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Tolkien’s Lord of  the Rings: The Road of  the Heart’sDesire

All passages were selected based on the following four insights of  Fr. John S. Dunne, CSC:

1. Things are meant.
2. There are signs.
3. The heart speaks.
4. There is a way.

Dunne believed that the so-called “chance-happenings” of  our lives are clues—signs—of  the
fact that we are in a story, a deep, mysterious adventure. Tolkien’s work inspired and
encouraged him in this view by illustrating these four mysterious principles about the
journey of  our lives—the journey of  our hearts to find their deepest desire.

Things Are Meant

“Behind that there was something else at work, beyond any design of  the Ring-maker. I can
put it no plainer than by saying that Bilbo was meant to find the Ring, and not by its maker. In
which case you also were meant to have it. And that may be an encouraging thought.” (Bk. I,
Ch. 2, p. 54-55)

What shall we do with the Ring, the least of  rings, the trifle that Sauron fancies? That is the
doom that we must deem. That is the purpose for which you are called hither. Called, I say,
though I have not called you to me, strangers from distant lands. You have come and are
here met, in this very nick of  time, by chance as it may seem. Yet it is not so. Believe rather
that it is so ordered that we, who sit here, and none others, must now find counsel for the
peril of  the world. (Bk. II, Ch. 2, p. 236)

“We have journeyed a long way round,” said Legolas. We could have all come here safe
together, if  we had left the Great River on the second or third day and struck west. Few can
foresee whither their road will lead them, till they come to its end.”
“But we did not wish to come to Fangorn,” said Gimli.
“Yet here we are…,” said Legolas. (Bk. III, Ch. 5, p. 99)

[Gandalf] turned. “Come, Aragorn son of  Arathorn!” he said. “Do not regret your choice in
the valley of  the Emyn Muil, nor call it a vain pursuit. You chose amid doubts the path that
seemed right: the choice was just, and it has been rewarded. For so we have met in time, who
otherwise might have met too late.” (Bk. III, Ch. 5, p. 489)

There Are Signs

“I have been so taken up with the thoughts of  leaving Bag End, and of  saying farewell, that I
have never even considered the direction,” said Frodo. “For where am I to go? And by what
shall I steer? What is to be my quest? Bilbo went to find a treasure, there and back again; but
I go to lose one, and not return, as far as I can see.”
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“But you cannot see very far,” said Gandalf. “Neither can I. It may be your task to find the
Cracks of  Doom; but that quest may be for others: I do not know. At any rate, you are not
ready for that long road yet.”
“No indeed!” said Frodo. “But in the meantime what course am I to take?”
“Towards danger; but not too rashly, nor too straight,” answered the wizard. (Bk. I, Ch. 3, p.
64-65)

[Gandalf:] “Hope is not victory. War is upon us and all our friends, a war in which only the
use of  the Ring could give us surety of  victory. It fills me with great sorrow and great fear:
for much shall be destroyed and all may be lost…” He rose and gazed eastward, shading his
eyes, as if  he saw things far away that none of  them could see. Then he shook his head.
“No,” he said in a soft voice, “it has gone beyond our reach. Of  that let us at least be glad.
We can no longer be tempted to use the Ring. We must go down to face a peril near despair,
yet that deadly peril is removed.” (Bk. III, Ch. 5, p. 489)

[Gandalf:] “Be merry! We meet again. At the turn of  the tide. The great storm is coming, but
the tide has turned.”
He laid his hand on Gimli’s head, and the Dwarf  looked up and laughed suddenly.
“Gandalf!” he said. “But you are all in white!”
“Yes I am in white now,” said Gandalf. “Indeed I am Saruman, one might almost say,
Saruman as he should have been…I have passed through fire and deep water, since we
parted. I have forgotten much that I thought I knew, and learned again much that I had
forgotten. I can see many things far off, but many things that are close at hand I cannot see.”
(Bk. III, Ch. 5, p. 484)

“I don’t like anything here at all,” said Frodo… “But so our path is laid.”
“Yes, that’s so,” said Sam. “And 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. 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  a 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 as 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?”
“I wonder,” said Frodo. “But I don’t know. And that’s the way of  a real tale. Take any one
that you’re fond of. You may know, or guess, what kind of  a tale it is, happy-ending or
sad-ending, but the people in it don’t know. And you don’t want them to.”
“No, sir, of  course not. Beren now, he never thought he was going to get that Silmaril from
the Iron Crown in Thangorodrim, and he did, and that was a worse place and a blacker
danger than ours. But that’s a long tale, of  course, and goes on past the happiness and into
grief  and beyond it—and the Silmaril went on and came to Eärendil. And why, sir, I never
thought of  that before! We’ve got—you’ve got some of  the light of  it in that star-glass that
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the Lady gave you! Why, to think of  it, we’re in the same tale still! It’s going on. Don’t the
great tales never end?”
“No, they never end as tales,” said Frodo. “But the people in them come, and go when their
part’s ended.” (Bk. IV, Ch. 8, p. 696-97)

The Heart Speaks

“Many that live deserve death. And some that die deserve life. Can you give it to them? Then
do not be too eager to deal out death in judgement. For even the very wise cannot see all
ends. I have not much hope that Gollum can be cured before he dies, but there is a chance
of  it. And he is bound up with the fate of  the Ring. My heart tells me that he has some part
to play yet, for good or ill, before the end; and when that comes, the pity of  Bilbo may rule
the fate of  many—yours not least.” (Bk. I, Ch. 2, p. 58)

“Do you feel any need to leave the Shire now—now that your wish to see [the elves] has
come true already?” [Frodo] asked.
“Yes, sir. I don’t know how to say it, but after last night I feel different. I seem to see ahead,
in a kind of  way. I know that we are going to take a very long road, into darkness; but I know
I can’t turn back. It isn’t to see Elves now, nor dragons, nor mountains, that I want—I don’t
rightly know what I want: but I have something to do before the end, and it lies ahead, not in
the Shire. I must see it through, sir, if  you understand me.”
“I don’t altogether. But I understand that Gandalf  chose me a good companion. I am
content. We will go together.” (Bk. I, Ch. 4, p. 85)

The noon bell rang. Still no one spoke. Frodo glanced at all the faces, but they were not
turned to him. All the Council sat with downcast eyes, as if  in deep thought. A great dread
fell on him, as if  he was awaiting the pronouncement of  some doom that he had long seen
and vainly hoped may might after all never be spoken. An overwhelming longing to rest and
remain at peace by Bilbo’s side in Rivendell filled all his heart. At last with an effort he spoke,
and wondered to hear his own words, as if  some other will was using his small voice.
“I will take the Ring,” he said, “though I do not know the way.” (Bk. II, Ch. 2, p. 263-64)

[Aragorn:] “Here is the heart of  Elvendom on earth,” he said, “and here my heart dwells
ever, unless there be a light beyond the dark roads that we still must tread, you and I.” (Bk.
II, Ch. VI, p. 343)

“Torment in the dark was the danger that I feared, and it did not hold me back. But I would
not have come, had I known the danger of  light and joy. Now I have taken my worst wound
in this parting, even if  I were to go this night straight to the Dark Lord. Alas for Gimli, son
of  Glóin!”
“Nay!” said Legolas. “Alas for us all! And for all that walk the world in these after-days. For
such is the way of  it: to find and lose, as it seems to those whose boat is on the running
stream. But I count you blessed, Gimli, son of  Gloin: for your loss you suffer of  your own
free will, and you might have chosen otherwise. But you have not forsaken your companions,
and the least reward that you shall have is that the memory of  Lothlórien shall remain ever
clear and unstained in your heart, and shall neither fade nor grow stale.”
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“Maybe,” said Gimli; “and I thank you for your words. True words doubtless; yet all such
comfort is cold. Memory is not what the heart desires. That is only a mirror, be it clear as
Kheled-zâram. Or so says the heart of  Gimli the Dwarf.” (Bk. II, Ch. VIII, p. 369)

Suddenly Boromir came and sat beside him. “Are you sure that you do not suffer
needlessly?” he said. “I wish to help you. You need counsel in your hard choice. Will you not
take mine?”
“I think I know already what counsel you would give, Boromir,” said Frodo. “And it would
seem like wisdom but for the warning of  my heart.”
“Warning? Warning against what?” said Boromir sharply.
“Against delay. Against the way that seems easier. Against refusal of  the burden that is laid on
me. Against—well, if  it must be said, against trust in the strength and truth of  Men.” (Bk. II,
Ch. 10, p. 388)

[Faramir:] “I do not know what is happening. The reason of  my waking mind tells me that
great evil has befallen and we stand at the end of  days. But my heart says nay; and all my
limbs are light, and a hope and joy are come to me that no reason can deny…I do not
believe that any darkness will endure!” (Bk. VI, Ch. 5, 941)

There Is a Way

“I wish it need not have happened in my time,” said Frodo.
“So do I,” said Gandalf, “and so do all who live to see such times. But that is not for them to
decide. All we have to decide is what to do with the time that is given us.” (Bk. I, Ch. 2, p.
50)

[Elrond:] “The road must be trod, but it will be very hard. And neither strength nor wisdom
will carry us far upon it. This quest may be attempted by the weak with as much hope as the
strong. Yet such is of  the course of  deeds that move the wheels of  the world: small hands do
them because they must, while the eyes of  the great are elsewhere.” (Bk. II, Ch. 2, p. 262)

“Do not be afraid,” said Aragorn, “I came in time, and I have called him back. He is weary
now, and grieved, and he has taken a hurt like the Lady Éowyn, daring to smite that deadly
thing. But these evils can be amended, so strong and gay a spirit is in him. His grief  he will
not forget; but it will not darken his heart, it will teach him wisdom.” (Bk. V, Ch. 8, p.
850-51)

[Gandalf:] “Other evils may come; for Sauron is himself  but a servant or emissary. Yet it is
not our part to master all the tides of  the world, but to do what is in us for the succour of
those years wherein we are set, uprooting the evil in the fields that we know, so that those
who live after may have clean earth to till. What weather they shall have is not ours to rule.
(Bk. V, Ch. 9, p. 861)

“There, peeping among the cloud-wrack above a dark tor high up in the mountains,
Sam saw a white star twinkle for a while. The beauty of  it smote his heart, as he
looked up out of  the forsaken land, and hope returned to him. For like a shaft, clear
and cold, the thought pierced him that in the end the Shadow was only a small and
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passing thing: there was light and high beauty for ever beyond its reach.” (Bk. VI,
Ch. 2, p. 901)

“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.” (Bk. VI, Ch. 3, p. 913)

“And the ship went out into the High Sea and passed on into the West, until at last on a
night of  rain Frodo smelled a sweet fragrance on the air and heard the sound of  singing that
came over the water. And then it seemed to him that as in his dream in the house of
Bombadil, the grey rain-curtain turned all to silver glass and was rolled back, and he beheld
white shores and beyond them a far green country under a swift sunrise.” (Bk. VI, Ch. 9,
1007)


