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  Foreword 
Michael Ward

The essays in this volume derive from a Tolkien conference held 
at Franciscan University of Steubenville in 2023. Much delayed 
by the COVID-19 pandemic, the conference was aptly called “A 
Long-Expected Party”—that name, of course, being the opening 
chapter title of The Lord of the Rings.

At that conference, I myself was an unexpected party (to re-
purpose the opening chapter title of The Hobbit) after one of the 
keynote speakers suddenly needed to withdraw from the lineup. 
Happening to be stateside and with a most unusual window of 
flexibility in my schedule, I was drafted in, at short notice, to 
plug the gap and flew into town on the day of my talk, the final 
talk of the whole event,1 only to learn that the airline had mislaid 
my checked baggage—this while I was dressed in my oldest and 
shabbiest travel-wear, clothes that were barely acceptable for fly-
ing and totally wrong for a formal academic conference.

To spare my blushes, one of the other speakers, my friend, 
the invariably well-dressed Michael Hoggatt, kindly swapped his 
garb with mine, and I was ushered onstage to deliver the con-
cluding lecture, looking much more dapper than ever before 
in my life.

I mention this mildly amusing little adventure not only to 
explain my involvement with the conference and the subsequent 
request that came my way to author this preface but also to high-
light the concepts of the expected and the unexpected.

The expected and the unexpected strike me as highly rel-
evant to this volume’s contents, and that in two ways: first, in 
the various approaches to Tolkien’s work that the contributors 

1. Michael Ward, “Peak Middle-earth: Why Mount Doom Is Not the Climax of The 
Lord of the Rings,” An Unexpected Journal, December 8, 2021, https://anunexpectedjournal.com 
/peak-middle-earth-why-mount-doom-is-not-the-climax-of-the-lord-of-the-rings.
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provide; second, in Tolkien’s legendarium itself and the faith that 
underlies it.

With regard to the contributors’ approaches, the editors say 
in their foreword, “In addition to the expected English-literature 
papers, the disciplines of theology, philosophy, political science, 
and education are here represented.” They go on to remark that 
this diversity of perspectives shows “the boundary-transcending 
attractiveness of Tolkien’s mythopoetic project” (p. xix). Yes, in-
deed. Well said!

One expects to find, in a volume of this kind, a discussion of 
‘the function of literature and storytelling,’ such as Laura Sigler 
ably presents: One does not expect John Holmes’s sizzling essay, 
“Tom-Bombadillo-Ba-Wop-Bam-Boom.” Erik Ellis’s excellent 
“Key to the Wordhoard” is what one knows one wants in a study 
of Tolkien the famous philologist; an exploration of national 
apostasy, such as Luke Foster helpfully supplies, was not on my 
bingo card. The other fifteen contributions provide a similar mix 
of the looked-for and the surprising.

Tolkien’s legendarium itself repeatedly exhibits expectedness 
and unexpectedness, and this duality is insightfully brought out 
in many of the chapters that follow. Let me list just a handful 
of examples:

•	 As Gandalf struggles to rid Théoden of Wormtongue’s evil 
influence: “Tolkien does something entirely unexpected, 
choosing to have Gandalf gather power not from a weapon 
or spell but from a mere song” (p. 285).

•	 “When an Elf acts rightly, it is commonplace and expected, 
and thus the nobility of the act is lesser. When a Man acts 
rightly, it is monumental simply because his fate is not previ-
ously determined to act in goodness or wickedness” (p. 78).

•	 Amdir is an Elven kind of hope that springs from “an 
expectation of good, which though uncertain has some 
foundation in what is known,” whereas estel is the hope that 




