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I. Setting the Stage
This paper is meant to be read with the accompanying portfolio
 illustrating Leif Hansen’s Arts Thesis Project entitled “Quest for the Captive Child”.  The project, difficult to describe by labels of traditional artistic mediums, involved creating and directing an audience-participative role-playing weekend set on Orcas Island
.  The experience of participating in the project was meant, in short, to give each guest a greater sense and understanding of the need to restore the ‘magic’ of ‘relational creativity’ to a world becoming dangerously ‘technologized’.  The specific meaning of these terms (magic, relational creativity, and technologized) will be made clearer throughout this paper.
I will first be describing how the vision of this project originated, evolved, and finally came into being.  I will then describe the events of the actual weekend in detail, including commentary from a director’s point of view.  Next, I’ll be doing some theological reflection on the meaning of the whole weekend and on why certain choices were made.  Finally, I will end by discussing any lingering artistic, theological, or personal issues –including some speculation on what shape these happenings might take in the future.
Origins

I have long struggled with questions pertaining to my relationship with technology and, prior to coming to Regent, had looked forward to my time of studying theology as a time in which I could at some point wrestle with this topic and hopefully further my understanding of it.  During the winter of 2001 I decided to ‘take on’ the subject of technology and so embarked on a guided study with Loren Wilkinson –perhaps the only professor who might tolerate my unusual angle of interest:  I wanted to better understand technology’s historical development, its nature, its influences on human relationships and culture, and particularly, to think about how newer innovations –like online computer games –should be regarded and used.  My reading for this guided study consisted primarily of Jacques Ellul, Neil Postman, Wendell Berry, Patrick Curry, and J.R.R. Tolkien. I learned quite a bit from these authors and was thankful when the day came when most of my ideas and concerns came together for a somewhat atypical paper entitled  “The Ring, The Stone, & The Pool: Exploring the nature of technology through the magic within Tolkien’s myth.” 
 The central question of this paper was that while it is clear that “technology is playing more and more of a role in our daily lives and that we are doing more and more of our playing through technology…is technology actually playing more and more with us?”  My concerned conclusion was that yes, we are becoming increasingly ensnared in a dangerous game.  I then shared how Tolkien believed (basically) that there was a bad kind of magic
 –the nature (or motive) of which was to dominate, enslave, and ultimately destroy (most clearly seen in the One Ring or, in our world, our technological idolatry), and that there was a good kind of magic –the nature of which was to create, heal and liberate (as best seen in the magic arts of the elves or, in our world, in the human arts.)  Tolkien describes this in one of his letters, 
I have not used ‘magic’ consistently, and indeed the Elvin-queen Galadriel is obliged to remonstrate with the Hobbits on their confused use of the word both for the devices and operations of the Enemy, and for those of the Elves.  I have not, because there is not a word for the latter (since all human stories have suffered the same confusion).  But the Elves are there (in my tales) to demonstrate the difference.  Their ‘magic’ is Art, delivered from many of its human limitations: more effortless, more quick, more complete (product, and vision in unflawed correspondence).  And its object is Art not Power, sub-creation not domination and tyrannous re-forming of Creation….

I spent most of my energy in this paper describing the enslaving kind of magic of Middle Earth and its parallels to our technologically obsessed society.  I concluded that we desperately need to begin assessing whether the benefits outweigh the costs when we create and use new technologies –particularly the ones we call ‘entertainment technologies’.  However, I also ended with a note of exhortation to restore the good kind of Elvin magic, the kind fed by the pool of Galadriel
, the kind that leaves room for relationship, wonder, active-participation, imagination, risk, & creativity.  My Arts Thesis Project was basically an attempt to take up my own challenge –to give others an opportunity to drink & splash, to even swim in Galadriel’s magic pool.
The Project’s Becoming

The project that I first proposed was quite different than the project that finally came to be.  Thanks to many different influences –books like Steven Lawhead’s Celtic fantasy series and Regent classes like Professor Toews’ Celtic history class and Professor Wilkinson’s Christian Imagination class –I had come to fancy myself as a Bard.  If not the classic “highly trained Celtic poet, composer, singer, and harpist who served as oral historian, political critic, eulogizer, and entertainer”
.—at least a budding ‘wanna-be-contextually-relevant-Bard’.  Something deep inside me knew that this desire to be a Bard was connected to my concerns about the negative effects our increased technological dependence was having on the world.
Gradually it dawned on me:  What this tired wired world needs to liberate it from its technological enslavement is Bards –prophetic singers and storytellers who work their artistic magic in unexpected everyday places.   Being led by the Spirit of love and using their spontaneous creativity to speak directly to the human heart, these wizards of words would sneakily subvert our technocratic system –a system which has trained us to believe that art should only be allowed during certain times, in certain places, and is only to be passively experienced from a certain safe distance - as an audience of consumers.  
I decided that I would propose to the Arts Thesis Project committee that I create a repertoire of relevant stories, songs, ballads, parables and riddles that would then be ‘shared’ with the unexpecting public.  Artistic guerilla warfare.  I would have some hidden partner record these events, edit them, and then I would display them during my Arts Thesis Presentation.  “Display them?”  Yes, display them.  “But how?”  Well, I would...uh... video tape them of course, and then show this tape to a…oh poop!…a passive audience. 
Actually, the problem which I have just hinted at in a couple of sentences, took me around six months to become aware of.  I knew that something wasn’t feeling right, but I wasn’t sure what it was.  Despite the fact that the ATP committee accepted my proposal, I just couldn’t imagine showing a passive audience a videotape of my endeavors (even if I did supplement this video with live ‘performances’) while at the same time trying to make a point about the dangers of technological entertainment and the importance of restoring everyday relational creativity.  I still liked and believed in the general idea of an invasion of artists into ‘everyday-life’ (and I still do believe in it, though hopefully with a little more humility), but as a ‘project’ this idea just wasn’t finding integrity with the other big issues in my heart. 
 When I became aware of this incongruity, and when I finally decided to ignore the urge to conform to traditional academic constraints that was subconsciously cramping my creative freedom, what I really wanted to do just flowed out of me:  I wanted to break down the walls of the assumed ‘performance hall’ and transpose it to a beautiful setting in nature; I wanted to break down the wall between performers and audience, and transform the audience into guests and co-players, offering them an opportunity to experience and participate in a micro-narrative with themes based on issues I felt urgently needed to be talked about.  I wanted to give adults a chance to play and make believe again, trusting that something good comes from this kind of playing.  CS Lewis noted that, 

“Very often the only way to get a quality in reality is to start behaving as if you had it already.  That is why children’s games are so important.  They are always pretending to be grown-ups –playing soldiers, playing shop.  But all the time, they are hardening their muscles and sharpening their wits, so that the pretence of being grown-up helps them to grow up in earnest.”

And who could say that anyone has already done all their ‘growing up’, or that the highest object of playful pretending was ever meant to be solely that of being a ‘grown up’? 

To my surprised delight, the Arts Thesis Advisory Committee (or at least those that knew about this project –Loren and Dal are the only ones I know of) decided to trust me and accept my proposal.  I was excited and thankful, giddy with the possibilities.  Yet wild dreams have always been easy for people like me.
  Now I had to help this one become a reality.

II. Chronology of Creation
A Stream of Images & Ideas
Once I had overcome the aforementioned hurdles, new possibilities came flooding in daily.  I knew I wanted the project to take place at my new home of Orcas Island and to have people come and take part in some kind of unfolding story.  All kinds of strange images and ideas had been streaming through my mind for a while: a big welcome feast; an ominous arrow shot from the woods; role-players interacting with the guests; a conch shell blown to signal gatherings; creative group-building games; a candle trail in the woods at night; a moonlight dance by mysterious creatures; a campfire with songs and stories; a surprise ferry fairy; and on and on.  Most were kept, some were discarded.
The images and ideas most often seemed unrelated and, up till then, had no narrative to attach themselves to; they danced about teasingly but without a common tune.  I imagined them arising from the same place as when CS Lewis first saw his lamppost and umbrella-carrying Faun walk across his imagination. I tried to follow them as he says he followed his images, guiding myself by the question “If I was the guest, and there were no limitations, what kind of weekend adventure would I like to participate in?”  
Computer Adventure Game Paradigm


I remembered that at one time around the project’s initial conception I had talked with Loren about a dream of somehow making computer adventure games
 come alive.  I had played these games as a child when they were simply text based adventure games (unlike the stereo-sound, 3D-graphical, networked, virtual-world games of today).  Like a novel, these games were inspirational in that they gave me a sense of how life could be a great adventure.  In addition, and unlike a novel, they gave me a greater sense of my role in the story and how my choices could actually affect its outcome.  The problem was (and is often the case with a novel as well) that these gifts frequently came with the cost of living a very disembodied, isolated and not quite…well…real life while playing them.  The book closed, the computer turned off.  I remained outside of these wonderful stories.
Somewhere deep down inside of me I believed that real life was the ultimate story, better than any game or story or movie, no matter how inspired or fantastic.  However, I also believed that the creative power of art could help one to better see and enter into life’s adventure.  It was only natural therefore that I wondered if perhaps I could take certain aspects of these adventure games and incorporate them in a new, less technologically-dependent way, creating an art form that retained the virtuous powers
 of these games while reducing the dangers of disembodiedment.
 
Captive-Child Metaphor


At some point during this time I was also ‘given’ the primary metaphor for the project.  I imagined a child taken captive during the weekend and that the group’s purpose was to somehow free or disenchant this child.  This image –of an enchanted child (in the negative sense) becoming disenchanted (or re-enchanted by Life’s deep magic) pretty much said all that I wanted to say.
Island Elves

Eventually some kind of underlying plot unfolded.  It went something like this:

A council of island elves, concerned about humanity’s increased technological dependence in every sphere of their lives, decides to summon a group of men and women to speak with about this grave matter.  The elves also hope to provide for them a weekend in which the humans might be reminded and spurred on to return to the joys of their less technologically burdened childhood.  The council consults one of their human friends (myself) to help them in this effort.  Preparations of food and shelter are made, as well as stories, songs and dances which will be to the humans liking and which will prepare their hearts for this urgent affair.  A gathering place is chosen: a beautiful wood with clearings for shelter and appropriate spaces for the weekend’s events.  The day finally comes when the group of humans and elves meet and things seem to be going well.  However, during the first night’s campfire, it turns out that Evil has breached the camp.  A dark figure appears from the forest bearing a glowing screen.  One of the guests, a child, is drawn towards the screen and, not heeding the elves warnings, touches it.  As a result, he falls under an evil enchantment.  The elves –who were unable to cure him of this spell during the night – tell the group in the morning of a quest that they must undertake in order to see this child set free. 
Making Matters CLEAR 
For the majority of the following months, the story/play continued to unfold nicely.  The main problem –which I was only to discover a few weeks before the performance –was that I was allegorically obsessed, and this obsession was wreaking havoc on the ‘life’ of the story.  
I had spent quite a bit of time early on in the project trying to analyze, categorize, compare and contrast the differences between our more modern technological entertainment and other less technologically dependent forms of recreation.  I knew, from experience and from looking at others’ lives, that these two modes of play had key differences and I deeply felt that there was something subtly unhealthy about our modern “amusing ourselves to death”
 So, after a fair amount of brainstorming, I came up with the following comparison chart:
	‘Zombie’ play tends toward:
	‘Child-like’ play tends toward:

	High-tech dependence, encumbered
	Low-tech, organic, simple & unencumbered

	1. Reduces reality; leads to boredom, “been there done that”-ism; leaves one empty or even feeling despair.
	1. Expands reality; awe-inspiring; brings refreshment and leaves one with a sense ‘wonder’.  More fulfilling as well.

	2. Most often solitary & isolating.
	2. Most often relationship building.

	3. Screen-centered; image-from-the outside; global-corporate bulldozing of the imagination.
	3. Imagination respected & nurtured; more room and freedom to personalize and play.

	4. Is about Passive Consumerism.
	4. Is about Creative Participation.

	5. Is usually disembodied; minimizes senses to ‘point & click’.
	5. Is usually very embodied.  Incorporates all the senses.

	6. Comfort, safety & pleasure are keys; suffering is avoided at all costs.
	6. Risk, real adventure, and joy are keys; learning from life’s pains encouraged. 

	7. Insignificant or virtual agency; choices made don’t have very substantial, lasting, or positive effects on reality; feels like ‘time wasted’.
	7. Meaningful agency; choices make substantial differences in ‘the Story’; one feels good, more alive, afterwards.


This contrasting chart was illuminating (I’ve actually been asked to pass it on to a number of people since then) and helped me to decide what kind of values and experiences I wanted to promote during the weekend.  However, the problem was that I really didn’t want the guests to miss any of these points; I wanted to make sure that they were unavoidably clear –so clear in fact that I ended up spending an inordinate amount of time trying to match activities/experiences (or create new ones that would fit) during the weekend with one of the above ‘child-like’ qualities.
This attempt brought on two major difficulties.  The first came from the fact that each experience usually embodied more than one of these qualities, so how and why would I pick a particular one?  The second was that this attempt to label each experience felt, for lack of a better word, ‘corny’ and contrived.  Unfortunately, I didn’t realize that this was why I felt unhappy about the project until about two weeks before it was about to start, and I had already started to create a ‘point system’:  It was a set of ‘runes’ –short potent rhymes that were to be given to the group when each challenge was completed.  At the end of the quest the guests would speak (or perhaps sing) these runes to help break the spell of enchantment over the child.

I’m still not entirely sure why something in me felt so wrong about this process.  I realize that I could have simply assigned one of the most relevant qualities to each event, and not been so concerned that it was exactly the right one, but it still didn’t seem like the right thing to do.  Perhaps some part of me felt that this system was a ‘video-game hangover’ (trying to get points by mastering the rules of the game) that didn’t want to transfer to real life.  Or perhaps this video-game mentality itself echoes back to the old grace vs. works/law debate –and the Spirit wanted the liberation of the child to happen a little more organically, a little more gracefully.  I’m still not entirely sure…but for whatever reason, and by some grace, I decided to abandon this system and just start imagining what a fun quest that embodied the above qualities might look like.   As I let this ‘point system’ go, gradually all the images and ideas I had collected started coming together, certain gaps were filled, and the weekend you will soon be reading about was woven together.
Introduction Party

Early on in the project I knew I was going to need a small group of actors and role-players who were game to this wild experiment.  I knew I would also need other helpers: food preparers, dance choreographers, ground crew, etc.  I started asking around my island community, explaining what I could and often getting puzzled faces in response.  But island folk are a wonderfully strange breed –and so most of them thought it sounded like fun.  

The time came when I felt I had a cohesive enough vision and plan to share with others.  I invited about a dozen friends over to our house for a revealing & brainstorming party.  I couldn’t have asked for a better reaction!  My friends were excited, enthusiastic, wanting to be involved, and full of great ideas that filled in many of the gaps I had left open.  This was my first sign that this project was going to be a community project, and that it couldn’t have happened any other way.  
Recruiting 


I had broken the project up into five basic work groups that night: (1) Meals, (2) Property (‘stage’) setup, (3) Role-players, (4) Performers (actors
, dancers, musicians, story-tellers), and (5) Storyline builders.  And so at the end of this meeting I asked people to raise their hands to volunteer for the parts attracted them most.  We ended up filling in all the groups, and suggestions were given for other people who might be able to help.  I went away from this meeting greatly encouraged, almost ecstatic.  The Cast & Production crew were as follows.
The Cast (Players)


The weekend would need sixteen acting or role-playing parts (including the seven Dryads/Pixies, whose number was flexible) and was filled by fourteen players.  In order of involvement
, their names were:

Firquest, Head of the Council of Island Elves.…………………………...John Clancy

Madrone, Musician & Guide…………………………………………..…Madrone Kubovcik
Senteel, Warrior & Guide…………………………………………….…..Stephanie Iverson
Keala, Half-Elvin Quest Guide…………………………………………..Charissa Thomas

Lilywater, Ferry Fairy………………………….…………………………Anna Hansen

Treep, Wild-Child & Jester………………….……………………………Loran Rubileaux

Eanya, The Bird-lady……………………………………………………..Pat Littlewood

Sattisha, Lady of the Lake………………………………………………..Tiffany Loney

Sarrell, Twin brother of the Lady…………………………………………Mathew Buehler

Lead Dryad, Choreographer, & Picnic Pixie Extraordinaire…….…….....Anna Hansen

Dryad 1……………………………………………………………………Stephanie Iverson
Dryad 2……………………………………………………………………Carissa Thomas

Dryad 3 (& Picnic Pixie) …………………………………………………Sarah Thomas

Dryad 4 (& Picnic Pixie) …………………………………………………Anika Thomas

Dryad 5 (& Picnic Pixie).…………………………………………………Makenna Thomas

Dryad 6 (& Picnic Pixie)……………………….…………………………Marisa Medeiros
While the work of making the weekend happen was truly shared by all (each person contributing where they wanted and were most able to), there were a number of people who were principally involved in the project’s production.  They are named as follows:

The Production Crew

Playwrights 
Leif Hansen

John Clancy

Meals & Other Supplies
Amy Hamilton

Anna Hansen

Cheryl Danskin
Burke, Barbara, Charissa, Sarah, Annika, & Mckenna Thomas

Grounds Crew, Staging
Leif Hansen

Burke & Barbara Thomas

Choreography
Anna Hansen

Tiffany Loney

Costuming

Tiffany Loney

The Thomases, particularly Charissa (who made most the necklaces)

Anna & Leif Hansen

(Each actor contributed to their own costume as well)

Rehearsals –Role Play Parties

One enjoyable way that I decided to prepare the role-players for the weekend was to hold “role-play parties”.  During these parties, ideally, the actors would show up in character (not in costume at first) and begin interacting with each other.  However, the first time we tried this involved a more structured format.  I asked the role-players (by this time I knew that there would be five primary role-players –Lilywater, the three elves and ‘Treep’) to sit as a panel, while the rest of us asked them questions.  When they were stuck for answers we would freeze the action and brainstorm how they might answer:  “Where were you born?”  “How long have you lived here?”   “Do you know other humans?”  “Why don’t we see elves more often?”  “Do the elves use any technologies?”  We really put them on the spot and all had a stimulating time in the process.  One thing I remember being amazed at was how, after about ten minutes of this process, we questioners all began feeling like we were talking with real live elves!  It was a fascinating and brain-warping experience!  I wonder if CS Lewis realized how truly he spoke when he said that pretending helped bring about reality!
The Site
One obviously important dimension of the project was where it would take place.  I had decided early on that our ‘home base’ -where the group would eat meals, sleep, and partake in some activities –would be the 20 acres that Anna and I had just moved to.  Called ‘The Crow’s Nest’ by our Landlords and friends (it is nestled in Crow Valley), it is also the site of the Woodsong Festival –a three day folk music and arts festival that takes place at the end of  each July –and so it was already set up to accommodate campers.  The Crow’s Nest is a magical piece of property with a perfect mixture of woods and hidden lawns, private spaces for setting up tents and trails for taking walks.  The problem was, The Crow’s Nest acreage didn’t seem to be the right place for the quest that the group would be embarking upon.  While it had the advantages of being very familiar to us as well as being easy to set up and control as a ‘stage’, we eventually ruled it out as feeling too familiar and safe for the group, and, most of all, we decided that the quest needed to be a real hike, something that 20 acres wouldn’t provide.

The first site we were hopeful about was a beautiful, privately owned, 200+ acreage on the west side of TurtleBack mountain, near the lime kilns.  The main advantage to this site was that in being privately owned, we could be assured of minimal tourist interference.  So a group of five of us went for a hike to try and map out the best trail and imagine where the scenes would take place.  However, we decided that the hike we went on –to the top of Turtlehead –might be a little too difficult for some of the guests.  Besides, it just didn’t ‘feel’ quite right.  So another hike was scheduled for the same property to the lime kilns, this time just myself and another couple who had been on the hike before (the elves Madrone and Senteel).  Things were looking promising until…
We were on the last part of the hike going down a steep unmarked trail. I had just found a large eagle feather and hesitantly decided to keep it (despite hearing from Madrone that it might be illegal or bad luck or something to keep it.)  Moments later, I leapt onto a log –only to feel it crumble beneath my foot.  My ankle gave way with a loud pop and I screamed out in pain.  The pain was severe and I could not put any pressure on my foot.  We were at the bottom of a fairly long, steep, hill.  It was not a pleasant walk back.  Needless to say, spraining my ankle was greatly discouraging and slowed down the project’s pace as well.

Finally we decided on a hike in Moran State Park –a huge park in the heart of Orcas Island.  I had considered this hike early on for its variety of terrain, the lakes along the way, and its good trail length, but was concerned about the tourists and other issues that would be much more ‘out of our control’.  However, after exploring the trail together and spotting some perfect places for certain scenes to take place, we decided the risk was worth it and that finding ways to make the potential tourist interference work to our advantage would be in the spirit of the project.  True magic, the life giving kind, seems to happen the more one is willing to let go of the illusion of control, flowing with the reality of the present moment as it is gracefully served up.
Invitations


The day finally came in which invitations were sent out from the elves to about twenty five of my family and friends.  I had hoped and planned for around fifteen to be able to make it.  The replies were slow in coming (actually, most people didn’t send their invitation cards in, but called or emailed just like for a wedding: another commentary on our tech society) but eventually the tallies were in: fifteen guests were able to attend!  This group consisted of family (five), Regent friends (seven) and Seattle friends (three); there were those who were under 18 (two), 18-25 (two), 25-40 (seven) and 40+ (four); and finally six were male, nine were female.
  
The Final Roster

1. Loren Wilkinson

Friend/Supervisor

M

40+

2. Jennifer Hopkins

Family



F

40+

3. Toni-Ann Rust

Family



F

40+

4. Linda Wilson

Regent Friend


F

40+

5. Paula Loewen

Regent Friend


F

25-40
6. Matt Freeman

Regent Friend


M

25-40
7. Sara Freeman

Regent Friend


F

25-40
8. Randy Hamm

Regent Friend


M

25-40
9. Hannah Hamm

Regent Friend


F

25-40
10. Glenn Venderwerff
Seattle Friend


M

25-40

11. Holly Vanderwerff
Seattle Friend


F

25-40

12. Robert Main

Seattle Friend


M

18-25
13. Jessica Hogg

Family



F

18-25
14. Trevor White

Family



M

10-18
15. Tori White


Family



F

10-18


III. The Real Thing
The Night and Morning Before

Our rehearsals and the many other preparations continued on up until the night before our guests would arrive.  That final night we gathered around the campfire and practiced our contributions to the first evening’s campfire –storytelling and songs and games and the scene that contained the weekend’s crisis.  Things looked good –at least good enough for that point in time.  We talked through last minute issues and all went to bed eagerly awaiting the guests’ arrival the next day.

The morning was a blur of preparations and nerves –getting the tables set up and preparing the welcome feast, getting into costumes, last minute calls, and helping the ferry fairy Lilywater (Anna) to leave early enough to surprise the guests on their ferry trip to Orcas.  In addition, a potentially disastrous event happened around this time that is worth describing in detail.

I was waiting to meet with the three main characters, the elves, by the campfire.  Up from the woods came the Elvin actor Madrone, a friend and young man around my age.  When he came into view I noticed that he had painted a pentagram on his forehead.  Now, I realized that my friend was not a Christian in real life nor was his character meant to be portrayed as a Christian, but it concerned me that he had decided to do this at the last minute and without consulting me, as I was the director.  Knowing him to be somewhat of a sensitive person, I was concerned as to how to bring up the topic.  I paused, breathed, and as unaccusingly as possibly, asked him “Madrone, why do you have a pentagram on your forehead?”  I don’t remember exactly his first reply, but it already had a defensive edge.  A heated argument ensued (while the other two elves eventually arrived and sat nearby us) in which Madrone basically stated “you’re just another Christian trying to suppress my creativity and freedom to express myself”.  Thankfully, gradually, the conversation mellowed out as he began to see that I wasn’t telling him to take it off but wanted to know his motive & rationale for doing it.  I was informed by him that a ‘satanic’ pentagram is an upside-down pentagram, while his was a simple pentagram which, for him, had a more basic pagan, environmental meaning.  Once I heard this I assured him that I was fine with it –I just didn’t want him telling inquisitive guests that it was a satanic star or something!

Our conflict included some seriously intense and tense moments.  But, as with so much that happened over this weekend, I believe it actually made things better: I think our argument increased understanding and respect between us, and it also added to the discussion for the weekend as to what are appropriate Christian creative boundaries, etc.  The guests were arriving in around half an hour –it was a close call!  From this point on I will be describing the events as I saw them, or as I have been told they unfolded.

The Ferry Fairy

The guests arrived, mostly, on time to the ferry.  I received a call that two cars weren’t sure if they were going to make the ferry:  my mother’s car –which also contained my niece Tori and my nephew Trevor White –and the car of our friends Glenn & Holly Vanderwerff.  This was disappointing, as they would probably miss most of the welcome feast, but not disastrous.  


The original plan was that Lilywater, a fairy disguised as a funny bag lady, would wait for the separate guests to board the ferry and gradually approach them one by one.  As the script went, she was to then say to them that she had lost her friends and would they mind helping her find them.  After subtly anointing them with some ‘ferry dust’ (I know, I know, it just had to be done!) she said that each of them would now be able to identify the others by ‘a certain sparkle’.  This ‘game’ would hopefully bring the group together and they would, if time permitted, then be given an additional game to unite them and loosen them up a little.  
As it turned out, most of the group had already joined together while waiting at the Anacortes terminal.  Lilywater had to exit the ferry and join them in the terminal, but thankfully her disguise was so good that even her mother had no clue who it was!  This was even after the two of them had conversed in the terminal!  Lilywater then anointed a few of the guests there at the terminal and soon afterwards, on the boat, all were sparkling with ferry dust and had almost all joined together.  No one had expected for the adventures to begin this quickly and all enjoyed conversing with this odd mysterious lady.  As they left the ferry, one or two guests looked back towards the ferry and saw a transformed fairy in a beautiful dress waving goodbye to them from the upper deck of the ferry.  Lilywater then high-tailed it home after the cars had unloaded.
The Arrival, Treep & The Welcome Feast


The guests were warned on the ferry by Lilywater that they would be greeted by drivers who, as a ‘safety precaution’, would be blindfolding them for their trip to the Crow’s Nest.  There was a mixed response to this blindfolding –one or two Gimli’s
 thought this was unnecessary.  As the guests arrived on the grounds they were told to remove their blindfolds.  They soon saw our house, a beautiful lawn with tables set, and myself waiting to meet them. 

As the guests exited their vans a loud yell was heard from one of the outhouses “It bit me!  It bit me!” –Treep, a wild child and our jester for the weekend, came running from out of the outhouse down to meet the guests.  After greeting them (all had made the ferry but the Vanderwerffs) and introducing Treep, he and I helped them move their baggage to a covered area (in case of rain).  The guests were then beckoned to find places at the tables (five long tables in a circular shape).  Each table setting had a basket weave plate covered with 2-3 large maple leaves.  Anna, just a tad later than expected, soon joined us at the table and welcomed everyone as well.  She received funny looks from some (“Was that you?”) and some knowing giggles from others who were finally figuring it out.  A few, including her mother and my own mother, were still totally clueless, even though Anna had arrived late!

After all were seated, movement was seen in the woods beside the tables.  The guests looked up and saw that three elves were approaching; two males –one with staff –and a female. They approached the table and I gestured towards their seats.   The leader with the staff introduced himself as Firquest –head of the council of Island Elves, while the lady introduced herself as Senteel –warrior and healer, and the young man as Madrone –an Elvin musician and herbal.  Firquest also gave a welcome speech and, after I blew the conch shell, the dishes began to be served.  A group of young children (from the Thomas family) and adult friends brought delicious dishes served on large maple leaves, freshly squeezed ginger and lime juice, and wine out from the house and served each of the guests.  Forgetting to read them earlier, I then read a few quotes to set the mood for the weekend –encouraging the guests to have fun, make believe, and not be afraid to “become like a child” for a while.  Guests occasionally dared to ask questions of the strange elves or other unknown guests who were seated nearby them, but in the beginning the group remained somewhat reserved around their costumed and mysterious hosts.  

Longspoons

As the meal finished and the wine continued to flow, the guests’ tongues were loosened and it was clear that all were enjoying themselves.  I was quite happy about how things were going as well.  Treep, who did not sit at the table but who had instead been occasionally wandering up to the guests like a friendly puppy pining for food, at this point yelled out “Longspoons! Longspoons!” asking for the game to begin.  Firquest accepted his request and told the guests about this traditional Elvin game.  Each guest was then told to find a partner and then one group of partners was led to a special bush.  They were instructed to pull branches from this bush.  The branches, each one of varying length –from two feet to ten feet long –had spoons tied to the end of them.  While they were pulling out their ‘longspoons’ a delicious truffle was brought to the table.  The group with spoons was then brought to the center of the table-circle and had to position themselves so as to scoop and feed the truffle to their partners.  This turned out to be even more fun than I had imagined, as an additional dimension of guests having to maneuver around each other in awkward positions hadn’t been anticipated.  The groups then switched places and each had their fun and messy turn.

After we had finished, and after faces and tables were cleaned, the group was told that they had around 45 minutes to set up their camping areas and wander the grounds.  When the conch blew, they were told to gather around the campfire.

The Campfire


After the conch sounded, the group started towards the campfire area.  The sounds of haunting flute music played by Madrone and light from the flames helped those who hadn’t already known its location.  When all were gathered, Firquest started the evening with a story.  It was a story of a pirate who loved nothing, who tried to capture everything, and who was nevertheless eventually overwhelmed by the light and awesome beauty of the moon –which he had tried to capture as well.  When he finished, Madrone played a lively jig on the flute that eventually had us all clapping and dancing around the fire. 

 Next in line was a funny ballad (again, sung by Madrone) about a man who carelessly cut down trees and who in the end was turned into a tree himself.  The group was divided in three and encouraged to sing along a tongue-twisting chorus of “Keeli-wacka-choo” in parts.  While his ballad was a little too long, people still seemed toenjoy Madrone’s lively telling.  Treep then instigated a hide-and-seek type game in which the seekers were first temporarily blinded by staring into the firelight and then had to try and spot nearby hiders.  A song from Tolkien’s works about Gilgalad was then sung by our cook and friend Amy Hamilton.  And then, lastly, Madrone began a dark and foreboding song which was interrupted midway by a shocking event…
The Crisis

A secret that had been well-kept from every guest thus far was that Trevor, my young nephew of ten, had just weeks before agreed to take a major role-playing part for this week-end.  At this point in the campfire, Trevor and a few others among the group had seen a strange glowing light held by a dark figure a short distance away from the campfire (unfortunately the lighting wasn’t the best here and some people had a hard time seeing what was going on.) He rose and began to approach this strange light, despite a protest from Firquest not to go near it and to certainly not touch it.  The music had stopped and the group, eyes now all fixed upon the action, watched with mixed emotions (curiosity, humor, and some concern –especially Trevor’s younger sister Tori) as Trevor approached, and soon touched, what appeared to be a glowing screen with moving images.  He screamed out in apparent agony and fell to the ground.  Immediately afterwards, the dark figure extinguished the nearby torches and disappeared into the woods.  Firquest, Senteel, and I ran to Trevor and exclaimed that he was alive –but in a strange enchanted state.  We carried him back to the campfire and then Firquest improvised from the following impassioned speech:

“Friends, I’m afraid that the matter we were to speak with you about tomorrow has now been painfully demonstrated before our eyes.  It seems that there are others who know of our gathering and who are determined to demonstrate the strength of their powers –discouraging us if they could.  But now, look you upon this child, upon all human children –look within your very selves.  These devices which you have created as tools and toys, are they not playing with you instead, enchanting you with an evil spell?  Not so deep a spell as this one perhaps, yet I sense this too will soon be upon the world of men.  It is not so much what you look at within these devices, it is the frequent giving of your attention, your affections, your time and heart to it –in doing so, you surrender so much of what it means to be a human.  However, these matters deserve much more time and thought than we can now afford.  Forgive me my passion.  My concern is deep for we elves had not expected evil like this to breach our camp, nor for its spell to be so deep.  Events are moving quickly.  However, let us not end our night in despair, we will instead sing a song of hope and courage to push back this darkness.”
To comfort the group Firquest then asked Madrone to play a song entitled “Elohim, Illuvitar, God of men and Elves”….


Ellohim, Illuvitar, God of Men & Elves

Mystery behind each breath

Deeper than the heart

Gentle Whisper of the trees

Wondrous Love’s your art

Elohim, Illuvitar

God of men and elves

Come to us in time of need

Save of from ourselves

Guard our bodies, guard our minds

Blade and lie do stay

Guard our hearts from pride and greed

Keep us in your way
<Chorus>
Though at times we feel despair

Feel no light of sun

Grant us peace in sleep and dream

Till the new dawn comes

<Chorus> (replace last line w/ “Fill us with yourself”)

 
The group was then sent to bed and assured that an Elvin guard would be alerted and that the camp would be made safe and secure for the evening.  He also assured them that they would take Trevor and apply the best of their healing arts to his aide.  Morning would bring what news it might. The guests, going along with the story, gradually faded off to their campsites.
The Dryad Dance


That night while the group slept, a group of nearby Dryads gathered and prepared their magic.  Luminaries were lit (candles and sand in small paper bags) and a long magical path appeared from the camping area to a sacred lawn.  Later that night the Dryads began to dance amongst the guests’ camping sites while gentle chimes wafted through the trees.  Whispers, and eventually louder calls (out of necessity to wake the guests!), were heard to “Come” and to “Follow”.  Gradually, around half of the heavy sleepers (or perhaps merely cautious sleepers) answered their beckons.  They looked out from their tents and saw the magical path, as well as a group of beautiful Dryads dressed in white gowns and branches.  Eventually the guests followed them down to a hidden lawn lit by a circle of torches.  
The Dryads motioned for them to sit and soon a beautiful dance, woven like a Celtic knot, was performed before their very eyes.  Towards the end of the dance the Dryads came to the watchers and pulled them up, weaving them into another simple dance.  When it ended, the Dryads suddenly flitted away –putting out the torches and disappearing into the woods.  The guests were left to wonder and wander back to their tents, perhaps dreaming of things that the rest of the group had no knowledge about…until the morning after.  
Trevor & I had been hiding in the woods watching the whole event.  We then snuck back to my house to sleep.  Little did I know that my Thesis Supervisor, Loren, had been doing some sneaking around of his own.  It turned out that he had arrived at the Dryad dance a little late, and so decided to watch it from his own mysterious perspective.  This fact also provides a clue as to why some of us saw strange lights and heard cracking twigs later in the evening.  
Breakfast & Quest Given

The next morning the group awoke around 8:30 to the sound of the Conch shell.  Some were already awake and had started to help themselves to the freshly made granola and a variety of fresh fruit toppings, coffee and tea.  When the whole group had eaten they looked up and saw myself, Firquest and Trevor walking towards their tables.  Friquest then informed the group that while their Elvin healing arts were able to restore Trevor’s mobility, they were unfortunately only able to bring him into a semi-awareness of his surroundings.  He still remained enchanted, in a fog, unable to speak or to fully wake and interact with others.  However, Firquest had met with the Elvin council in the night and they had agreed upon the most hopeful cure for Trevor.  The group must go on a quest, first meeting with the Birdlady, Eanya, for she, the wisest on the island, would surely know what next to do.  Firquest also told them that Senteel, Madrone and a half-Elvin lady named Keala (who was very familiar with the territory they would be traveling through) would be their guides for the day.  He then wished them well and left.

The Birdlady


Around an hour before the group was to leave on their quest Lilywater, Senteel, Madrone, & Eanya had all donned their costumes and took their places along the trail the party would be traveling upon.  After making arrangements to gather their essential needs for the day and given water for the journey, the group was driven to the beginning of their trail.   When the party arrived they were met by Senteel & Madrone and the new guide, Keala.  As they hiked along the trail all three guides, who happened to be quite knowledgeable about the flora and fauna of the area, conversed with the party and would point out to them various plants and offer other interesting facts.  After twenty minutes or so, the party came across Lilywater (once again as a bag lady), who pointed them to the path of the Bird-lady’s abode.  Soon after, they came to the tree where the Birdlady was hoped to be found.  One of the guides called up to her and she responded by saying that she had been expecting them for “news travels quickly through the trees”.  
After seeing the enchanted Trevor, the Birdlady told the group what they must do –they must travel to meet Sattisha, the Lady of the Lake.  In order to draw her out from her abode and win her favor they must gather some things along their quest:  they must each remember and repeat a sound heard along the path; they must gather the colors of the sunset & herbs pleasing to taste and smell; and finally, they must find a thorn sharp enough to draw blood from a member of their party, one who must volunteer to be pricked on the finger.  When they arrive at the lake, they are to go to the Cliffs of Decision, arrange the colors and herbs in a circle, place the child within it, anoint the child with blood from the volunteer’s finger, and then repeat their sounds.  Sattisha would then come.  Trevor must then leap from the cliff and swim out to meet her.

Bumps along the Road
The party was then led back a short ways along the path they had come and soon arrived at a bridge leading to a new northward trail.  As they crossed the bridge they caught a glimpse of the fairy Lilywater (again transformed) stirring and playing with the water, splashing it into the air.
After hiking mostly uphill for around a half an hour, the party arrived at the south end of Mountain lake.  There was a snack basket (fruit, crackers, hummus, trail mix, and chocolate) awaiting them there.  Thankfully the group noticed this basket, for originally it was to be hanging from a tree by a thick fishing-line.  Treep, who had earlier taken a different path and was ahead of them hiding in the woods, would then pull the line as they tried to grab the basket, until they eventually grabbed it.  Unfortunately, the line kept breaking and so he just decided to leave it on a stump.  Loran’s next appearance, as a Frogman hidden in the marshes, also regrettably fell through as nobody saw him there, even when he tried leaping and waving!  He and Matthew (Sarrell, brother of the Lady of the Lake) then had quite a hot and sweaty workout as they had to quickly run ahead of the passing group by trailblazing through the thick woods away from the main path.  They never quite got ahead of the group and were a little frustrated by this part of their involvement.
Picnic Pixies


For close to an hour the party hiked along the east side of Mountain lake, talking together, enjoying the scenery, learning about the local flora, gathering what they needed for Sattisha, and occasionally wondering if something was about to happen (not knowing that Treep and Sarrell were running alongside them in the woods.)  Once past the lake, and a short ways along a stream, their Elvin guides led them off the path to a small meadow.  There they rested and, unbeknownst to them, waited for the picnic pixies –Anna and a group of young girls carrying baskets full of food and drink. 

What the group also didn’t know (except one sneaky bugger, Matt Freeman, who had wandered away from the meadow and spied me) was that it was at this point that I had caught up with them and was spying on them from behind a small knoll.  Despite my earlier decision to stay behind because of my sprained ankle, after calling Pat Littlewood (the Birdlady) and hearing how well things were going, I decided I just couldn’t take being apart from it all.  I zoomed across the island on my scooter to try and catch up with the fun.  It turned out it was ‘lucky’ that I did, for I first caught up with the picnic pixies who were carrying heavy loads of food and who didn’t realize they were running a little late.  I helped them out and we soon arrived at the scene.

The pixies emerged from the woods and dancingly laid out tablecloths, cheeses, meats, fruits, and many other tasty foods.  Treep also emerged from the woods and, after the pixies finished laying out the food, puckishly chased them away until the party was left to themselves.  They greatly enjoyed the meal and, as reported by one of the guests, it was at this point that the group began bonding even more –finding in themselves “a desire to serve each other as they had been served.”
  Flowing with the spirit of the meal, Linda Wilson shared out her one concealed beer and Loren Wilkinson blessed the group with a favorite poem.
The Lady of the Lake

After finishing their meal the group was led further up the trail towards the lake.  At one point Treep, again hiding in the woods, began pelting them with pinecones, spurring them on their way.  They eventually came to the Twin lakes, and were brought to the Cliffs of Decision, where Trevor would soon be jumping.  The pixies and I, along with a couple of curious tourists (thankfully, the group met very few tourists along the way, though when one or two did pass, I took the liberty to ask them to say an enigmatic phrase to the group), crouched behind bushes watching from the other side of the lake.  
The party then made a beautiful circle of color with their gathered flowers, gave Trevor some herbs to eat, and Matthew Freeman volunteered to prick his finger and anoint Trevor with the blood.  They then began to chant out the sounds they had picked up along their journey.  But Sattisha didn’t give in quickly.  As Hannah Hamm expressed it in a letter to me, “I loved our unselfconscious setting to the task on the cliffs.  Our little forest chorus and our wonder if Sattisha would actually respond.  The seeming delay increased our gasping awe when she swam into view.”  From across the lake, our little group was also awed at this gracefully moving being whose words soon echoed out across the lake.  “Come!”

Trevor then bravely jumped off the cliff (he reports not being “that scared”, but it was a good twenty-five feet or so high) and swam to her.  They met, there was an intriguing unplanned few moments in which they quietly looked at each other, and then she kissed him on the forehead.  Trevor, the spell now fully broken, yelled out “I’m free!”  This was followed by cheers from the party (and those of us watching on the other side), and then he swam back to the shore of the lake, joining the group and telling them his story.


Sattisha then gave another speech, exhorting them to resist the enchantments of the evil one; counseling them in the way to discern between good magic and bad magic, “You can tell the difference in that experience with bad magic leaves you feeling less alive, less human, while good magic leaves you feeling more alive, more real –even if at times it feels painful, you will know in your heart that it is good.”; warning them of possible upcoming danger; and then telling them to visit her brother Sarrel at the other lake, who would offer them some further protection from the evil one.  

Sarrel & the Spontaneous Swim 

The party was then led down from the cliffs and to the nearby twin lake (these are fairly small lakes overshadowed by the impressive Mt. Constitution, the highest point in the San Juan Islands).  As they approached the lake, Sarrell, dressed in a watery gown, slowly emerged from the lake and walked towards them.  With wet red clay he marked their foreheads for protection and uttered the words “stay true to the path”.  

Tiffany, who played Sattisha, had earlier made one mistake: she had forgotten to invite the others to jump in as Trevor had jumped off the cliff and to perhaps receive a kiss from her as well.  However, it now turned out for the better.  The guests, who had been given a hint in the morning to bring their swimsuits, all decided to go for a spontaneous swim in Sarrell’s lake.  They ended up having a great time, and I believe that their decision to do this brought them much closer together as a group.  Hannah wrote that it was “a swim that seemed the culmination of our journey toward each other.  Basking in each other’s company…the wonder of our accomplishment together.”  My hope of the guests getting to swim in Galadriel’s pool took on a more literal fulfillment than I had imagined.
Journey Home
Their downward journey back, a slightly different route along the western side of Mountain lake, was a peaceful and mostly uneventful walk, although for those looking there were a few Elvin signs left along the way.  The only other out of the ordinary happening was the parting waves from the picnic pixies, who had mysteriously appeared on a small island in the middle of the lake towards the end of their journey (they swam out there, but had had time for their clothes to dry, adding to the groups’ puzzlement.)
The group was then picked up by their drivers and driven home.  One of the vans returning from the quest decided to pick up a hitchhiker on the way.  He was heading for the Orcas Skate-park and for some odd reason (they hadn’t talked about their quest thus far) decided to tell the group how he didn’t really skateboard but that he liked to play a skateboarding video game instead!  At this, a few of the guests later humorously confessed thinking, “It was like he had uttered profanities!”  Another guest thought that the hitchhiker might have been part of the performance –an ‘evil agent’ or something.  Besides being a funny and interesting ‘coincidence’, the real-life example of a person choosing a ‘virtual’ skateboarding game over real skateboarding was quite fitting for further discussion.

Return & Second Campfire

When the guests arrived back at the camp they had a couple hours to relax, make use of some creative resources left out for them, or to have a light snack before dinner.  Dinner that evening was shish-kabobs around the campfire.  Beautiful handmade ceramic bowls were filled with meats, vegetables and savory sauces.  The first round of shish-kabobs was attempted without a grill, but I eventually realized this wasn’t working well and luckily found an appropriate grill nearby.  There was wine and more freshly squeezed ginger & lemon juice as well.  Madrone & Senteel, who had parted from the group at the end of the quest, returned for the meal.  Towards the end of the feast, as the evening grew darker, Firquest joined and gave the following speech:
Welcome again friends.  Trevor, it was a joy to hear of your release and is an even greater pleasure to see you now, so alive. What you all have experienced today has spoken far more than any words we could have shared in a council –the evil of last night has been turned for the good!  There is hope if others do as you did.

Each of you used your imagination, your body, and your senses as your journeyed to Sattisha, gathering all of the offerings Eanya had instructed you to gather.  You worked together creatively, taking risks and making important –sometimes painful –choices. You played together as freely and simply as children, and, perhaps most importantly, you beheld the magic of creation with childlike eyes of wonder.

This is what is needed in your people, and seeing it in you, you have made our hearts smile.  No more words from us are necessary this evening.  However, we have shared with Leif our thoughts on these matters and, tomorrow, when you break fast, he will speak more specifically about your experiences this weekend and about our concerns.

And now, we had asked you to bring any poems, songs, or other short readings that give you a sense of wonder.  We asked this because we are curious to know what inspires humans these days and also because we believe that this sense of reverent awe is one of the most important powers in breaking the evil enchantments of this age.  Would any of you now like to share what you have brought with you?

The most unexpected and delightful happening of the weekend for me was the sharing that happened around the campfire at this point.   I had no idea how thoughtful, inspiring, and fitting their selections would be.  While there are many examples that could be given, Linda Wilson read a particularly relevant passage from Brennan Manning’s Ruthless Trust, 
Theology is too vital to be consigned solely to the province of theologians.  To explore the depths of the God who invites our trust, we need the artists and mystics…Through daring images and bold metaphors rooted in the Word, they guide us to a profound self-esteem within an enlarged vision of the magnitude of the Divine…They suggest that the Kabad Yahweh must be defined as absolute love.  They imply that our awe of God is limited only by our impoverished imagination….Rahner, one of the most important theologians of the twentieth century declared that we need these artists and mystics to disrupt our complacency…
To artists and mystics we must add the category of clowns –those who let God out of the box of our predetermined propriety.  Clowns are instruments of grace, imploring in the voice of God, “Lighten up, ragamuffins!” Their somersaults, back-flips, and unpredictable high jinks tinker with our straitlaced logic…As we stare at their outlandish costumes, we recognize a lighthearted, whimsical stance toward life.  As we respond to their offer of unaffected graciousness and sincere friendliness, our inflated sense of self-importance rushes out of us like air from a pinpricked balloon. They invite us to reclaim the child we once were…

When it seemed that everyone had finished sharing their songs, stories, poems and other thoughts, a small wooden treasure chest was brought out from hiding.
The chest was then opened and a collection of handmade Elvin necklaces was brought forth.  Firquest, Keala, Madrone, Stephanie, Anna & I then went round to each of the guests and gave them the necklaces while speaking their name and the words “I now call you a friend of the Elves.”  Some last words of thanks and final goodbyes were said between Elves and guests, and then all gradually walked off to their tents.

Later that night, when most of the guests had headed to bed, I thought I heard some music coming from the woods.  It turned out that Madrone and Stephanie, who I had believed to have left the Crow’s Nest at least an hour before, had actually stayed around and were playing haunting music from somewhere in the woods.  Afterwards, this inspired Anna and I (limping) to walk through the campsites singing “Elohim, Illuvitar” one last time as our friends and family went to sleep.  
Closing the Curtains
Although the actual performance was over, there was still a final breakfast and discussion the next morning.  After everyone had woken and helped themselves to more homemade granola and fruit, we made a circle and I gave a lecture.  During this talk I explained some of the ideas behind the whole project (which I will likewise be doing in the theological considerations section) as well as answered the many questions about how and why certain things they had experienced were done.  I struggled with this ‘closing the curtain’ at the end of the weekend.  By talking about the process, answering the guests questions, explaining some of the mysteries behind the scenes, etc., I and others were concerned that perhaps more was lost than gained.  It would have been nice to leave the portal open, yet it was probably necessary to close it and to go through a ‘deconstruction’ process at that time as it was a thesis project. The final hours were spent informally with friends and family as they prepared to go their various ways.  A few of the guests shared that they never wanted to leave and indeed a few others stayed for another night or two.  I’m hoping that the Elves are still hanging around.
IV. Unexpected Grace
Learning how to let go of my specific visions and let other people take charge was one of the best and hardest lessons of this project for me.  I guess that that is what a director ultimately needs to learn to do: to hold a vision, but not too tightly.  I found that when I let go –whether this was during the preparation for the project or during the project itself –all kinds of wonderful surprises happened, usually exceeding what I had originally imagined.  

From the inception of this project to the actual performance, I was continually surprised by the unexpected grace I encountered everywhere.  In particular, I was overwhelmed at how much help and support I received from my community here on Orcas.  Whether it was memorizing lines, practicing role-playing, offering and making costumes or other props, planning and preparing food, or giving me ideas and counseling me through my stressed out and depressed times, my friends and wife were really the ones that made it happen.  In addition, being able to rent our beautiful home and property from the Thomas family, having their trust to follow our dreams, having the community grange offer their tables and chairs for a small donation, being lent the pottery and dishes, canopies and extra tents –these are a few of the other gifts offered from people.  I drew a stick figure, and these people helped it to become a beautiful portrait.  Speaking of works of art, as an example of this labor of love…


The group had discussed how giving the guests costumes, enrobing them, could be a way to help them feel more 'game', more part of the story (this was the one of the main reasons why I had decided to put the 'fairy dust' on the guests from the very beginning of the experience.)   I knew that I wanted to give our guests some kind of gift -something from the elves that enrolled them even more -but I wasn't quite sure what to do and time was running out.  One of our friends, Charissa –a  daughter of our Landlords (who were very instrumental to our moving to Orcas) –had this beautiful ‘Elvin looking’ necklace which was going to be part of Senteel's costume.  She noticed how much we liked this necklace, and, during a weekend in which Anna & I were off island, she (helped by her sisters) actually made about twenty of these necklaces!


Another great labor of love worth extra mention was that given by my wife Anna and by our Regent College friend Amy Hamilton.  Though I had felt some initial disappointments with the meals planned (a girl who had originally volunteered to prepare some exotic and artistic dishes for the project had backed out for various reasons; the meals weren’t going to be as organic and locally grown as I had hoped, etc), Anna & Amy spent literally days planning and preparing enough food to feed at least twenty people for five meals.  Yet I frequently complained and grumbled.  If I were in their shoes, I would have given up early on; they weren’t getting paid to do this, it was a labor of love.  Thankfully, as all who were part of the weekend will testify, it turned out that the meals were truly delicious, beautiful and one of the guests' main highlights. 

Happy Accidents

During the actual project so many ‘happy accidents’ and unexpected blessings took place that I have decided to briefly summarize them here in a chronological list (some of these happenings have already been mentioned when I described the actual weekend).

First Night

· The tense conflict with Madrone right before the guests arrived  ended up bringing about increased understanding, respect and trust.

· While I thought that Anna had disguised herself rather well, I had always assumed that most of the group would quickly recognize her face or voice.  I was delighted to find out that instead most (or all, including her motherand my mother) had no idea who she was.  This was fun for everyone.

· I hadn’t anticipated the ‘twister’ aspect to the longspoons game; this made it even more enjoyable.

· After the crisis of the first evening, Firquest asked Senteel to gather the Elvin guard to watch for the night.  She spontaneously leaped up and gave a resounding call into the woods that gave us all a sense that the woods were full of watching elves.

· How beautiful and magical the candle-lit path through the woods ended up looking (we hadn’t ‘rehearsed’ it) and how enchanted the guests were by it.

· Only a portion of the group woke, rose and followed the Dryads to their evening dance.  This, and guests expressing that they felt like they missed out, was actually anticipated.  However, I did not expect people to ‘get the point’ (that we should always be open and game to magical moments) as thoroughly as they later shared they had.
· As described earlier, Loren’s sneaking off in the woods, my fearing that he missed the whole thing, and my relief that he actually saw a good portion of it, were all fun surprises.

First Morning & Quest

· Trevor’s taking the part of the captive child was an unexpected gift.  I had no idea he would be such a good actor, taking his part as seriously as he did, and remaining a zombie for all six hours of the quest!

· While following the group on their quest I had the idea of asking the occasional walk-by tourist to speak out an enigmatic line or message.

· Tiffany Loane, who played the Lady of the Lake, was absent the month before the actual performance so there was no way to see her costume, show her where to go, or rehearse her part.  I had to trust, through a phone call of instructions the day before, that she would be able to get it all together.  As she gracefully glided out onto the lake with her flowing white dress (I was spying from the other side) and spoke out across the water with haunting authority –her voice glorified by the lake’s acoustics –I (and the guests) were all somewhat awed.

· How could I wish that Tiffany had remembered to ask the group to jump, when it turned into their taking a spontaneous swim together?
· As mentioned earlier, the pixies mysterious’ appearance on the island baffled the party.
Post-Quest & Second Night

· The hitchhiker was a wonderfully serendipitous event.
· Towards the end of the quest, and for most of the rest of the weekend, Madrone confessed that it was too difficult to try and stay in his Elvin role.  So he (and for moments the other elves as well) began to talk and get to know the other guests on a more ‘real’ level.  I think he and the others actually benefited from this ‘real’ relating together.
· Every one of the guests’ readings at the second campfire was inspiring, unplanned and richly added to the magic of the weekend.
· Madrone’s late night music was a generous gift.
Overall

· One of the riskiest elements of this weekend was the uncertainty of the weather.  I think that most of the events would have still come off alright, but I must say that I am extremely grateful to the One in charge of the weather and for having such a gloriously sunny weekend.

· Despite my frustration with a sprained ankle, it actually helped me to let go of control and constantly watching the group.

· People were touched and enchanted by the beauty of Orcas in general, many of them had special moments in creation over the weekend.  
· The guests also took opportunities to gather and get to know each other during their free time in the mornings or around the campfire at night.  This is right at the heart of the kind of magic I wanted to promote.
· Lastly (and not without a strong note of humorous irony), despite my strong suggestion that guests not bring or use their technological devices over the weekend, I must say that I am glad that Hannah Hamm brought her camera (and that Barbara Thomas captured a few moments on video).  Hannah’s pictures were obviously taken with loving care and have added to my portfolio of the weekend.  

V.  Remaining Issues

In the following section is a list of the things I (and others) felt didn’t quite work out, would like to see incorporated in the future, or that simply remain as unanswered questions:

· There were mixed feelings as to whether or not the guests should have been blindfolded on their way to the Crow’s Nest.  Did blind folding them heighten the sense of being brought through a portal to a new world, or did it cut one off from their surroundings –reinforcing the problem of ‘placenessness’ (or disconnection from place) our culture is experiencing (as noted by Loren)?

· Some guests felt they would have liked there to be more stimulation and challenges during the quest.  They also found that this lull in activity disconnected them from the narrative they were enjoying being a part of.  While there were a few events that I either didn’t have time to incorporate or just didn’t work out, I think these guests still would have felt this way had those events been in place.  However, others reported enjoying the time of quiet and relaxation while on the hike.

· Some guests shared that it might be a good idea to find activities that helped the group to get to know each other better, and that this process could also be integrated into playing an important part of their completing the quest.

· Guests asked that more information be given in the invite as to what to bring for the weekend.

· I don’t know what to think about people bringing and using cameras and other documentation technology.  I’m glad Hannah had pictures to give, but…

· I struggled with ‘closing the curtain’ at the end of the weekend.  By talking about the process, answering the guests questions, explaining some of the mysteries, things behind the scenes, etc. –I and others felt perhaps that more was lost than gained.  It would have been nice to leave the portal open…

· I still wonder, is this type of experience best described as an art-form, a game, a retreat, a happening, or what?

· People enjoyed my talk on the last day, however I believe it could have been a little shorter, more organized and more interactive.

· I would like to mix the actor/audience divide up even more next time –so we are all left wondering “what is real?” “what is planned?”  “who is who?” Having more partial roles for people in advance (like Trevor), incorporating tourists, and more would have helped.
· It would have been fun to have Lilywater inititate a game on the ferry..

· Dryad dance –find out where the tents are in advance! (We stumbled in the dark trying to find them.)
· Role-players –this was a long time for them to stay in role!  How seriously they should take this and how long is realistic is a big question.

V. Theological Considerations
1. Technology & Relationality
As the virtual world takes on increasing expressiveness, we will slowly get used to living in a fantasy environment that now strikes us as frighteningly real.  But at some point we will find ourselves looking through the medium instead of at it…At that point when the medium itself melts away into transparency, we will be lost in the make-believe and care only about the story.

Is reality, as it was traditionally construed, morally, aesthetically and epistemologically preferable to postreality? Or: Is life, as traditionally construed, preferable to the movie version of life?

As I mentioned at the beginning of this paper, I have already written at length about the subject of technology in my paper “The Ring, The Stone & The Pool:  Exploring the nature of technology through the magic within Tolkien’s myth.”  If the reader is interested in exploring this topic more fully, I suggest giving it a read –it is included on the CD within my thesis portfolio.  However, seeing as the only reader likely to have read this paper is my supervisor (Mr. Loren Wilkinson), and seeing as this topic is the primary theme of my Arts Thesis Project –I will try to describe the key elements of that paper in detail and how they relate to my project.

After sharing about my relationship with technology, framing Tolkien’s myth in a way that suited my topic, comparing Tolkien’s myth to the ‘myth of modernity’ (which tries to explain everything through scientific reductionism), and then after describing the three primary ways people tend to view the nature of technology (intrinsically good, neutral or evil), I basically conclude that the innovation and stewardship of technology is a complex issue, each instance of which must be thoughtfully discerned.  Contrary to popular opinion, technology is never neutral. Each time a new technology is introduced and used, it profoundly affects the whole world and changes the way in which we relate to it.  Costs always come with the ‘exciting’ new benefits.  Our task, therefore, is to try to responsibly decide whether the benefits outweigh the costs or visa-versa (in which case, hopefully, we will find the grace and courage to resist using it.)

Further on, I point out that there are many different kinds of technologies –those that seem to give us longer, healthier lives (medical); those that extend our power of communication over long distances and to larger audiences (communication); those that enable our bodies to travel more quickly and over further distances (transportation); those that help us to quickly manufacture clothing, furniture, food and other goods in large numbers (production); those that enable us to organize, process, and analyze massive amounts of data (information); as well as many other categories of technologies.  I noted that these technologies, because their results seem to be mostly beneficial, will take quiet a bit of effort to assess whether or not their powers are truly enriching our lives.

However, I pointed out, there is another category of technology which seems (to me at least) to be clearly bringing about more of a net loss to human society than gain. I called these entertainment technologies –movies, television, video games, and the whole lot.  It is this particular form of ‘magic’ that my arts thesis project was meant to try and offer a substitute for.  
As mentioned earlier in this paper, I was specifically attempting to create a ‘live’ substitute for the increasingly popular online role-playing games.  These games, now played by millions of children and adults around the world, offer alternative virtual worlds (‘sub-creations’) to explore and fantastic stories to enter into with thousands of other players from other industrialized nations wealthy enough to offer such opportunities.
  

Why is it that we are so attracted to these technologies (40,000 hours on average spent watching merely TV by age 17, more time spent than in a classroom)
 and what is it that I personally find so dangerous about them?  I’ll quote from my paper itself at this point to try and give some answers to these questions:
While the other technologies mentioned above are meant to minimize work and thus (so the theory goes) help us to then better ‘enjoy’ life, entertainment technologies seem to be primarily designed to actually provide the enjoyment of life for us.  Entertainment technologies, as I define them, are technologies assigned the duty of technologizing the sphere of the arts and the art of living.  They include obvious representational mediums like movies, television, computer games, and virtual reality –and yet they would also have to include the products that are mass produced by technique, products like novels, travel packages, theme parks, etc.
 
Why are we so drawn to these entertaining technologies, allowing them to become one of the (and for many the) primary ways we experience and ‘enjoy’ life?  Why are so many of us unaware or unconcerned about trading a real life for a ‘virtual’ or vicariously lived one?  I think it has something to do with the fact that the magic of art (which these technologies attempt to harness) is so powerful, so intimately connected with what it means to be human, and so central to our desire for joy.
 

We are all made in the image of the Creator and therefore have certain creative desires and needs that simply cannot be put to death or ignored.  No matter what substitute is offered, if it denies or ignores the true nature of what it means to be human, we will eventually find ourselves hungry, empty, searching for ways to enter into God’s real story.  Tolkien and other great artists knew this and that is what makes their magic so powerful and attractive –they echo and point to this truth about Reality: there is a real king to lovingly serve, there is real treasure to seek, there are real battles to fight, there is good and bad magic, we are in truth princes and princesses who have a unique role in a wonderful fairy-tale. And especially, we are loved with an infinite, unconditional Love.

These statements are far more ‘true’ than one’s saying that we are simply biological machines destined to try and fill our life with passing pleasures and meaningless ‘jobs’ within an accidental technopoly.  Tolkien, because of his foundational beliefs and how they influenced his writing, has provided a magical doorway that can help us escape from this modern spin on reality while coming closer to the eternal reality.  In other words, our desires and needs need not be met by technically fabricating a virtual reality –there is a more wholesome kind of creative magic available to help us experience what already exists.

And it is that “more wholesome kind of creative magic” that my weekend retreat was meant to be filled with. 


I’ve been asked many times, and I’ve frequently wondered myself, whether I believe that all forms and instances of using entertainment technologies (TV, Movies, Video Games, etc.) bring about more of a net loss.  I still can’t honestly say yes or no. I certainly don’t live as if they do.  I watch movies and videos here and there.  I am even still drawn to check out and experiment with the latest computer games.  However, I often feel plagued by guilt about this and my experience has been that the majority of the time I think to myself afterwards “I could have or should have done something better with my time.”  And furthermore, rarely (if ever) does my experience with an ‘ET’ (entertainment technology) lead to my enrolling more fully in life.  Even when it has been an ‘inspirational’ movie, it was inspiration that I consumed (“a feel good movie” reviewers often report) and soon forgot about.  Nevertheless, if pressed to give an answer, my hunch is that if the ET’s content is truly of good quality, if the viewer tries to keep his/her mind and heart engaged while his/her eyes are glued to the screen, and if he/she connects with others afterwards (perhaps discussing and challenging each other about the content), ETs could still be portals of grace –the good kind of magic.

 Unfortunately, the trend seems instead to be: sit alone in a lazy-boy chair with the ultimate ‘entertainment center’, passively and thoughtlessly consume ‘content’, and then move on to the next binary bite.  Whether or not this is a legitimate way of fulfilling life’s purpose is for each of us to decide.  However, this is a crucial question for our times, a question explored in depth by historian and cultural critic Neil Gabler in his fascinating book “Life: The Movie, How Entertainment Conquered Reality”.  He concludes his book with the following lucid paragraphs:
The great cultural debate that loomed at the end of the twentieth century and promised to dominate the twenty-first, then, was one between the realists who believed that a clear eyed appreciation of the human condition was necessary to be human, and the postrealists who believed that glossing reality and even transforming it into a movie were perfectly acceptable strategies if these made us happier –a debate, one might say, between humanness and happiness.  In a sense, the controversy over Prozac and other antidepressants –was a happiness induced by pharmacology better than a less euphoric state that was natural or real? –was an early skirmish in the war, and a template for it…Is reality, as it was traditionally construed, morally, aesthetically and epistemologically preferable to postreality? Or: Is life, as traditionally construed, preferable to the movie version of life?


There were and are no simple answers, only vitally important issues with the most profound implications.  To the realists, this shadow life so many were opting for edged us closer to Philip Roth’s dark, prophetic vision of a world where entertainment was the purpose of existence and everything else would either conform or cease to matter.  To the postrealists, a life in which entertainment was the governing cosmology and all of existence an endless movie edged us closer to the possibility that we need never suffer life’s hurts again.  Either we stood on a precipice or we stood in a bright new dawn.  Which would it be, the end of traditional human values or the beginning of a brave new world, would be the question of the epoch.


On the other hand, there are those who believe that the issue is not as black and white (or apocalyptic) as Gabler (or Wendell Berry, or Neil Postman, etc) would make it.  One such person is Janet Murray, author of Hamlet on the Holodeck: The future of narrative in cyberspace.  Her book is a fascinating tour of narrative technology’s history and possible future.  She challenges many of the concerns I’ve brought up in this paper, and I am still wrestling with her optimistic view of narrative technologies –in some ways hoping she is correct.  People like Murray feel that the technological problem is principally a problem of time –the time it takes to adjust to our new technologies and adapt them into our lives.  She gives a variety of examples of how concerns similar to my technological concerns have been raised, and eventually dealt with, throughout history many times before.
While I learned a great deal from Murray and connected with her in many ways, the last two paragraphs of her book end with a summons to a vocational call that just might be considered antithetical to my arts thesis project:
The human urge for representation, for storytelling, and for the transformational use of the imagination is an immutable part of our makeup, and the narrative potential of the new digital medium is dazzling.  As the virtual world takes on increasing expressiveness, we will slowly get used to living in a fantasy environment that now strikes us as frighteningly real.  But at some point we will find ourselves looking through the medium instead of at it.  Then we will no longer be interested in whether the characters we are interacting with are scripted actors, fellow improvisers, or computer-based chatterbots, nor will we continue to think about whether the place we are occupying exists as a photograph of a theatrical set or as a computer generated graphic, or about whether it is delivered to us by radio waves or telephone wires.  At that point when the medium itself melts away into transparency, we will be lost in the make-believe and care only about the story.  We will not notice it when it happens, but at that moment –even without the matter replicators –we will find ourselves at home on the holodeck…

As the most powerful representational medium yet invented, it <the computer> should be put to the highest tasks of society. Whether or not we will one day be rewarded with the arrival of the cyberbard, we should hasten to place this new compositional tool as firmly as possible in the hands of the storytellers. 

I imagine it’s fairly obvious to the reader how I feel about her closing words.  It was somewhat eerie for her to user the word ‘cyberbard’ when my thesis proposal, as stated above, started off on a bardic note as well.  

While Murray raises many important and challenging points, I think the weaknesses of her arguments can be seen in the above paragraphs:  Should the computer really be put to the “highest tasks” of society?  Do we really want the medium to be totally “transparent”?  Do we really want ourselves to be “lost in the make believe”, or to “care only about the story”, or to not care if the characters we are interacting with are robots or real people?  Unless I misunderstand her, many of us would see these goals as dangerously misplaced.  
So, while I believe that we will continue to shape reality (and our experience of it) with our ever developing new technologies, and while I must be hopeful that a more mature stewardship of these technologies will eventually arise, I strongly believe that we must uphold the heart of play – its natural (non-technologically dependent) relational dimension.  As I’ve stated before, this was the impetus behind my project.  By providing my guests with a weekend of Elvin magic –immersion in nature’s beauty, new relationships, opportunities to imagine, wonder, express themselves creatively, wake up more fully to their senses, take risks, and to participate in a story that is itself about this topic –I hoped all of us would not only see the battle more clearly, but be inspired to change our lives in a more Elvinly direction as well.

Make no mistake; there is a battle at hand.  The simplest way to put it is this:  Will we believe in and be open to an infinitely mysterious and free dimension of reality (transcendent at its core), or will we only believe in a reality that is in the end totally reducible, quantifiable, predictable, and malleable to our desires?  If the latter, then one should also be consistent, admitting that freedom (and all that comes with it) is an illusion –for all is predetermined in a purely mechanical universe:  There is no game, no free play –reality is merely a helpless unfolding of causes. How each of us chooses to spend our time playing reveals, reflects, and in turn, shapes, our beliefs on this matter.
Wendell Berry, in the last quarter of his book Life is a Miracle, suggests a kind of experiential knowing that goes beyond the kind of knowledge gained through science and its deconstructing methods.  He writes, 

If we are to protect the world’s multitude of places and creatures, then we must know them, not just conceptually but imaginatively as well. They must be pictured in the mind and in memory; they must be known with affection, “by heart,” so that in seeing or remembering them the heart may be said to “sing,” to make a music peculiar to its recognition of each place or creature that it knows well.
 
While all things and activities surely have the potential to be portals of the Spirit, some things –like playful relationships with other living beings –can more directly or more profoundly expose us to this transcendent dimension.  Technologies that encroach on our relationships, on our natural ways of being and playing together, are therefore also potentially dangerous in that they can make it very difficult for us to remember, believe in, and experience the heart of reality –the pulse of whom is, in the end, our only lasting source of meaning, hope, and true joy.

2. Art’s Inclusive Nature
The poetry of the mythic imagination will not, for Tolkien, replace religion so much as make it possible, putting imaginatively starved modern man back once again into awed and reverent contact with a living universe.

<Tolkien's> chief objection to <Arthurian myth> was “it is involved in, and explicitly contains the Christian religion.  For reasons which I will not elaborate, that seems to me fatal.  Myth and fairy story must, as all art, reflect and contain in solution elements of moral and religious truth (or error), but not explicit, not in the known form of the primary ‘real’ world. (I am speaking of course, of our present situation, not of ancient pagan, pre-Christian days...)”


The fact that my thesis project (being from a graduate school of Christian studies) contained little to no explicit references to the gospel or to the Christian tradition may raise a few theological eyebrows, or at least a stir up a few quibbling questions, and so I’ll try and answer some of those questions now.


There are at least two primary answers as to why I made this decision (though it feels more like it simply happened than was a conscious choice on my part).  The first has to do with the nature of art –more specifically literature –and the second, a more personal answer, has to do with the theological territory I find myself wandering upon these days.  Since my project’s connection to Tolkien’s work is probably pretty clear by now, I’ll share about the first answer by the same analogy.


Knowing that the author Tolkien was a Christian (and largely influential in the life of many Christians’ favorite apologist –C.S. Lewis) has led to plenty of debate over the ‘meaning’ of Tolkien’s works: Are Gandalf, Frodo, & Aragorn Christ figures?  How is being a bearer of the ring related to bearing one’s cross?  And so on and so on.  
One issue that occasionally comes up is the question of Tolkien’s apparent comfortableness with sub-creating such a believable world with little to no explicit references to the Christian story.  Instead we find a complex pluralistic world with mostly pagan references.
 
"The Lord of the Rings transcends any strictly monotheistic reading.  Instead, it manifests an extraordinary ethico-religious richness and complexity which derives from the blending of Christian, pagan, and humanist ingredients.  It is all of these, and no single one of them.  They can be separated analytically, of course, but not their joint and mutual effects --any more than can the different flavours that make up a soup.  And when we turn from such internal considerations to how and why Tolkien wrote what he did, the point emerges clearly that the work's syncretism, including (indeed requiring) the elimination of 'practically all references to anything like religion' (as we now understand it) was a conscious and deliberate decision, and a very wise one."

Middle Earth differs from our world in many ways.  It is a world full of magic, populated by multiple races (not just human), where good battles evil not only on the insides of individuals –but in the flesh as well.  There are creatures in Middle Earth (like Orcs) who might cause the apostle Paul to re-write his “we fight not against flesh and blood”
.  The dark powers Paul speaks of in this same epistle have been embodied in Tolkien’s world –originally good beings (many were elves), they have been twisted into creatures of pure malice.  This is just one example amongst many that could be given as to how Tolkien’s fantasy world differs from our own.  The point is that Tolkien’s world is a unique creation, a work of art or, as he might put it, a sub-creation.

Art never quite perfectly reflects primary reality.  How could it?  So in one sense, one could say that all artistic creation is fictional, and in this sense I think most Christians would agree.  Whether music, dance, drama, writing, or visual art –each form is trying to ‘get at’ something else, some dimension of primary reality that has been forgotten or perhaps was never known.  Art has to play tricks on our senses to remind us that it wants to be taken seriously.  
A painting, a song, a dance, or a work of fiction doesn’t have to contain explicit references to the Christian story in order to draw, teach or remind somebody about that story, or to glorify the Lover that story points to.  If these works did need explicit references –footnotes of biblical references –then all shooting stars, singing birds, and blossoming flowers would be out of business.  It’s true that their ‘business’ may be in decline these days, but original creation is still doing its work quite well without the revenue of Christian copyrights.
My project has the same defense.  Various truths about reality were reflected over the weekend, truths that have been portrayed numerous times before in a variety of settings, cultures and religions.  However, the brightness of reflection depends not only on the mirror's art, but on the viewer's relative viewing position.  I have no doubt that some mirrors (religions, works of art, and other sacramental portals) throughout history have been of better quality, or have been more directly aligned to the Light –its just that I'm not as quick to judge these days whether a light's dimness is due to it’s reflection, or due to my not being in the right position to see it fully.

I imagine that my guests for this weekend had many sacramental experiences over the weekend that were in common, and many that spoke to them privately.  Some of these experiences came through events planned by me and some of them were unplanned.  I have selected below five key ‘images’ and experiences from the weekend and how one might variously interpret them from a Christian or other religious framework:
· Fairies, Dryads and other magical creatures are, to me, reminders that (a)there are very likely other rational races in this universe other than the human race (angels, aliens or, who knows, elves?); (b)that there is no reason to doubt that some of these beings are in forms that our human mental and sense faculties cannot presently see; and most importantly (c) that every creature we think we might 'know' or have ‘figured out’ is at the core a truly wonder-full, magical, mysterious being.  When we humble ourselves and acknowledge this fact, the world is re-enchanted for us.  All three of these ideas can easily be considered biblical ideas by most Christians, and yet the fantastical creatures in my project will not be found between the pages of a bible.  Furthermore, these concepts I have highlighted above can be found in a number of different religious traditions.

· The dark figure who tempts the audience with its eerie light echoes the Christian truth about Satan being disguised as an 'angel of light' [2Co 11:14] and tempting humanity.  Yet the theme of some evil power tempting and luring humanity is obviously not only found in Christianity.

· Trevor, becoming like a zombie as a consequence of his touching the screen, depicts the sad state of humanity-enslaved to its idols and demonstrates the scripture “…each one is tempted when, by his own lust, he is dragged away and enticed.”
  I also find this image eerily close to the reality of the screen-centered (TV, computer, cinema, video-game) and mind-numbed culture we live in. It speaks both of the black-hole of our inward selfish gaze and of the disconnect we so often experience from our true selves and from the rest of reality.  

· The quest the party takes to break this evil spell echoes the quest of our own conversion and liberation.  We journey through stages, develop relationships, meet key people, gather counsel (and sometimes follow it), make use of our bodies and senses, and then finally, at the end, we take perhaps the scariest risk of all, we surrender to death, diving into something bigger, hoping and trusting we will be met, accepted, and perhaps even kissed on the other side.

· Suffering and the shedding of blood, on behalf of others, especially with the use of a thorn --echoes to the suffering of Christ.  Yet one might wonder "was the lady of the lake pleased by the ritual, as a placating blood offering, or by the courage and love of suffering for another?"  However, Christians wrestle with this exact same question as to their view of what happened on the cross, the ‘atonement’: What was sacrificed to whom and what did it do?  Furthermore, debates have always abounded as to whether ritual (and/or obedience to the law) or the state and intention of the person’s heart is more pleasing to God.  We believe God is most impressed by the heart, and yet it is also argued that our actions and sometimes rituals make the heart’s state visible.  If its any consolation to the reader...No, I don't think Sattisha would have responded the same way had she felt the ‘questers’ were merely enacting a ritual –devoid of meaning and heart.  
The ambiguity of these experiences and images is intentional.  I wanted my audience to receive through them whatever they were open to receive from the Spirit.  This ambiguity also reflects my present uncertainty about how exclusive (and/or necessary) a claim Christianity has on Truth.

I believe that not only do all artistic creations reflect some goodness, truth, and beauty, but that this is also true of the world’s many cultures and religious systems.  And this brings us to the second answer as to why I did things as I did:  I’m becoming more and more comfortable and convinced that God is involved in all times and places, and thus amidst all the world’s religious expressions.
  Those who are seeking, and often those who are not, will find the Spirit of Love at work in everything.  The artist’s responsibility seems to be to create work that has integrity with their beliefs, is given in a spirit of love, and is as sensitive as possible to what they know about their intended audience.  This I tried to do.
VI. A Personal Note

It has almost been a year since I finished this project and over two years since I finished my guided study on technology.  For a number of reasons, this paper has been unusually difficult to complete –I’ll spare the reader my many excuses and whinings.  However, I must confess that one of the main reasons I have been so slow to finish is that I have been caught up in technology’s snares myself recently and I have therefore been embarrassed and ashamed to try encourage others to resist a force I have been so willing to give in to.  While I realize that there is no clear black and white line between good and bad stewardship of technology –in my heart I know that I have been playing around with it too much, to the point that it is fairly clear that I am actually the one being played with. 

Thankfully, the glory of my latest fad (a powerful, colorful, can-do-anything-you-want black box called a “Pocket PC”) is wearing thin, or rather wearing me thin (I am reminded of Bilbo’s comment about “feeling a little stretched thin” in response to Gandalf’s comment on how the ring has affected Bilbo’s age).  Hopefully it will now take a more ‘appropriate’ place in my life in regards to how much time and attention it gets.  Yet perhaps, its only ‘appropriate’ place is in the garbage can, the fire of “Mt. Doom”.  Who knows?  I honestly don’t.  My only hope is that God will continue to help me let go of it, as with all things in life, to whatever degree is necessary for the Spirit of love to thrive in me.
VII. Future Implications
So now what?  Most truthfully, I have no more than a few hints of what will come of this or how it will play into my vocation –that vocation in which all pieces of my life come together, I feel a sense of total fulfillment, and I save the world from impending doom.  Okay, more realistically, does the ‘Immersive role-play weekend’ have any marketing potential in a reality-TV show culture?  Possibly.  Yet something kills the spirit of the thing when I think of it in those terms.   Ideally, I’d like to think of how an experience like this could genuinely serve people, and (sure) hopefully help me to pay the bills!
Since last summer, when this project happened, I have been involved in at least one obviously related experiment:  A home-school network on Orcas, called Oasis, had a small group of junior-high to high school kids, around six of them.  At the beginning of the year the Oasis parents and their children asked if I would be willing to work with this group.  I was delighted to accept their trust and offer.  The first semester we decided together to explore the topic of Artificial Intelligence, which, though I’m sure I could find some odd way to make it connected, isn’t the experiment I just mentioned.  However this last semester I taught ‘The Oasis Quest Class’, the sub-title of which was “Bridging the gap between our fantasies and our everyday lives”.  Sound familiar?  Though it was a grand experiment, the final outcome was that (through a variety of means) these kids would entrust me with their various goals and dreams, and I would come up with creative quests in the community that they would embark upon, hopefully helping them to take steps towards facing their fears and achieving their goals.
  I learned a lot from these kids (particularly the fact that the number one goal and fear of this age has to do with social acceptance) and I believe my experience will help shape any related future events.

So I have wondered, and it has been suggested by others not a few times; why not ask a group (a company, an organization, a church) to meet with me and disclose their primary internal struggles and goals, then take the time to re-symbolize this information and re-cast their staff (and players from my community) into an interesting, challenging, meaningful Quest here on Orcas Island (or elsewhere)?
I realize that Life (and the Author of life) are millions of years ahead of me and have been playing this game for a loooong time.  Life seems to direct things in such a manner that we are regularly having to face our fears and are frequently given spontaneous opportunities to meet our goals and follow our dreams.  However, perhaps the Spirit is letting me in on some creative new games to fit our times.  I can think of at least three benefits that retreats like I have outlined above might offer:

1. Like a  good book or movie, this ‘art form’ compresses time and drama providing a unique and exciting hands-on experience in which events, things, people and personal aspects one has taken for granted are ‘cast’ in a new light, or seen from a new angle.

2. This medium also simplifies the complexities of life and number of options/decisions we usually encounter in any given day.  As in any computer adventure game –one can then more easily see and believe that its creator has put us in an environment for a specific purpose and given us a limited number of choices.  We are free to choose, but not overwhelmed or paralyzed by too many possibilities.
3. Lastly, an experience like this provides a safer environment for exploring and facing ones fears and desires, as well as working through various problematic group dynamics.  It is safer in the same way that playing, pretending, and practicing are safe, healthy ways one ‘prepares’ for ‘real living’.  We all need to take baby steps sometimes.
My feelings about doing something like this are presently mixed, attracted and hesistant.  The primary reason for hesitance is that I am currently caring for my first child, an amazing three month old girl named Zinnia, and so obviously my family is my current focus and priority.  Apart from that fact,  I recently wept while rereading Hannah Hamm’s letter of description and thanks –and yet I also shuddered at thinking of trying to organize something like this project again.  There is so much I would change next time and so much I have learned from this experience, perhaps it would not be as intimidating the next time.  

VII. Conclusion  
This project, this happening, this week-end experience attempting to pioneer a somewhat novel artistic medium, was truly a community project and I am deeply grateful to everyone who helped it come into being.  From its fumbling conception as a thesis project proposal to its continued not-yet-entirely-understood-incorporation into my life and vocation, the desire to create new forms of playing (in part to counter what I sense as a dangerous trend towards technologically “amusing myself to death”) is kept alive primarily by the mysterious ache for God that gracefully persists somewhere within me and through the other loving relationships in my life. My desire for ‘real play’ is also kept alive by my failings –the continued experience of disappointment when trying to find fulfillment in the technological toys of our age –as well as the understanding, compassionate forgiveness that I find is continually offered to me in response to my silliness.
I sometimes like to vainly imagine that I am the only one who really understands the import and urgency of this ‘grave matter’, and that I alone will somehow be responsible for bringing healing to the world.  Predictably, the weight of this illusion soon crushes me, especially when I am made acutely aware of my own weakness in this area.  When humbled, I realize (or at least hope) that there are many others around the world who share the same concerns and who have the same desires for wholesome magic, and who are (and will be) expressing their creative ‘energy’ in entirely unique ways, adding healing stories to The Great Story that are beyond my wildest imagination.  May it be so.

Regardless of my role in this healing, it is imperative that each of us continue to heed the Elves’ counsel about the dangers of our increasing technological dependence, specifically in the area of how we enjoy and re-create ourselves.  If not, what image will we re-create ourselves in?  As Wendel Berry put it “It is easy for me to imagine that the next great division of the world will be between people who wish to live as creatures and people who wish to live as machines.”
  
Restoring relational creativity, part of our original God given image, is the playful work that needs to be done by those who wish to retain their humanity.  It seems so odd that most of us resist this work of merry-making.  I’m certainly no exception to the rule.   Firquest recently contacted me, through the email of my imagination, and asked that I pass on a few words to the guests that visited us last summer.  I sent it the first week of November, fourteen months after the project.  I believe that his letter may shed some light on some of the reasons why this joyful work is so often resisted.  And so I end with it now:
Post-Project Letter from Firquest

“Greetings friends of elves,

I often find myself thinking about you and our weekend together.  I know I am not the only one for Senteel, Madrone, Keala and all the others involved have shared the same.  We wonder how you are faring in the world  and whether the events of that weekend are remembered favorably by you.  Are they?

Leif told me that before you all departed from our island you had shared together about your experiences and what they had meant to you.  He said that some of you found that the enchantment Trevor suffered by staring into that strange screen’s light resonated with experiences you have had with your televisions, computers, and other such devices humans seem so fascinated with these days.  He told me that many of you shared that the experiences of the weekend, as they helped to liberate Trevor, had helped to liberate yourselves as well.  Is this true?  I hope so.

Leif has also recently confided with me that this last year has been particularly trying for him in this dimension –new technological toys.  Life seems so full of suffering that it’s understandable how you humans feel so drawn to the anesthetic power of entertaining technologies.  Yet I still remain convinced that using them too much, falling asleep under their spell, is not healthy in the long run –just like any other sedative.  For in avoiding the suffering of life, we avoid the real joys of life and the redemption that grace wants to bring us in facing and walking through our various sufferings.  I don’t think anyone can face their suffering alone, we need a community of loving relationships to walk through that valley, and should seek these relationships at all costs.  I also have a hunch that continued fellowship with us Elves, and becoming more adept with the creative magic that our kind is so fond of, could be of great service to humanity in these times.
Besides wanting to send you our greetings and love, we island elves were also hoping you could do for us a small favor.  We would like to continue the kind of dialogue and activities we had together with you with other men and women in some manner.  In order to do this, however, we would like to know how the weekend was for you?  Particularly, we are curious to know if your experiences from our weekend together have born any further fruit in your lives.  For example, have you found yourself more cautious or disciplined with your entertaining and communicating devices?  Perhaps you even use them less or not at all at certain times or in certain places?  Also, have you found yourself more ‘game’ to engage your senses, your body, your imagination, taking risks and participating in the adventure of relationship-making more often?  Has your relationship with Illuvitar, the One, changed in any way as a result of this weekend?  These are the kinds of questions we are most eager to hear about and would be grateful for any responses.

We have asked Leif if he would receive these comments from you, in order that you might feel you can speak as honestly and plainly as possible.  If you find it easiest to send your comments electronically, he has set up an address in our name.  The council is divided in their opinion of this decision, but as times change and many of you most comfortably use this strange medium, please feel free to contact us this way through Leif.  We simply request that you use it with great care.
I, as well as all of your new island friends, hope this letter finds you doing well (particularly in the area of technological stewardship) and we truly look forward to hearing from you, or perhaps even seeing you, sometime in the near future.

Elen sila lumenn omentielvo,

Firquest
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� The Portfolio also includes a CD with images, video footage, and other reference material.


� Orcas Island, my home, is located in the San Juan Islands –an archipelago off the west coast of Washington State.


�“I intend all use of external plans or devices (apparatus) instead of development of the inherent inner powers or talents – or even the use of these talents with the corrupted motive of dominating: bulldozing the real world or coercing other wills.  The machine is our more obvious modern form though more closely related to Magic than is usually recognized.” 


-Tolkien, The Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien, 146


�Ibid


� Galadriel (“Lady of Light”), Queen of the tree elves of Lorien in Tolkien’s trilogy, had a magical basin of water that when looked upon could show visions of the past, present, and of future possibilities.  In my paper, this pool became a metaphor for the magical power of art.  This metaphor will be explored further on in the paper.


� “Celtic Bard”, Microsoft® Encarta® Encyclopedia 2002. © 1993-2001 Microsoft Corporation. 


� Lewis, CS. Mere Christianity, p.161


� There are snares that come with this sense of vision.  Apparently CS Lewis had this struggle as well, he writes:  “Those like myself whose imagination far exceeds their obedience are subject to a just penalty; we easily imagine conditions far higher than any we have really reached.  If we describe what we have imagined we may make others, and make ourselves, believe that we have really been there.”  Lewis, CS, The Four Loves, p.192


� I’ll be bringing this subject up more specifically in the theological reflection section of this paper.


� The unique powers of this new art form are described in more detail in the section titled “Future Implications”.


� There might seem to be a contradiction in what I’ve said in this paragraph.  On one hand I write that these narrative art forms can offer a dangerously disembodied escape from reality.  On the other hand I claim that I want to offer a new art form that helps others to face and enter reality more fully.  The debate between art’s power as a virtue or vice, between its being an icon and portal to reality vs. its being an idol and obstacle to true living, has gone on for ages.  I think that the primary responsibility is in the hands of the viewer, “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder”.  However, it still is my opinion that the danger of idolatry (and addiction to the that idol) increases in proportion to the technological sophistication of the art form.


� This is the title of a book by Neil Postman, a cultural critic.  His title makes the point quite succinctly.


� The difference between the role-players and the actors was that the actors would only have short parts with prepared lines, while the role-players would be staying in character throughout the weekend


� The Elves and Treep would be with the group continually for most of the weekend and would thus have the most challenging parts, having to improvise the majority of the time.  Lilywater, who makes two primary appearances, would be improvising off of basic guidelines as well.  Sattisha, Sarrell, & Eanya were given lines to say but expected to adapt the lines as they saw fit.  The Dryads & Picnic Pixies roles consisted of dancing silently in the middle-of-the-night and merrily setting up for a forest picnic.


� I had originally hoped to add a few wildcards to the guest list –someone whom nobody knew, including myself, and someone who was a ‘plant’ (an actor pretending to be a guest) –but this proved too much to do.  The mystery guest became a lower priority (with the increasing stress of other needs) and the ‘plant’ ended up developing into a different idea, as you will soon see.


� Gimli was the Dwarf in Tolkien’s Fellowship of The Ring, who strongly objected to being blindfolded by the Elves on their journey through Lothlorien.  However, his frustration primarily arose from the strained relations between Dwarves and Elves during this middle-earth period of history.  The guest Gimli’s reasons will be discussed toward the end of this paper.


� The significance of these tasks will be discussed in the theological consideration.


� This and subsequent quotes from Hannah Hamm can be found in her letter in the accompanying portolio.


�Manning, Ruthless Trust, from the chapter entitled “Artists, Mystics, and Clowns”, p68-70.  Edited down with Italics added.


� Murray, Hamlet on the Holodeck, 272


� Gabler, Neil Life: The Movie, How entertainment conquered Reality, pp. 242-243 


� If interested in this topic, I highly suggest reading my ‘almost finished’ paper which is offered as an appendix to this one on the accompanying CD.  This paper explores the development, meaning, and value of online computer games as well as concepts like ergodic literature.  If not for length constraints, it would have been included in this paper as its relevance is high.


�http://www.justthink.org/resources/facts.html


� Some, like Neil Gabler in his book “Life the Movie: How entertainment conquered reality” would go so far as to say that everything (in at least N. American culture) has become a form of entertainment..


� There is another equally important reason why I believe we are so drawn to these mediums that will be addressed in an imaginary letter from Firquest at the end of this paper.


� Hansen, The Ring, The Stone, The Pool: Exploring the nature of technology through the magic within Tolkien’s Myth, p. 37 One might argue, “Well, what about the LOTR movie, or the LOTR video games?  Could they not bring the same message?”  Apart from arguing that indeed no, key elements of the message (or story) are absent from these works, there is a more important matter.  I have a hunch that the high-tech mediums themselves, which we are becoming increasingly dependent upon, are also telling a story themselves (the plot is simple, 1s and 0s) and I would argue that that story –if it is believed, will ultimately counteract Tolkien’s ‘embedded’ story.  Is it wise to get an alcoholic to take his medication by putting it in a glass of wine?


� I realize the language of ETs, portals, and magic can be distracting to some –but I must confess I like it.


� Gabler, Neil pp.242-243 Note the similarity between his question and that posed by Berry in the conclusion of this paper.


� Murray, Hamlet on the Holodeck, 272, 284


� Berry, Life is a Miracle,138


� Curry,  Defending Middle-Earth: Tolkien: Myth & Modernity, p.122 (quoting Helms)


� Ibid, 122 (quoting from Tolkien, Letters, 144)


� On a closer look, after reading works like The Sirmarillion, one finds that Middle Earth is actually created by Illuvitar with the help of ‘lesser gods’, or angels, called Mayar.  Yet in the actual trilogy, to my knowledge, not once is Illuvitar mentioned.  


� Curry, 118


� Ephesian 6:12


� James 1:14


�Due to the fact that this topic (Christianity and the World’s Religions) is such a massive topic, this is as far as it will be followed in this paper.  However, I have included two related personal papers on the CD in my thesis portfolio.


� For example, one day my class was given the quest of going to the local public high school and interviewing the students about friendship and their social life in general.  Besides learning that they were not alone in their social needs and fears, they were also able to face some of these fears head-on by meeting and engaging new peers.


� Wendell Berry, Life is a Miracle, 55
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