manwë at the end of the 

Debate of the Valar in the “Laws and Customs” chapter; it reads,  

“„For Arda Unmarred hath two aspects or senses. The first is the Unmarred that they [the Eldar] 

discern in the Marred . . . : this is the ground upon which Hope is built. The second is the Unmarred 

that shall be; that is, to speak according to Time in which they have their being, the Arda Healed, 

which shall be greater and more fair than the first, because of the Marring: this is the Hope that 

sustaineth‟” (MR 327). 

 
28

 Tolkien‟s notes confirm: “Eru Himself must at some time come to oppose Melkor. But Eru could not 

enter wholly into the World and its History, which is, however great, only a finite Drama. He must as 

Author always remain „outside‟ the Drama, even though that Drama depends on His design and His will for 

its beginning and continuance, in every detail and moment. Finrod therefore thinks that He will, when He 

comes, have to be both „outside‟ and inside; and so he glimpses the possibility of complexity or of 

distinctions in the nature of Eru, which nonetheless leave Him “The One‟” (MR 335). 

 
29

 Verlyn Flieger makes a cogent argument for a measure of unreliability in Finrod‟s knowledge. The point 

of doubt is Finrod‟s knowledge on the significance of death for Men and the relevance of the Christian 

parallel, not his metaphysical theorizing on providence. Nonetheless, his credibility is unfairly reduced. 

Flieger aptly argues the grammatical particulars and makes a transition from Finrod‟s “knowledge” to his 

“beliefs,” and she concludes that Finrod and Andreth are only discussing “their own partial knowledge,” 

which indicates that their truth must “also be partial” (IM 54); however, Flieger leaves readers with the 

distinct impression that Finrod and Andreth possess equal values of partial knowledge. She pointedly does 

not address the vast disparity in age and lifespan, which presents additional reliability issues between the 

immortal Finrod and the mortal Andreth, and she overlooks the value of the angelic instructors, who act as 

intermediaries between the Elves and the Creator Himself, which the humans do not have. Hence, however 

partial the knowledge, a considerable measure of content and reliability can be associated with Finrod‟s 

“beliefs,” which Andreth cannot claim. For the complete argument see (IM 50-54). 

 
30

 In the same pages, Tolkien‟s notes specify these points: 

1) “There exists Eru (The One); that is, One God Creator, who made (or more strictly designed) the 

World, but is not Himself in the World. This World, or universe, he calls Ea, an Elvish word that 

means „It is,‟ or „Let It Be.‟” 

2) “There are on Earth „incarnate‟ creatures, Elves and Men: these are made of a union of hroa and 

fea (roughly body and soul). This, he would say, was a known fact concerning Elvish nature, and 

could therefore be deduced for human nature from the close kinship of Elves and Men.” 

3) “Hroa and fea he would say are wholly distinct in kind and „not on the same plane of derivation 

from Eru,‟ but were designed for each other, to abide in perpetual harmony. The fea is 

indestructible, a unique identity which cannot be disintegrated or absorbed into any other identity. 

The hroa, however, can be destroyed and dissolved: that is a fact of experience.” 
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4) “The separation of fea and hroa is unnatural, and proceeds not from the original design, but from 

the „Marring of Arda,‟ which is due to the operations of Melkor.” 

5) “Elvish „immortality‟ is bounded within a part of Time (which he would call the History of 

Arda), and is therefore strictly to be called rather „serial longevity,‟ the utmost limit of which is the 

length of the existence of Arda. A corollary to this is that the Elvish fea is also limited to the Time 

of Arda, or at least held within it and unable to leave it, while it lasts.” 

6) “From this it would follow in thought, if it were not a fact of Elvish experience, that a „houseless‟ 

Elvish fea must have the power or opportunity to return to incarnate life, if it has the desire or will to 

do so. (Actually the Elves discovered that their fear [plural for fea] had not this power in 

themselves, but that the opportunity and means were provided by the Valar, by the special 

permission of Eru for the amendment of the unnatural state of divorce. It was not lawful for the 

Valar to force a fea to return; but they could impose conditions, and judge whether return should be 

permitted at all, and if so, in what way or after how long.)” 

7) “Since Men die, without accident, and whether they will do so or not, their fear must have a 

different relation to Time. The Elves believed though they had no certain information, that the fear 

of Men, if disembodied, left Time (sooner or later), and therefore never returned. The Elves 

observed that all Men died (a fact confirmed by Men). They therefore deduced that this was 

„natural‟ to Men (was by the design of Eru), and supposed that the brevity of human life was due to 

this character of the human fea: that it was not designed to stay long in Arda. Whereas their own 

fear, being designed to remain in Arda to its end, imposed long endurance on their bodies; for they 

were (as a fact of experience) in far greater control of them” (MR 330-31). 

 
31

 See also (Myth 55-8); (IM 45-54); (SF 103-06), and (Gospel 156-62). 

 
32

 See also (SF 106). 

 
33

 “One element in conservation is concursus, whereby „the dependence of second causes upon the first 

cause‟ is signified „in His actions‟ – Cocceius (Summ. th. XXVIII. 19 ff.).” Heppe summarizes: “The 

miracle here comes into the field, that something which at one time did not exist not only acts but also acts 

with freedom, so that it can do something contrary. How such beings which are free, and not only actuated 

but alive, at the same time live in essential dependence on the first cause and upon the absolute will of God 

human reason cannot grasp” (RD 269). 

 
34

 Calvin concurs: “„It follows that providence is to be located in action‟ – (I, xvi, 4) (RD 254).” 

 
35

 Helms cites another passage from Milton‟s Paradise Lost to illustrate the confusion he believes Tolkien 

falls under; Milton narrates on the devils:  

“Of Providence, Foreknowledge, Will, and Fate, / Fixt Fate, Free Will, Foreknowledge absolute, / And 

found no end, in wand‟ring mazes lost” (PL II, 558-61).  

This passage does not present the strongest argument for confusion regarding free will, fate, and 

foreknowledge because the narration occurs immediately after the devils are dismissed from Pandemonium 

and have been themselves beguiled by Satan who does not exercise his own right reason.  

Elsewhere, Milton‟s God character affirms: 

“So without least impulse or shadow of Fate, / They trespass, authors to themselves in all / Both what they 

judge and what they choose; for so / I formed them free, and free they must remain” (PL III, 120-24). 

 

Helms also cites Christopher Tolkien‟s prefatory to the text that argues a justification for the apparent 

confusion; he states that “Christopher Tolkien warns that a „complete consistency [. . .] is not to be looked 

for‟ in The Silmarillion” (TS 47). Though the argument has some validity, it is unlikely J. R. R. Tolkien 

became confused or inconsistent on this point; while many have commented on the clear and ever-present 

force of providence, including Helms, the same prefatory note states: “In his later writing [J. R. R. 

Tolkien‟s] mythology and poetry sank down behind his theological and philosophical preoccupations”      

(S viii); hence, the inconsistencies that Helms looks for are more likely contained in the “tone,” “narrative,” 



77 
 

                                                                                                                                                                             
and “shifting of tense and viewpoint” that Christopher Tolkien also speaks of, rather than the weighty 

theological issue that the author was more concerned with (S viii-ix). 

 
36

 Flieger posits the following: “A possible distinction between them may be that Men are given the power 

to act beyond the Music (that is, to alter external events or circumstances), while Elves, though bound by 

the Music, have the freedom to make internal choices, to alter some attitude toward themselves of other 

creatures or Eru. They may have the power over their own natures, though not over external happenings” 

(SL 52-53).  

While this thesis certainly agrees with the idea that Men alter external events (ie. “The Bliss beyond bliss” 

afterlife), it supposes the free will in Men is indistinguishable from the internal free will of the Elves. 

Moreover, how can the Elves have internal free will and it not have an effect on external happenings in the 

choices they make? The two would be uniformly linked. 

 
37

 This re-conception of fate would also asks readers to reconsider Flieger‟s position elsewhere; see (IM 

140-41).  

 
38

 Shippey suugests that “luck” probably fits Tolkien‟s preferred interpretation of “randomness and design” 

better than “chance,” as a result of a possible connection to the OE verb “(ge)lingan, “to happen.” He also 

addresses the apparent disparagement Gandalf places on “luck” at the end of The Hobbit, quoted in this 

introduction, but he does so unconvincingly (Road 152). 

  
39

 Shippey qualifies the statement and affirms that one would “have to stand by the consequences,” but he 

assumes that such apparent contrariness is against the will of Eru (Road 152). 

 
40

 Readers will notice that what Shippey first called a “force of providence” transitions to “fate” in the same 

paragraph. 

 
41

 In “Explanation of the Catechism” cited in RD. 

 
42

 Shippey also discusses the term “doom” as it relaters to Turin in the same manner that he discusses “fate” 

as it relates to Beren here (Road 255-56). Many other aspects of the two characters are discussed in the 

following pages including “chance” (Road 257-268).  

 
43

 On the following pages, Shippey looks at Turin‟s character and ultimately poses the question: “Are 

people free to determine their own fate [. . .] or are they „the stars‟ tennis-balls, struck and bandied/Which 

way please them?‟” The author does not attempt to answer the question except to say that the “dualism” 

acts as a “denial of logic,” which Tolkien incorporates if not fully comprehends (Road 255-56).  

 
44

 See how Deyo treats the passage from Helms as it relates to the LotR; see (Wyrd 59-62). 

 
45

 Related to the LOTR, Dubs addresses the complexities of providence, fate, chance, and free will; she 

determines that “these ideas (free will and fate) are not incompatible if we view them in Boethian terms, for 

free will operates within the order of the universe, fate being merely the earthly manifestation of that order” 

(Boeth 40). West writes: “[T]he casual form of the interlace is deceptive; it actually has a very subtle kind 

of cohesion. No part of the narrative can be removed without damage to the whole, for within any given 

section there are echoes of previous parts and anticipation of later ones. [ . . . ] Though events are in flux 

there is a pattern underlying them” (Comp. 79). Elsewhere West states: “The technique of interlace can 

mirror the ebb and flow of events; it may also show purpose or pattern behind change.” In an interesting 

defense for free will, West also asserts that “events are not governed deterministically” (89). Also, 

Rutledge emphasizes the importance of the order in creaturely freedom and dismisses the idea of fate or 

fortune: “the saga of the Ring will show that true freedom occurs in the context of divine predestination and 

cannot occur anywhere else” (Battle 113-14). Manlove argues for “biased fortune” (Five 181). 
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46

 Fleiger posits that Tolkien‟s work demonstrates “the outward expression of a developing inner concern, a 

philosophical and psychological exploration of the relationship between the exterior, so called „real‟ world 

and time and the interior, illimitable, but no less real time and space of the imaginary, remembering, 

dreaming mind” (QT 19). 

 
47

 See QT 29-47. Flieger remarks that “Tolkien‟s comments [in his copy of  Dunne‟s work] are not always 

in complete agreement with Dunne; nevertheless, they show a clear relationship between Dunne‟s 

Experiment and the mechanism Tolkien used in two time-travel stories, The Lost Road and The Notion 

Club Papers.” 

 
48

 Manwë also enjoys a specially delegated task of effecting Elven reincarnation; see MR 330-40. 

 
49

 Of these, Flieger‟s SL and IM and Shippey‟s Road offer the best contemporary sources for in-depth select 

character analysis in The Silmarillion. See also David Greenman‟s “The Silmarillion as Aristotelian Epic-

Tragedy” in Mythlore 20-25. 

 
50

 Luthien is the daughter of Melian, a Maia, a „divine‟ and one of the spirit-race of the Valar. 

 
51

 See On Fairy-stories: Expanded Edition with Commentary and Notes 27-79. 

 
52

 See TL 184-85. 




