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PRAISE FOR HINTS OF HOPE






“In an increasingly adrift world, Steven Garber has a gift for finding the precise words and analogies that our hearts and minds are longing for. When we encounter these truths in his work, it is as if they were always there, waiting to be named. ‘Proximate’ is one such word—a concept with such weighty consequences that once you grasp it, you’ll wonder how you ever lived without it. The journey of the proximate is made possible by wrestling deeply with moral meaning, humility, and neighborly love. This is one of his most profound books, rekindling the moral and aesthetic imagination as he reflects on the nature of stories, of loves, of good societies, and on our knowledge and its responsibilities— Hints of Hope is at once beautiful, engaging, and practical.”


—Kwang Kim, Chairman of the Board, Human Flourishing Foundation, and Director of the Asia Economics of Mutuality Center, Seoul


“Steven Garber offers us a poignant account of the nearness of grace in real time—the proximate. These are peace-making words, telling things as they are, while giving hope to the heart. Honest and effortless, Garber is at his most lucid and longing here, reenchanting us with reminders of the deep substance of real living.”


—Sandra McCracken, singer-songwriter


“We all need hints of hope as we navigate a world marked as often by seasons of sorrow and grief as by those of joy and gladness. Steven Garber profoundly offers us those hints in the pages of this book, one that may well be his magnum opus. Garber draws on his own story, his engagement with interesting, full-of-life people near and far, and his decades of deep reflection on the arts, philosophy, and theology. It’s a book that will accompany me again and again as I journey on in hope.”


—Jeff Crosby, author of The Language of the Soul and World of Wonders


“How may we make sense of our very complex and challenging world as we attempt to unravel the mysteries of our existence? And how, then, are we called to live and act out of the human connection to Creation and Creator? The cry for answers has never been more desperate. Now, in Steven Garber’s profound yet basic primer in human living and response we may hear God calling, talking to us!”


—Luci Shaw, author, poet


“Gentle. Wise. Sorrowful. Hopeful. Those words repeatedly echoed in my head, my heart, as I read the essays that make up Hints of Hope. As Steven Garber guides through his reflections on making peace with the proximate—which is what life in this world requires, after all, if we aren’t to go mad, and if we are to be faithful to God’s mission for us—he doesn’t leave us with frustration and sorrow. Rather, he brings us over again to the God of hope, the God of resurrection, who ensures that our labor is not in vain, is not vapor or futile, in the Lord. As a result, life in this already-but-not-yet world is worth engaging, loving, fighting for. By the end of the book, I found my head and heart also crying out, ‘Thanks be to God!’ ”


—Sean Michael Lucas, Chancellor’s Professor of Church History, Reformed Theological Seminary; author of God’s Grand Design: The Theological Vision of Jonathan Edwards; and Senior Pastor, Independent Presbyterian Church, Memphis, TN


“There are books. And then there are Books. Hints of Hope is one of these rare readings which draws you into the heart of what life is about; about who we are, about what we see ourselves as, about who we are meant to become. Every chapter strikes very deep strings in Garber’s unique way, containing questions and wisdom potent to make the reader a little more like who God intended us to be. It is a must-read for everyone eager to find and sustain hope and energy for continued work to improve the world, as our world again faces unprecedented challenges.”


—Hermund Adler Haaland, Founder/Director Zebr Institute


“Steven Garber explores tough challenges but does not leave us clueless. When it is so easy to become dismayed and overawed by the scale of suffering in the world, hope must be turned into something tangible, life-giving and lifesaving—and Hints of Hope spells that out, for all of us.”


—David Alton, Professor the Lord Alton of Liverpool, Independent Crossbench Member of the House of Lords, Chair JCHR—Joint Committee on Human Rights


“Beautifully conceived, magnificent in scope, this book is laced with theological wisdom. But above all it is Steven Garber’s stories—and the Story of stories which enables us to make sense of our longings, and our hope. He writes from the heart, exploring the loves of our human hearts in the light of the loves of the heart of God, who has a glorious end in mind for the whole human story, a Story that makes sense of the story of our own lives. This is undoubtedly his masterpiece.”


—R. Paul Stevens, Professor Emeritus, Marketplace Theology, Regent College, Vancouver, BC; Founding Chairman of the Institute for Marketplace Transformation; and author of The Other Six Days and Working Blessedly Forever: The Shape of Marketplace Theology


“Garber’s magnum opus, Hints of Hope, is, in a word: Magnificent! If you’re seeking to explore the big questions of being human— Who am I? Why am I here? How do I live with purpose and hope in a broken world?—Garber is your reliable guide. Join him, as so many others have, on the pilgrimage of the proximate and discover your own hints of hope along the way.


“If you only have time to read one book this year, read this one.”


—Uli H. Chi, author, The Wise Leader; Founding Chair, Computer Human Interaction LLC; Board Chair, Virginia Mason Franciscan Health; Senior Fellow, The Max De Pree Center for Leadership
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“Choose a neighbor before you choose a house.”













To my long friends who are neighbors of heart and mind, Todd Deatherage and Mark Rodgers, twined together we are in a common calling with vocations born of visions of the way the world should be, living for more justice, more mercy, and more humility, longing for signposts of what should be, and of what someday will be.
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Foreword





Steven Garber is a treasure, and his writing reveals why, his resonant words echoing in the caverns of our cold and damp modern hearts, his precious, loving words reaching the depths of darkness that few words in the past, much like those of C. S. Lewis or Frederick Buechner, dared to have reached.


He has always spoken softly when reading his well-crafted and lovingly layered presentations. His gentle voice can be heard here in these pages; if we slow down enough and remove our armor of protection, we may begin to hear that tender voice. He is a guardian of stories, myths, facts, and history, and in this volume they are stewarded in his mind, heart, and soul, awakening us again and again to a greater Reality of myths, facts, and history that beckon us to reread some of the greats like Tolkien, Weil, Aristotle, or Havel.


Steven’s writing also amplifies our own stories and histories. When he chronicles his father, a man of “integrity of heart,” I think of my own father, and of how “proximate” means more than mere physical closeness, but is woven into generational roots of shared concerns and overlaps of experiences. His writing helps me to steward my own memories and stories:




For reasons of the heart that are as deep as we are, sometimes when we wake to the morning, the bright shining sun or the slow drip of rain, we are drawn to its complexity, wondering why and what and wherefore. Artists are folk like that—on canvases and pages, stages and screens, feeling things first before the rest of us do, seeing and hearing the world in its glory and its ruin, the vocation of their lives reflecting the longings of the heart….





And when he writes, “Artists are folk like that,” Steven speaks into my own soul, wrestling as it does in prismatic complexity, never trying to reduce the beautiful mess into something neat and sanitized for the marketplace, but trying, as an artist, to be as honest as I can be. Indeed, we are “seeing and hearing the world in its glory and its ruin” as artists. That is a journey into the labyrinth of complexity, of multiple worlds colliding, and it is rare to find someone willing to let that tension live in words.


Few there are whose voice you “hear” intimately as you read their writing. Once you have heard Steven speak or lecture, his unmistakable cadence and his narration—which seems meandering but at the same time absolutely precise and certain— takes over your reading. Rarer still are the writers whose voice you have not heard reading aloud takes over our reading. Frederick Buechner was like that; even though I never had the opportunity to hear him speak, as I read his words I can “hear” his voice. Perhaps that kind of voice is becoming faint, drowned out by machines’ droning, lulling us into utilitarian cadence. The experience of reading Steven’s words, then, is like a rare opportunity to hear a writer deeply.


Steven reflects on people like Douglas Coupland, Bob Dylan, Josiah Wedgwood, or William Wilberforce in the same cadence, always honoring their voices, their marks in history and culture. But then he digs and, like an archaeologist finding a fragment of history in a piece jutting out from the earth, he carefully excavates the surrounding ground of these voices to find an entire story, magnifying the macro vision or his “metanarrative” of grace. He writes of his discovery of such a world:




Then as I now, I believe that ideas have consequences, that knowing something about the world is critical if we are to know our place in the world; and yet I am also sure that my questions and answers were born of the necessary innocence of my early twenty-something years. I know that I longed to know, and to know  what possible connection there was between my learning and my life—and that longing finds its way onto these pages years later.





This longing is a necessary and gentle corrective to a reduced view of false binaries, a Flatland ruled by Culture Wars, in which ideas are reduced without consequences into a pattern of power grabbing. Ideas do have consequences, and Steven writes to trace both into the roots of our thoughts, or the thoughts behind those thoughts, as well as journeys of becoming our true selves by dismantling our idols of power. That careful dismantling has been his journey throughout a life dedicated to deeper and purer knowing.


How are we to understand our faith in the context of where our weakened faith and our colder, more cynical hearts are today? Many have abandoned the miracle of the miraculous. The whole point of the Resurrection is that it violates everything we know to be normative. The Resurrected Christ is not the resurrection of our ideals or our normative lives, of the normative thinking of “good people” hoping for normal days. No, the New Creation journey is full of reminders of the extraordinary wounds, visible still, in the hands, feet, and side of the One we worship.


Steven looks at these wounds through the writers, artists, and sojourners he highlights in these pages. For him, the blind spots and modern quibbles are not an opportunity for rebuttal, but an opportunity to listen, to understand deeply, not just our human conditions but the deeper epistemological basis for such a misunderstanding of God. He seems to know that deep inside all of us lies a subterfuge of deception, whether religious or irreligious, that we harbor on the same dock in our storms of uncertain fears. He listens deeply, anchoring our vulnerable vessels first before commenting. We are all pilgrims voyaging into these sacred wounds, and he navigates us through the uncharted waters, dropping buoys of deeper wisdom along the way.


Yet, our own navigation will look different today, even with these markers, in an epochal shift of nature and culture. Steven invites us into prophetic living, giving us a nautical map for our shifting tides as if to say that if we look, observe, and listen into the depths of the ocean of mystery, we will find delight in doing so together.


Telos for Steven is a journey into discovery, into wonderment, and wonderings. If the Resurrection is true and real, then we are to practice it day in and day out, not just recite the truth of it in our creeds. We need to walk on our Emmaus roads and expect to meet the resurrected Christ with his wound markings. We are to inquire and, even in a stubborn, desperate heart like Thomas’s, to demand proof. Many of us throw out faith without asking, “God, if you are who you say you are, please show us and show me.” Then, when Jesus willingly shows us his wounds, we must be courageous, as Thomas was, to kneel and worship. Once we are shown the Savior’s wounds, we do not need to touch them. We should demand to ask, not because God is provable, but because God is often right in front of us, inviting us to see his wounds.


Steven implores my own journey into my studio with encouragement, to give courage, to create anew based on the experiences of my encounters. He introduces me to various obscure writers and a king named Louis in these pages, reminds me of forgotten poets, and guides me to see tribal ways of living, not for knowledge for knowledge’s sake, but for me to create as I walk into my studio.


If you have never heard of, for instance, Christopher Lasch, Jean Bethke Elshtain, or Oliver O’Donovan, then Steven will show you how to read their magisterial writings. Why is that important? Not so that we can be enlightened, but so we can learn to care deeply. He has already loved these lesser-known authors of the past and thought through them, weaving from micro to macro— what Steven calls the “interconnectedness of metanarrative to narrative.” His reflections help us to embrace what it may mean to be human today, and why these writings are connected, and are proximate to the gospel. So he meanders precisely, like a homing beacon to our anxious hearts, guiding us toward a north star of significance.


Yes, Steven Garber is a treasure, and his writing reveals why. After reading his work, like many others before us, we may find ourselves wanting to talk with him: “Do you have time for a conversation?” And he will nod, saying “yes,” with his soft refrain, a sojourner willing to share these pages with us, sojourners we all are.


—Makoto Fujimura, author and painter











SEASHELLS ON THE SEASHORE


An Introduction







Anyone who claims that I am a dreamer who expects to transform hell into heaven is wrong. I have few illusions, but I feel a responsibility to work towards the things I consider good and right. I don’t know whether I’ll be able to change certain things for the better, or not at all. Both outcomes are possible. There is only one thing I will not concede: that it might be meaningless to strive in a good cause.1


—Vaclav Havel, Summer Meditations





Broken hallelujahs.


Even walking along the beach in the first hour of the morning, I think about the image of a “broken hallelujah”—as my wife, Meg, said so plainly, so perceptively, “You think about that all the time.” And I suppose I do. Step by step I see the shells of the seashore washed by the waves, each one wonderfully imagined, intricately formed, and yet and yet, not all that it could be and should be.


So very beautiful, but broken too. Like everything everywhere. Though in my heart of hearts I long for a different life, wanting with all that I am a different world, what I see is always marked by both joy and sorrow; never neat and clean, but instead somehow both at the same time. The work of my life is to find an honest way to live with both together; in another sense, more globally born, all of us work at that, because in some sense we all have to, the world being what it is—and over the years I have wondered and wondered again, reading and reading more, living in and through the days of life, feeling the tension of what is and what is not in my very bones. What is clear to me is that there are some ways of seeing that resolve the tension by denying that there is a tension, but that is neither sufficient nor sustainable. The differences are real, and they make a difference. All day long we are confronted with both, and we have to somehow make sense of the world and our place in it, being honest about both what is glory and what is ruin.


But why “broken hallelujahs”? The words are from the poetic imagination of the singer/songwriter Leonard Cohen, and his words run through my very being. With an artful, haunting eloquence, the song wrestles with the tension of life, the beautiful and the broken together, open-hearted wonder and melancholic despair … a broken hallelujah.


Truth be told, I have been walking the beaches of the world for a long time, looking for a perfect shell, sauntering through the surf, hoping that sometime and someday there it will finally be. What I find instead are hundreds and thousands of shells that seem just about perfect … but are not.


So many, of course, are terribly broken, now only fragments of what they once were; in their very different ways they make me sigh. But the ones that trouble me are those that appear to be more than that, that seem to be perfect—until I stop and look more closely. The colors are always uniquely created, the shapes are always uniquely crafted, and from six feet away they are amazingly beautiful. But when I bend over, the cracks are obvious, the almost-perfect outline is not quite, the holes stand out, and I find that each one is uniquely marred.


I first thought of this walking along the Assateague National Seashore in Virginia many years ago, there to take part in the wedding of dear friends. They had asked me to give the homily, to muse over the meaning of marriage as they made their promises to honor and love “ ’til death do us part.” So I did my best to celebrate the day, glorying with them in the happiness of the hour, standing as they were amidst family, friends, and flowers with hope in their hearts. But given where we were I also reflected on the shells I knew, each one so very special, but each one a reminder that nothing is perfect. Wonderful as they were, wounded they were too.


Like every marriage I know. Like every family I know. Like every life I know. From the most personal to the most public, nothing we know is perfect in every way, and only the naive imagine otherwise. Slowly, slowly we all realize that we have to make peace with the proximate, and simply said, that is the challenge of my life. Of proximate justice in the public square. Of proximate happiness in a marriage. Of proximate pleasure in the work of our days. Every day I cry out against that conclusion, yearning for something more, my inward being groaning with creation itself—and eventually sighing over the weight of the world, knowing that everything is less than it could be and should be. As Bob Dylan has so poetically and profoundly remembered, everything is broken.


“Broken dishes, broken parts, broken streets are filled with broken hearts….”2


Yes, everything is broken. As true as that is for individual lives, it is true for the public square too—as it is true for the work and workplaces of our lives, as it is true for the friendships and marriages of our lives. All day long I live with disappointment and grief and pain, like everyone I know well enough to know. And while I live my life wanting more, expecting more, to remember another poet, Bono, I never find what I’m looking for.3


And why is that? Because I am a glorious ruin myself. In my heart and mind I am never more and never less than that, both truths threading their way through the fabric of my life—and with strange grace, what is true of me is true for the world.


Even the shells have a story to tell … if we have eyes to see.










And that, simply said, is why I have written this book, in hope that we all will see more clearly the meaning of the world and our responsibility in it, a responsibility born of love that it is. With windows into life and the world in the first chapter, reflecting on what it is to work for something that matters, even when not all we long for is satisfied; on into the great question of my life, and of life, that of telos and praxis, connecting the point of life with the point of my life; into an examination of stories within stories, the reality that for everyone everywhere we live stretched between metanarrative and narrative, our beliefs about all of life and our lives, frail and finite as they are; then pondering the weight of love for all of us who care about the world, knowing that even as “it all turns on affection,” that brings its own challenge and complexity; from there the stories of friends from throughout the world who in their places among their peoples live in and with the proximate. The next chapter is about the commitments that make marriages and friendships the gifts of long-loved loves that they are, proximately, tenderly incarnate as they will be. There is no one in the world, though, who lives very long without being wounded by the world, scarring us as we care for and about it, hoping for what has been broken to become beautiful again. And finally, our deepest yearnings for what the world should be shape the way we live, longing for something more than what is—we make peace with what can be, in hope for what someday will be.


This is the book, from beginning to end, learning to live with deepened faith, deepened hope, deepened love, keeping our hearts alive in and through the years of life, learning to keep on keeping on into a pilgrimage of the proximate.




1 Vaclav Havel, Summer Meditations (Knopf Doubleday, 1993), 16–17.


2 Bob Dylan, “Everything Is Broken,” Oh Mercy (Columbia Records, 1989).


3 U2, “I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking For,” Joshua Tree (London: Island Records, 1987).
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GLIMPSES OF HOPE







Most of the time I’m halfway content Most of the time


—Bob Dylan, “Most of the Time”4







But the Disease Was Not Cured


Slowly, slowly, the first light of dawn makes its way over the Sangre de Cristos, turning the sky from midnight blue to orangish red, and then over the next hour another blue-sky day spreads across the San Luis Valley, these grand mountains running from Colorado to New Mexico for 250 miles. With sagebrush everywhere, it is only with the melt of the winter snow from the 14,000-foot peaks that the valley becomes the remarkably fertile land that it is—for centuries known as a hunting ground for the Ute people, and in more recent generations for its ranching and farming, especially raising sheep and growing potatoes.


That history brought my family here, and in the beautifully named town of Monte Vista I was born to a mother from Colorado and to a father from Pennsylvania, whose college years together were torn apart by war. Letters of love kept their hopes alive during that terrible time, and when World War II was over, as soon as my father got off the boat he took a bus to Greeley, Colorado, and married my mother. As was the norm for many in America in the post-war years of the mid-twentieth century, my mother made our house a home, a vocation that she lived into with heart and mind for the years of her life, and my father went on to more schooling, his boyhood interests in the natural world eventually growing into a vocation that gave meaning to his work for the rest of his life.


Vocations and the occupations that grow from them are mysterious, never neat and clean, for any of us. Sometimes it is simply history, brute history, and the choices we make do not seem like choices at all—because in most every way that we understand, they are not. The work we do is just the work we do, and the lives we live are just the lives we live, and people the world over groan for something more. Politics and economics, wars and rumors of war are the push-and-shove realities for many people in many places, and life feels more like surviving than flourishing. For others, our experience of life is different, with unusual graces that run through our lives, common and ordinary as they may be. Our families and societies, our educations and the opportunities for more this and more that, make our lives full of decisions and more decisions, seemingly choosing the path before us, taking responsibility for who we are and why we are, and therefore what we do with our lives—even though, in the end, the hard truth is that we still find ourselves looking through a glass darkly, which is what we do at our best.


My father’s life was like that. Born in an industrialized steel town in western Pennsylvania, my 18-year-old father was invited into the office of his high school principal, who, with strong encouragement said, “You need to go to college!”—a conversation with consequences that changed the course of his life. My father was the first in his family to go to college, beginning a pilgrimage through educational institutions that he never finished, as the work of his life became woven into the larger life of the university world. But initially his decision meant two years of undergraduate education, a plan in place until all the 20-year-olds in his town went off to war, my father spending three years in the Army Air Corps in Italy. With the motivations of early maturity formed through the war years, he finished college and began graduate school at the University of Michigan with the support of his undergraduate professors, who were sure he should know more. But our best plans sometimes fail, and the surprising death of his father so wounded my father that he left school, for a time disabling his deepest dreams, and my parents moved West to join my mother’s family in Colorado.


As happens to many of us as we move through our twenty-something years, my father began to enter into the questions that became his life. Whether we are butchers, bakers, or candlestick-makers, or plumbers who want to know “how this works,” or farmers who every year plant seeds in hope that “this will be the year,” or a scientist who cannot sleep at night because he wants to understand “what makes this happen,” all of us move from childhood to adulthood into questions that become us, shaping our labor for the rest of our lives. For my father it was his undergraduate interest in botany which drew him to a program of study that gave concrete expression to what had previously been a classroom fascination. Because Colorado State University was the state’s agricultural university, at its best it existed for the sake of its citizens, stewarding the flora and fauna for the flourishing of the people and their place, colorful Colorado as it was and still is. Though my father had no experience on farms or in farming, he was an eager student, and his war experience had taught him that he could learn just about anything.


Learning rapidly like most men of his generation—the boys who became men very quickly, “the greatest generation” we have called them—he found that his first graduate studies gave him enough understanding of potatoes that he was sent to oversee the San Luis Valley Research Station of CSU, taking up the position as its director. But he was also given responsibility to develop a research program for the vast sheep ranching throughout the valley, a challenge that became very personal for my mother as she pondered her pregnancy with me in the late winter of 1952, knowing that the spring lambs were coming at the same time as her baby; in the end, all were born as hoped.


Encouraged by his professors at critical points along the way, first to take up the work in Monte Vista as a place to learn the ropes of agricultural research, a few years later, with his professors having made the necessary connections, he began PhD studies at the University of California in Davis, which was then as now one of the world’s leading agricultural universities—all with the professors’ hope that someday he would return and join them on the CSU faculty.


Now that my parents are both gone, I often wish that I could ask more questions. What about this? Why that? I want to know more, please. But now I can only imagine their drive into the Rocky Mountains, through its valleys and over its passes, finally seeing the grandeur of the Sangre de Cristos and the San Luis Valley before them—and then driving down the “Gun Barrel,” as it is called, the highway between Saguache and Monte Vista. The road so long and so straight that the locals could only imagine their histories of hunting in the nearby mountains, which is still remembered in the “muzzleloader-only” season in the fall, when only a certain kind of rifle is allowed to hunt the deer, the antelope, and the elk that roam.


It was in those years at the research center that my father’s questions began to become clearer, as he entered into the lives and labors of the farmers and ranchers of the valley. Their challenges became his challenge, their disappointments his disappointment, their hopes his hope. As must be, central to his oversight of the research program was the difficulty of disease, which in different ways afflicted both sheep and potatoes. But it was the diseases of plants that most intrigued him, and given that his professors were serious scientists studying potato disease, their interests became his, and he eventually took his young family across the Colorado mountains into the deserts of Utah and Nevada, and up and over the California mountains, making a home in Davis, where he began to study plant pathology.


If I grew up knowing about the Sangre de Cristos and the Sierra Nevadas, the San Luis Valley and the San Joaquin Valley, I also grew up with the words verticillium wilt as integral to who I was and why I was. That disease was my father’s disease. After he finished his UC studies, much to the disappointment of his CSU professors my parents chose to stay in California, where my father spent the rest of his life as a research scientist for the University of California, his work focused on seedling disease in cotton, in particular the plague of verticillium wilt. In Colorado it was the agricultural economy of the San Luis Valley that drew my parents to Monte Vista; several years later it was the surprising reality that cotton had become the major cash crop in California—and so my father’s study of cotton disease became his work as a plant pathologist at the University of California’s Cotton Research Station. The San Joaquin Valley, with its hundreds of miles along the majestic Sierra Nevadas, makes it one of the most fertile places on earth—a geography similar to but different than the San Luis Valley in Colorado.


What he did at the research station interested me as a boy, though I did not know much about its details. I knew where he worked, and the name of his work, but I did not know the nature of his work until I got old enough to want to know. Regularly he traveled throughout the valley, far and wide, experimenting with different soils and seeds in research plots, and he also worked in a greenhouse next to his laboratory, pursuing his research under more controlled conditions; but what he did while he worked was a mystery—until I finally spent a day with him, seeing and hearing my father the scientist explaining what he had learned over the past year to those who were making decisions for the agricultural economy of the state with its one-variety rule for cotton production. Millions and millions of dollars were at stake in making the right choices about what to plant and how to plant it to diminish the deadly plague of cotton disease.


He gave the years of his life to that one question, over time developing insight that served not only California but also the world. I began to see that farmers throughout the valley came to him, wanting to know what he knew; but I also watched him travel throughout the world, giving time-tested counsel to farmers, universities, and governments who wanted to understand how to develop their own research programs.


All through those years—stumbling along, longing for grace as he always was—he offered me a window into the meaning of ora et labora, of someone whose life was more seamless than not, day by day praying and working, praying and working, all for the sake of the flourishing of his neighbors near and far. I remember him sitting down with me one night after supper, explaining that his vocation was a complex one, one that involved the whole of his life—being a husband, a father, a friend, a citizen— and that he would not be in his laboratory every night, “just to get ahead.” Rather, some evenings he would be off to take part in the local school board meeting, another night to serve as an elder in his church, and every Thursday to lead a Bible study at the local prison. Even as a boy I was impressed with the way he understood his life with its many relationships and responsibilities. But before we finished talking, I remember him telling me that every morning as he walked into his laboratory he prayed for wisdom about his work, longing to understand more completely the questions that were his, the connections between last year’s work and the work before him, hoping to make the most of his hours and days. He saw the work itself, the science of plant pathology focused on verticillium wilt, as very important, as worthy of both ora et labora.


All that affected me, forming instincts about the meaning of a life, the meaning of his life, the meaning of my life. But even with the ora et labora that was his, serious and sustained as it was, when he finished the work of his lifetime, heaven had not come to earth—even though the work of his life was done in the shadows of saints, San Luis and San Joaquin. What I do know is that he saw signals of transcendence in and through his vocation, and more and more so as the years went by; but when he left the laboratory for the last time not all good that could be done had been done. Plants still died, the disease of verticillium wilt still occurred in the cotton of California and the world. At the end of the day, and the end of his life, my father had to make peace with the proximate, choosing something that was good, even if it was not everything that could be good. He worked hard, and he even prayed about the work of his life, spending decades deepening his understanding of a question that threaded its way through the whole of his life, but the doctor of plant pathology that he was, plants still died.


What is “the proximate”? As a word it comes from the Latin proximatus, to draw near, and from proximus, nearest, next. Sometimes it is given as “neighboring,” which is a gift to us; we are close, even next door, but not the same thing as. At best, we are “nearby.” The word gives us room to long for and yearn after what ought to be, and what could be done; it is a strange grace but a good grace, knowing that in the frailty of this life we will never see everything we care about, everything we long for, made right.


The question of my father’s life was not a cheap one, and even with gifted agricultural scientists at work on it, any good answer was not going to be cheap either. Good cotton was grown, and still is, of course, because over time more knowledge of the ways of cotton and its diseases was developed by my father and his colleagues throughout the world, who through long work together began to understand the nature of the disease, creating over time disease-resistant varieties that were not susceptible as centuries of cotton growing had been. If there is an epitaph to this story, it is this: He had done good work, and people the world over respected his insight, and yet, and yet, he did not conquer the disease.


My father’s life has been a good window for me into the life we all live. Hopes and dreams, longings that we wake up to and go to sleep with, keep us keeping on for the years of our lives, and yet at the end, there is still more to be done. Not everything good happened in my father’s life and labor, even with hope in his heart—but something good did happen. Perhaps along the way our best work becomes a signpost of what might be, of what could be, of what should be—though in the end, they are only a signpost, and yet they are a signpost.5








Konvergencie, and Yet


“It was a very dark time” was the way he described his growing-up years.


One evening I was on a train from Prague to Bratislava, sitting in an enclosed compartment with a man about my age. He was a theater director on his way home, traveling across Central Europe through the hours of the night, and neither of us knew the other’s language—but we ended up talking for hours, about our lives, about the histories of our countries, about the work of our hearts.


As we talked, stumbling between English and Slovak, understanding and not some of what we hoped to say, I asked him what had happened when the Communists took over Czechoslovakia. “I was sixteen in 1968 when the Russians came. It was a very dark time. I remember seeing my father cry, tears streaming down his cheeks. In the weeks that followed, he was taken to the police station, and we didn’t know what would happen. For a week we heard nothing. When he came home, all he would say was, ‘It was very hard.’ And he cried again. Those were dark days for us.”


He had studied theater at the university, and for forty years directed a theater in Bratislava. A thoughtful man, a kind man, a practiced man, a man who has lived a life far from mine—and yet, we had much to talk about together in our halting efforts to find words we could understand. Both of us apologized for not being able to say more; but we talked, and kept talking, about my love for Czech films, my reading of Vaclav Havel and Milan Kundera and the ways their thinking has woven its way through my mind, influencing the very way I see the world. I think he was surprised that I would know anything at all about his world, that I would even care about his world.


But I do, and I have.


Sometimes questions find their way into our hearts—as was true of my father—and they do not leave, echoing into the days and years of our lives. “Would you please come and speak to us about the challenge of vocation for the common good, thirty years after the Velvet Revolution?” The question caught me, as over the previous 15 years I had become friends with some very good people in Central Europe, visionary people, courageous people, kind people, generous people, each one someone who has suffered more terribly than most of us can imagine. That they still care deeply about the world and their place in it should make all of us pay attention.


Depending on our times and places, we may or may not know of the great plague of communism over the 150 years of its dominance in Europe and beyond. Born of the deepening injustices of industrializing Europe in the nineteenth century, it is best known to us through the insightful storytelling of Charles Dickens in books like Hard Times, Oliver Twist, and A Christmas Carol. Most of us are unaware that Karl Marx was writing about the same issues in the same city at the same time.


But if we linger too lovingly on the transformation of Scrooge with his long, dark night of the soul, smiling with hope as Tiny Tim blesses us all, we forget that the “hard times” were in fact profoundly and terribly that, and that Marx saw something about the alienation built into the industrialization of the nineteenth century that was real and true and right. If it took another century before writers like Franz Fanon critiqued the conditions which brought about the global desolation of “the wretched of the earth,” in 1867 Das Kapital was a cannon shot across the bow of history. With surprising passion Marx understood that men and women felt profoundly alienated by the growing disparity between those who had and those who did not have.


A generation later, Marx’s ideas, together with long griefs embodied in the oppressive indifference of the ruling class of Russia, brought into brutal being a revolution—as all revolutions are—that was explained as a necessary response to historic political and economic wrongs. But revolutions always bring terror, and the Russian Revolution tragically justified its own political and economic violence before its utopia even got started, arguing that one must be willing to “break a few eggs to make an omelet”—a poetic metaphor for the great, great grief that brought about the deaths of millions of Russian citizens. And for most of the next one hundred years Leninist and Stalinist rule terrorized the twentieth century, bringing untold sorrow to the peoples in the broad geography that runs across Russia into Europe.


Everyone I have met of a certain age in my visits to the Czech Republic and Slovakia has born that grief. Everyone. The stories are all different, but the wounds and scars are cruelly similar, and they are remembered.


Perhaps ten years before that train conversation I was invited to speak for a week to a group of post-university students from throughout the former Soviet Union, all of whom had come to Bratislava to think about the meaning of vocation for life, for the years that would be theirs now that their schooling was done. Who am I? Why am I in the world? What am I going to do with my life? Over those days spent together I had many long talks, sometimes walking through the city—both on its cobblestone streets with its almost fairy-tale castle rising over the Danube, and on the miles of concrete pavement which butts up against the horribly imagined public architecture left behind when communism imploded in 1989—again and again listening to their stories of life and learning under the constraint of the communist governments of Ukraine, Romania, Georgia, and Russia. They told no happy tales.


A second invitation is the one that took me from Prague to Bratislava on the train. This time it was to speak to a conference convened around a question that was central to my life, and to theirs as Central Europeans, one born of a social experience almost a million miles from mine. And yet as I have lived with the weight of the world in my own life, I know that we feel the same burdens, that our challenges are surprisingly similar. Like all of us they long for their lives to matter, for the work they do to matter, not only personally but publicly. Simply said, they wanted to think more fully about what a recovery of vocation would mean for a renewal of their societies, wounded as they were after decades of Nazism and communism. Why and how could a reconsidered vision of vocation bring about a healthier social ecology? Their questions are very human questions— whether they are asked in North America or China or India or Africa or Latin America or Central Europe—because they are questions at the heart of good lives and good societies everywhere. And the man on the train asked them too, looking back on his life, even as he hoped for more time to live a life beyond the dark times he had known.


And now a third time, with another invitation to Central Europe—and a similar question. Given my deepening love for these people in their place, the question intrigued me: “Would you please come and speak to us this time about the challenge of vocation for the common good, thirty years after the Velvet Revolution?” From my earlier visit they knew that I have loved their culture, reading their novelists and political philosophers, seeing their films again and again, and in particular they knew that I had taken the work of Vaclav Havel with great seriousness, learning from him about what it means to be a human being in the world. And since it was his vision for a new Czechoslovakia that was integral to the Velvet Revolution—the political implosion of Soviet socialism in 1989—they hoped that I would be able to think between their society and its challenges, and my work on vocation and the common good.


Before the trip I read Havel again, wanting to make sure I understood him, even though I have been reading him for years—and I decided to see Prague again. I had visited this capital city of the Czech Republic on my second trip, principally to linger along the streets in which the protests of 1989 had taken place, to walk across the great bridge from one side of the city to the other, and to ponder the balconies on which important speeches were given, but I wanted more. This time I sat in Havel’s favorite cafe, the Prada, where he spent days and years among his friends, thinking through what a new politic could mean for their people. I took it all in, always wanting more.


Through his essays and speeches, as wide-ranging as they are and addressed to peoples the world over, there were central themes that mattered most to him, given his own pilgrimage through the century. Because he was born into a family whose status made them suspect during the Nazi era, which too soon was followed by the Communist regime, the political czars did not allow Havel to go to university. Born into a family with deep commitments to the crucial relationship of good lives to good societies, through his reading of poetry and politics during his adolescent years he was not surprisingly drawn to the underground conversations in Prague, ones that were very serious but off the radar of official Czechoslovakia.


Havel was influenced by the absurdists of his time, a community of artists who saw their time as socially and culturally “absurd,” because the most important questions that human beings always ask and answer were politically repressed—even the possibility of being human was severely skewed; they saw themselves living in an absurd moment in history. Full of hopes and dreams for the world that ought to be, Havel began to write plays, artfully poking fun at the “absurdity” of the Communist ideology as it forced its way onto the Czech culture.


Because his work was a political “poke in the eye,” agitating the Soviet overseers, he was eventually banned from Prague and exiled into the Tatras, the mountains of Czechoslovakia, where he continued to write about the challenge of holding onto one’s humanity under the constraints of the communist government, offering the world important pieces such as “It Always Makes Sense to the Tell the Truth.” Those were hard years, a refiner’s fire for him in heart and mind; he spent most of the 1980s in prison, joining thousands of others who were personae non gratae in that time and place of intense social suffering.


And when 1989 finally came, he was inexplicably taken from prison and made the president of the newly formed government of the post-communist Czech people, surprising his society and the world. Visionary and eloquent, his words gave life not only to his own people, but also to peoples in every society and on every continent. Though there are pages and more pages of his addresses, if one were to summarize his convictions about persons and polities, these words come very close: “The secret of man is the secret of his responsibility.” Having come of age in the middle years of the twentieth century, feeling the burden of absurdism as a way of (not) making sense of his moment in history, he also understood the currents of contemporary thinking with remarkable insight and therefore knew that the social meaning of totalitarianism destroys human agency, the idea that human beings are responsible in history, able to respond to history—and he knew that totalitarianism is a deathknell for human flourishing.


In one collection of speeches, which are addresses Havel gave to parliaments and universities the world over—in The Art of the Impossible: Politics as Morality in Practice—there is one question that he asks, and asks again: “What are the conditions in which human beings can take responsibility for history?” Explored in hundreds of different settings, that problem both plagued and inspired him. He wanted to understand what makes us responsible, what it is in a society that allows human beings to see themselves able to respond to the weight of the world.


And born of his own suffering and the suffering of his people, seeing into life and the world with remarkable insight, he came to this conclusion: If we lose God in the world, we then lose access to the great words meaning and purpose, accountability and responsibility. He saw this as a philosophical and political line in the sand, though he made no public affirmation of theistic convictions, much less than of orthodox Christian faith.


It is this history, and more, that brought the question that drew me a third time to Central Europe. In November 1989 all things seemed possible. A political leader who believed that truth matters? that always telling the truth is critical for a healthy social and political ecology? that the art of politics is to see it as morality in practice? The Wicked Witch of the East was dead, the Soviet Union was no more, and the burden of totalitarian ideologies began to be lifted after 80 years of terror. Havel’s years as president were exemplary in many ways; his vision for a new politic was a clarion call for all with ears to hear.


But even for his own people it was hard to imagine that something new was really possible. Within a year of Havel’s becoming president of the new Czechoslovakia, with honest political choices that could now be made, the two peoples separated, going their own ways as the Czech Republic and Slovakia. Neither nation had ever existed before as a unique body politic—any study of Central European history shows the map has been drawn, and drawn again, repeatedly through the centuries—and there was a desire to return to some sense of rootedness in their own tribes and traditions.


Perhaps history itself sighs, as creation groans, but 30 years later, heaven had not come to earth. All things had not become well. Public justice still felt more like injustice. The corruptors only changed names and addresses. And the question “What does vocation now mean for the common good?” had emotional and historical meaning, felt by my friends with understandable urgency.


It was on my first visit to Bratislava that I met Jozef Luptak. Squeezed into a very small car, we talked for a few minutes, knowing something of each other from common friends, but we had no more time than that. But over the years since then we have become good friends, being in the same places often enough to see our lives twined together, dreaming dreams about the way the world should be.


The music of this wonderfully gifted cellist is known throughout Slovakia, and year by year his artful imagination has won him audiences throughout the world. There are few weeks of his year when someone somewhere does not call him into a concert, wanting to hear him play his cello—and when he does it is as if he is wrapping his soul around his prized instrument, bringing forth the most beautiful music most of us have ever heard. But beyond this daily vocational rhythm, for most of 20 years he has convened a society-wide musical festival called Konvergencie, which for the month of September brings musicians of all kinds to perform throughout the country, from small village bandstands to large urban concert halls. Of course there are string quartets, but there are also great orchestras and rock concerts. Day after day, night upon night, the music comes forth, reminding a people who too long have wondered if everything would always be sad, that there is still beauty in the world, and it is important to celebrate it.


Through these three trips I have met Jozef’s family and friends, the community of saints who care deeply about the flourishing of their city and society. Over time they have started businesses and schools, they have created micro-economic development projects for both Slovakia and the wider world, they have begun a publishing house, and more—all for the love of the world, all for the life of the world. Not parochial, as if life could only ever be that, but in the very best way, individually and corporately seeing their vocations as common grace for the common good.


As much as I loved being with them, hearing again their stories, understanding more fully their history as a people and their histories as persons, in my own small way entering into their hopes for history, I felt the weight of their question even more as I left after the third visit. Having suffered as they have for as long as they have, they still awaken to the days of their lives “with gladness and singleness of heart”—as the Book of Common Prayer teaches us—ready to pray and work again, incarnating in their own Slovakian way lives of ora et labora.


And yet, when all is said and done—after everything has been imagined and accomplished—their best efforts are necessarily proximate. Heaven has not come to earth in Central Europe, nor will it any time soon. On the one hand I believe that Jozef’s vision for “convergence,” for bringing hopes and histories together through the best music he can curate on behalf of Slovakian culture, is as good a work as I know; but on the other I know that every year it is hard work, that every year he has to battle against principalities and powers that have no interest in beauty for anyone anywhere, that every year he must pour himself out for a vision of what might be, if his city and society are to flourish. When one more year of hard work is finished, Jozef must make peace with the proximate.


His community of trusted friends, diversely employed as they are throughout Central Europe, know that seeking the flourishing of their cities is difficult, that in many ways their history is against them, that generations of economic and political corruption have poisoned the possibilities for the good life and good society they long for. And yet they still do, coming together year after year to think again about the world that is theirs, and the vocation that is theirs—which is why I was among them for a third time, lighting a candle, perhaps, remembering reasons to keep caring about their culture, yearning as they are for what should be and could be, knowing that what is, is not enough.







Hobbits We All Are


“I think you’re on the menu!”


Years ago I was in Santa Monica, California, taking part in a gathering of the Wedgwood Circle, the visionary community which believes that the stories we tell about the meaning of human life under the sun matter for the flourishing of America and the world. Whether the stories come to us through songs and songwriters, on screen, the printed page, stage, or canvas— or even through comic books and video games—stories shape us. All of this and more has been the work of Wedgwood; some of its work we all know well, and some not so much, more hidden as it is.


Our days in a hotel along the beach of Southern California were filled with conversations with folk who hope and dream for richer and truer stories, ones that creatively show the truth of the human condition in both our glories and our shames— and so the hours are for presentations of all kinds, both to see and hear what has been done, but also to ponder what might be done. One afternoon we heard from Sean Astin, the actor whose work is best known in the films Rudy and Lord of the Rings, in the one as Rudy the Notre Dame football player, and the other as Samwise Gamgee, the faithful friend and hobbit. A true son of the film industry, he wanted to make a movie born of an important book, and he spoke with integrity and vision about the project, showing an unusual understanding of the financial and technical implications of filmmaking. We were all impressed.


A few months later he came to Washington, DC, and we spent a morning walking through the Holocaust Memorial. He had reasons for wanting to know more about that era, and as it has been an important setting for me with my long interest in the moral meaning of totalitarianism, I showed him what he wanted to see—and, knowing the city, I had made a reservation at a restaurant in Alexandria wonderfully named Bilbo Baggins, smiling in my heart.


When we sat down, the waitress came to our table, looked between us, and said to Sean, “I think you’re on the menu!” Well, whether Sam was literally there or not, at least there were hobbits and elves and wizards along with the delightful fare of the restaurant, and we eventually had our lunch, talking about the morning, movies, and much more.


While Sean may be known in ways that most of us are not, his primary roles have been about the most ordinary of folk. Remember the walk-on hopeful “Rudy” who was not recruited by Notre Dame, but who longed with every ounce of his being to play for the Fighting Irish. But clearly it was his role as Samwise that made him recognizable at Bilbo Baggins, in a film in which he entered into a character best known for his undying courage through ordinary and extraordinary adventures, and for his furry feet.


The vision which brought our conversation into being was inspired by the life of Josiah Wedgwood, the British businessman of the eighteenth century whose company made fine dinnerware. His friendship with William Wilberforce and the Clapham community implicated him in the questions of his time and place, connecting the work of his life with his life in the world, making him ask questions about what his company made and why they made it. For ten frustrating years bills were presented to the Parliament to abolish slavery, and each time Wilberforce was laughed out of Westminster’s hallowed halls; slavery was the economic engine of the British Empire at a time when the sun never set upon it, and the politicians were never going to change the lucrative trajectory of their political economy. These men and women of Clapham decided to go another way, committing themselves to the longer work of changing the hearts and minds of the English people; in the words of the Wedgwood Circle, they believed that “the culture is upstream from politics,” understanding that any political transformation must first of all come from the hearts of ordinary people in ordinary places who together believe in a justice that is more than “just us”—and so they took on educational, agricultural, and prison reform, the changing of child labor laws, animal welfare, and much more.


And for his part, the man of the marketplace that he was, Wedgwood commissioned a plate with a cameo of a slave in chains right in its very middle, with the words “Am I Not a Man and a Brother?” running across the top. Rather than offering these as charity, a wealthy man’s philanthropy for a cause he believed in, he decided to sell them, believing that the artful integrity of the plates would make them marketable—and at the same time become a means of changing the cultural conversation about the meaning of slavery. Remembering this story, the Wedgwood Circle was created, believing that the best art, art that reflects the good, the true and the beautiful, can find its way into the marketplaces of the modern world, perhaps transforming our understanding of things that matter most.


But Sam Gamgee, and William Wilberforce too?


While millions have seen the cinematic version of Tolkien’s tale, the books are the best way into Middle-earth, necessarily truer and therefore richer, with narrative complexity and nuance born of a literary and moral imagination that is unparalleled. With over 150 million copies sold, the trilogy has drawn in young and old the world over who read and read again these books about a world that seems so far from ours, and yet is not—principally because they are truthful about what it means to be a hobbit, and a human.


The novelist Walker Percy’s wisdom still echoes into the world, arguing that “Bad books lie; they lie most of all about the human condition.” With unusual insight he set forth a remarkably strong thesis that showed why and how that is played out in the stories we know best, literary visions from worlds and worldviews that are universes next door to all of us.


Why do people everywhere find themselves in Tolkien’s world? And see themselves on the pages of his stories? While his own life was in the refined academic city of Oxford with its ancient university, Tolkien chose to write his stories about the most ordinary life of all, of a village in a shire where good gardening and good beer made for a good life. Even in the very urbanizing world of the twenty-first century, there is something about the imaginative universe of the hobbits that invites us in, awakening us to something more, to believe in more, to hope for more.


In hobbit lore, Samwise Gamgee is the steadfast companion of Frodo through the trilogy we know as The Lord of the Rings. When the call comes to Frodo, it comes to Sam too, and off they go on their long pilgrimage, there and back again.


We know the story of the quiet life of the Shire with good cups of tea, good pipes to smoke, and good friendships, at least until Gandalf enters in with a task to be taken up. After some months and with some reluctance, Frodo and his friends leave all that is dear to them for the sake of the strange call to be Bearers of the Ring. Along the way they find that there are taverns to be enjoyed, lingering as long as they can; that there are adversaries who relentlessly pursue them, intending to stop them before they have even left their homeland; that the respite of Rivendell is a great grace with its unbounded hospitality, a place to be as satisfied as anyone can be …; and then mile after mile over the course of months through the thick and thin of orcs and every other unimaginable evil, until finally Mount Doom is seen in the distance—where Tolkien tell us, “They clutched at their hearts,” knowing and yet not knowing the terror that was before them.


The very reason for their pilgrimage now comes to bear on what will be. Can they make it to Mount Doom? And can they hold onto the Ring, all the way to its fiery end? Those questions carry us into hardships of every kind, with heartaches that make completing their journey seem impossible, and we take a deep breath, learning that, “In terror, they stumbled on.”


But slowly they keep at it, in some way knowing that the quest has more meaning than they know. And then, after seeming to come to the very end of what they can do, Samwise is Samwise one more time, saying, “Come, Mr. Frodo! I’ve got one thing I wanted: a bit of light. Enough to help us, and yet I guess it’s dangerous too.” Which it is, all the way along, with more difficulties, and more dangers, almost too much to bear.


Hope is hard, especially with more knowledge of what is and is not in the lives that are ours. Often, the farther we go, the harder it is to hope. That is as true for hobbits as it is for the rest of us, as finally the way forward seems impossible for these two stalwart friends. How can they go any further? What is uncanny in Tolkien’s vision is his ability to hold together both the worst and the best, the most wrenching of experiences with ones that awaken us to our bravest and truest selves.




But even as hope died in Sam, or seemed to die, it was turned to a new strength. Sam’s plain hobbit-face grew stern, almost grim, as the will hardened in him, and he felt through all his limbs a thrill, as if he was turning into some creature of stone and steel that neither despair nor weariness nor endless barren miles could subdue.6





And then, and then … “a glimmer of hope returned to him.”


Enough so that they made their way to the very pinnacle of the dreaded mountain, and the last battle for the Ring takes place, with Frodo and Gollum at the very edge of the great volcano with its yawning chasm waiting for one of them. Back and forth, up and down, until finally Gollum bites Frodo’s ring finger, and as he does he falls into the mouth of the mountain—with both the finger and the ring between his teeth.


When I first read this story, a long time ago now, it felt to me like the story should have been over. A grand climax, a final fight, the credits roll, and “The End” is the end. Some stories do come to that conclusion, and in my younger years I expected that, and wanted that; but I have come to see that the best books do not finish that way—because they are books that tell the truth about the human condition, about what it means to be human. The life we all know is not that one, a world where in one fell swoop all good happens, where everyone gets everything, and we smile forevermore. Rather, Tolkien takes us down from the mountain, with pages and pages of more pilgrimage before we see the hobbits come home to the Shire, and all of this is after Frodo accomplishes his great task.


What becomes clear is that the work is not yet done. In part because in the world that really is, there is now more work to be done, like the sorting out of political affairs in a particular time and place now that the Ring and its powers are no more; but also because in an adventure like the one they have had there are wounds that have wounded, and they must be healed. The long trek, the innumerable hardships, the deadly battles, the fierce conflicts, the fight to the finish, all this and more have broken our friends, heart and mind, soul and strength. And because Gandalf of course sees more than most, he offers this grace to Frodo and Sam: “If your hurts grieve you still and the memory of your burden is heavy, then you may pass into the West, until all your wounds and weariness are healed”—words that become life for them over the next days, on through to the end of days.


And they make their way home, staying for the crowning glory of a king and his queen, but in reality it is Rivendell that calls them, and beyond that, the Shire itself. After so many miles, full of so much travail, they long for the rest of home, the place they most love in their whole world. We all know that longing.


But it is not to be, for as they cross the Brandywine River, the beginning of the end of their journey, rather than home, sweet home, “the land looked rather sad and forlorn.” Little did they know that in their year away, Hobbiton had been turned upside down, with greedy and malicious hobbits taking over its political economy, allowing Evil itself to make its dwelling in the person of Saruman, the fallen wizard whose powers were corrupted through a tragic disordering of his affections, whose malice has already affected everyone and everything in the story that is The Lord of the Rings.


Tolkien says it best, and we should all read him, taking his gifts to heart. Between two worlds, the world of all things being right, now that the Ring has been destroyed, and the world that is not yet right, because wrong still lives and moves and has its being even in the Shire, we realize that we are being guided on this pilgrimage by a wise man, someone who knows the hearts of hobbits and humans, marked by both glory and ruin as we are. Even home was not yet finally, fully “home”—but home they went.




The travelers trotted on, and as the sun began to sink towards the White Downs far away on the western horizon they came to Bywater by its wide pool; and there they had their first really painful shock. This was Frodo and Sam’s own country, and they found out now that they cared about it more than any other place in the world.7





But caring for it more than they cared for anything anywhere, they were still surprised by what they found when they rode into this place of long love, and the loyal Pippin exclaims, “Well, I am staggered! Of all the ends to our journey that is the very last I should have thought of: to have to fight half-orcs and ruffians in the Shire itself.” But fight them they did, to the bitter end, Sam concluding, “I shan’t call it the end, till we’ve cleared up the mess. And that’ll take a lot of time and work.”


Which it did, because it always does. Through the long adventure, up and over the terror and triumph of Mount Doom, and back home again, we might expect that “all’s well that ends well.” But because the best stories are stubbornly true to what it means to be human, living in this now-but-not world—where everything is never possible—there is still tension to be lived into, there is still sorrow to be lived with. With existential pain, a pain born of his very existence at the end of the journey, Frodo tells his friends that he is wounded, “and I may never really heal.”


He goes on, wanting them to understand what he sees in his own self, and what it means for all of them. “But I have been too deeply hurt, Sam. I tried to save the Shire, and it has been saved, but not for me. It must often be so, Sam, when things are in danger: someone has to give them up, lose them, so that others may keep them.”


But finally the Shire is “scoured,” as one of the final chapters puts it, though even with that cleansing, all has not been made well, finally and fully well. It is in “the West” alone where that kind of healing will happen, and only when this story of the hobbits is placed within the Great Story of Middle-earth will their deepest longings and loves be satisfied. And so they make their way back to Rivendell, then to the sea where Gandalf awaits them, in his wizardly wisdom having the last word, “Well, here at last, dear friends, on the shores of Middle-earth. Go in peace! I will not say: do not weep; for not all tears are an evil.”8




For not all tears are an evil.





At the very end of his hundreds of pages, the final words of the final book, Tolkien reminds us that there are good reasons to cry. Even sailing off into the West, the place “where all wounds and weariness are healed,” we still have tears. Not of bitterness any longer, but tears are still tears, born of our yearning for what should be, for what will be. There is written into the very heart of Middle-earth the realization of the proximate, of making peace with the proximate … of something that is real and true and right, knowing that we do not yet see everything, that not all sad things have yet become untrue.


That was as true for Bilbo and Frodo, even for Sam, as it is for any one of us. We are frail, even in our earnestness, and we never ever get everything right. There is a tension between what we believe and how we live, between what we know is real and true and right, and the on-the-ground lives we live—and so we have to make peace with the proximate, choosing for something that is honest. Not because we have given up our hopes, but because we begin to know the deeper reality of life in this wounded world, that not all hurts are healed now, and yet we still must keep our hearts alive, into the Shire and beyond.
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