



Rivendell Postulant’s Guide, Unit B

Our Story and The Story
The Rivendell Motif and the Journey

Part I
Significance of “Rivendell”; Narrative Theology

From The Constitution of the Rivendell Community:

Article 1: Name and Purpose

i.	The Rivendell Community is a Christian Community of the Episcopal Church.  In obedience to our Lord Jesus Christ’s commands, we seek to love God with all our heart and soul and mind and strength, and our neighbor as ourselves, particularly through the Community’s vocation of contemplation and hospitality.  

ii.	Like its literary namesake�Notes

�   Rivendell is the name of the “last homely house east of the sea” in J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings.  The fullest description is in Book Two, chapter 1., Rivendell intends to provide places of sanctuary, sustenance, consolation and healing, challenge and guidance for those who travel the Way, and “homely houses” where the stories, songs, and customs of our true Home are remembered, cherished and lived with beauty, intensity and joy.   Having renounced the evil powers of this world which corrupt and destroy the creatures of God,��   The baptismal rite, The Book of Common Prayer 1979, p. 302
 we intend to stand against them by practicing a way of life grounded in and reaching out toward the Reign of God, without using the weapons of domination; and by seeking strength and grace, both for ourselves and for others with different vocations, in our ministries in the world.  The Community’s work includes hospitality, both physical and spiritual, for those whom God gives us to love and care for, as well as the constant offering of prayer and worship on behalf of the Church and the world.  It seeks to nourish both members and guests with the riches of the Episcopal tradition, and, in particular, to embody the contemplative aspect of the life of faith and support those drawn to it.  The Community desires to glorify God and serve the beloved people of God through lives of continuing conversion, increasingly open to the transformative power of God and available for the work of God in the world. 

“God made man because he loves stories.”  (Elie Wiesel, The Gates of the Forest)

+ + +

	This section assumes familiarity with J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings.  The Lord of the Rings is readily available in several formats.  In addition, a splendid audio version on CDs is available from Recorded Books, with Rob Inglis as the narrator.
  If you haven’t read this work, now would be a good time to start.  Meanwhile, if you’d like you might begin on another unit; or, if you prefer, reading the trilogy can be the first (and substantial) part of this unit of the formation program.   Some of those who are familiar with it might like to use this as an occasion for re-reading a beloved work.  Please note that the movies, though they’re works of art in their own right, should not be substituted for reading the books.  There are substantial differences as well as the inevitable omissions, and  Rivendell itself is rather differently portrayed.  (One young commentator complained, “Rivendell isn’t right in the movie–it has too many curlicues!”)

+ + +

	The choice of the name “Rivendell” reflects some significant aspects of the Community’s ethos.  In this unit we’ll explore some facets of this ethos, and invite you to reflect on your own story in the context of The Story.  (By this we mean the Great Story of God’s dealings with humankind, from the creation to the consummation of God’s purposes, as told and lived in the Scriptures and the history and tradition of the Church–not The Lord of the Rings, although members of the Community have occasionally referred to it, not entirely facetiously, as “trito-canonical”!)

	First, the name implies that we value and acknowledge the power of Story, of narrative, in living and reflecting on Christian experience.  Narrative theology has proven to be a rich and fruitful movement, emerging particularly in the latter part of the 20th century; it assumes that many theological affirmation are best expressed and conveyed, not in abstract or theoretical formulations, but in and through story.  Narrative approaches to biblical study, too, have offered very significant additions to the repertoire of biblical scholarship.  Moreover, psychological research suggests that human beings learn most effectively and deeply when material is conveyed in narrative form.  While “the human heart is God-shaped,” the human mind seems to be story-shaped.

	Likewise, we often perceive the traces of God’s love and gracious activity in our lives by “reading between the lines” of our own stories, and by listening to and living our stories in the light of God’s story–our little stories caught up in the magnificent drama of The Story, which gives them both meaning and transcendent hope.  “Human experience is inherently narrative in form.”  Terrence W. Tilley, Story Theology (Wilmington, Delaware: Michael Glazier, 1985), p. 23

	Any story, if it is true enough, provides a mirror in which we may see something of our own struggles and aspirations, reflected from a new angle.  Within the Christian tradition we find our own personal stories drawn ever more deeply into the Great Story told in Scripture and constantly reenacted in the life and worship of the Church.  Each of our lives is unique; God never tells the same story twice.  Yet certain patterns recur: the shape of a Christian story, for instance, is predictably cruciform; that is, it bears the form of the Paschal Mystery: Christ’s death and resurrection, and our participation in it.

	In addition to scripture and personal narratives, stories drawn from myth, folk tale, literature, and religious tradition can be significant in the journey of faith, not least because they stock our supply of possible maps of the spiritual landscape and metaphors to describe it.  To speak of the journey at all is next to impossible without metaphor.  “The journey” itself is a metaphor so deeply rooted in scripture and tradition, and in the human psyche, that it seems to figure in most attempts to describe the inner life.  Certain landscape features such as desert, mountaintop, garden and city recur so frequently and with such rich associations in biblical and post-biblical narratives that through the centuries they have become stock metaphors readily available in the common tradition.


Questions for reflection:

– Literature:  What are some stories which are particularly significant, and perhaps formative, for you?  (These might include movies, fairy tales, myths and legends as well as biography and fiction.)

– Scripture:  In the biblical story, what characters do you particularly like?  What figures do you identify with, or find resonance with in your own life?

– Christian tradition: Are there particular saints or other figures in the history and life of the Church that you find especially attractive?  What personal qualities or aspects of their lives most speak to you?

– Current experience: How would you describe the “landscape” of your journey of faith at the present time?


