Seeking with Frodo: A Search for Courageous Faith
Philippians 1:27-28, 2:1-4


A Jedi. A wizard. A slayer. For the past three weeks their searches have helped us reflect on our own spiritual journeys. Today a hobbit helps us continue our seeking.


Although Frodo Baggins is small in stature, he fills a large role in J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings. As this epic trilogy begins, the young hobbit inherits a magical ring from his Uncle Bilbo. But Frodo keeps the ring hidden—as the wizard Gandalf instructed him.

That is until seventeen years later when Gandalf returns to Frodo’s home in the Shire. The wizard informs Frodo that the ring belonged to the evil Sauron, who wants to use it to conquer Middle-earth.

Frodo realizes that as long as he has the ring he’s a danger to the other hobbits living in the Shire. So he decides to follow Gandalf’s instruction and leave home. He will take the ring to Rivendell—home of the mighty elf lord Elrond. Joining him on this journey are his gardener Sam and his cousins Pippin and Merry.


In Rivendell the Council of Elrond decides that the ring should be destroyed by casting it into the Mount of Doom in Mordor, which is the realm of Sauron. Everyone recognizes how dangerous such a mission will be, but Frodo still steps forward to serve as the ring-bearer. He accepts it as his quest.


This quest proves to be journey of discovery for Frodo as he learns about himself, those around him, and the world in which he lives. His quest also becomes a journey of discovery for us—one along which we learn about the search for and the meaning of courageous faith.


Among those lessons, Frodo’s search reveals the need to find others with whom to travel the journey of courageous faith.

From the beginning, Gandalf urges Frodo not to travel his journey alone. As Frodo prepares to leave the Shire, Gandalf encourages him to take “anyone you can trust, and who would be willing to go by your side—and that you would be willing to take into unknown perils.”


Sam, who’s been eavesdropping, sheds a tear as he considers Frodo’s attempting to travel such a journey alone. And young Merry voices the hobbits’ commitment to accompany him:

You can trust us to stick with you through thick and thin—to the bitter end. And you can trust us to keep any secret of yours—closer than you keep it yourself. But you cannot trust us to let you face trouble alone, and go off without a word. We are your friends, Frodo.


This circle of hobbit friends soon expands to become the “nine walkers”—the company the elf lord Elrond selects to accompany Frodo on his quest. The members of the company are remarkably diverse. They represent all of the “free peoples” of Middle-earth and bring unique strengths for the journey ahead.


Ralph Wood, a professor of theology and literature, explains that the members of this company “are not united by race or language or class, but solely by their friendship: their abiding love for each other and their common devotion to the Good as it is embodied in the Quest. Together, these two things give them an immense moral freedom, and thus an immense power against Sauron . . . and all the other enemies of such freedom. . . . The four hobbits are already friends, but the other five members of the company soon join them in an unbreakable circle of faith and trust and solidarity. They are united by their common purpose, by their loyalty to Gandalf as their guide, by their hatred of Sauron . . . by their desire to preserve Middle-earth from destruction and, increasingly, by their mutual sacrifice and suffering.”


It’s friendship rather than a forced loyalty oath that provides this fellowship of the ring with the courageous faith its members will need as they travel the journey ahead. Elrond reminds them of this just before they depart from Rivendell:
“This is my last word. The Ring-bearer is setting out on the Quest of Mount Doom. On him alone is any charge laid. . . . The others go with him as free companions, to help him on his way. You may tarry, or come back, or turn aside into other paths, as chance allows. The further you go, the less easy will it be to withdraw; yet no oath or bond is laid on you to go further than you will. For you do not yet know the strength of your hearts, and you cannot foresee what each may meet upon the road.”


The road along which Frodo and the others travel also reveals another important lesson about courageous faith. Such a faith requires finding something larger than oneself in which to trust.


Ralph Wood contends that at “its root and core, faith is always an act of trust,” which means that it entails a radical risk. Frodo and the others “repeatedly find themselves performing acts of faith—entrusting themselves to each other and to their own unproven convictions about the Good.”


That type of courageous faith also entails a refusal to love one’s life so much that one’s soul is lost. It requires one to preserve his or her integrity before others and in the presence and pursuit of the good.


Frodo and others in The Lord of the Ring perform countless acts of heroism. But their acts of courageous faith also fill the trilogy. Wood describes these acts as a less obvious kind of sacrifice: “the willingness to lay down their lives without real hope of victory, especially at the end when there seems to be no chance of defeating Sauron.”


Before the final battle, Gandalf encourage this kind of courageous faith:

Prudence would counsel you to strengthen such strong places as you have, and there await the onset. . . . I do not counsel prudence. I said victory could not be achieved by arms. I still hope for victory, but not by arms.


Wood notes that all of the members of the fellowship of the ring “stake their lives on a future realization of the Good beyond the bounds of the world. Their devotion to their quest does not depend upon any sort of certainty concerning its success. They are called to be faithful rather than victorious.”


The courageous faith to which Frodo and his traveling companions are called also involves finding a connection with a larger story—one that will provide them with a broader worldview and a greater vision for their own lives.

Frodo and Sam discuss the kind of story into which they’ve fallen and what their role is in it might be. Sam tells Frodo:


“We shouldn’t be here at all, if we’d known more about it before we started. But I suppose it’s often that way with the brave things in the old tales and songs, Mr. Frodo: adventures, as I used to call them. I used to think that they were things the wonderful folk of the stories went out and looked for, because they wanted them, because they were exciting and life was a bit dull, a kind of sport, as you might say. But that’s not the way of it with the tales that really mattered, or the ones that stay in the mind. Folk seem to have been just landed in them, usually—their paths were laid that way, as you put it. But I expect they had lots of chances, like us, of turning back, only they didn’t. And if they had, we shouldn’t know because they’d have been forgotten. We hear about those who just went on—and not all to a good end, mind you; at least not to what folk inside a story and not outside it call a good end. You know coming home, and finding things all right, though not quite the same—like old Mr. Bilbo. But those aren’t always the best tales to hear though they may be the best tales to get landed in! I wonder what sort of tale we’ve fallen into?”


Frodo interjects that it’s best not to know whether we’re acting out a happy tale or a sad one. If we were assured of a happy destiny, then we would become presumptuous and complacent. If we were warned of a sad destiny, then we’d be cynical and despairing. In neither case would we live and struggle by means of real faith.


“Don’t the great tales ever end?” Sam asks.

Frodo says no. Each individual story—even the story of other fellowships and companies—is sure to end. But when our own story is done, someone else will take the one great tale forward to either a better or worse moment in its ongoing drama.

Sam comes to understand that what matters is playing the proper role in an infinitely larger story than our own little narrative.


And perhaps that’s the most important lesson about courageous faith. Such a faith invites us to enter into a story that’s infinitely larger than our own little narrative. A story about the good to which we’re called to give our entire selves. A story about the promise of a power greater than ourselves.


In writing to the Christians in Philippi, Paul sees this story in “the gospel of Christ.” A story that calls believers to stand firm in one spirit, to strive side by side with one mind, to refuse to be intimated by those who oppose them. A story that provides the larger narrative that enables a life of courageous faith.


May we find our connection with that story—and in it discover the courageous faith for which we seek. Amen.

Invitation to Communion


In his letter to the Philippians, Paul urges them to share in the same mind, the same story, of Jesus. In Paul’s words, it’s a story of one “who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross.”


We gather at this table to remember the story of Jesus and to commit ourselves to sharing in that story. May the gifts we receive here also help us commit to living with the love of Jesus. A love that calls for humility, for a lack of selfish ambition, for a commitment to the interests of others.
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