
INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (IJRISS) 

ISSNNo. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/IJRISS | Volume X Issue XVII July 2026 | Special Issue on Psychology 

www.rsisinternational.org 

Page575 

 

 

 

  

Creativity as Healing: Tolkien’s Theology of Sub-Creation and Its 

Implications for Psychosocial Wellbeing 

Dr. Aditi Munmun Sengupta* 

MBBS, ADPC(Advanced Diploma in Psychological Counselling, India), MS (Clinical and Bioanalytical 

Chemistry, United States), PhD (Physiology, India) Harvard Medical School PostGraduate Association 

Member (Department of Continuing Medical Education, USA), Honorary Degree in Divinity ( American 

Fellowship Church,Texas, United States) 

*Corresponding Author 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.47772/IJRISS.2026.1017PSY0043 

Received:01 July 2026; Accepted: 06 July 2026; Published: 22 July 2026 

ABSTRACT 

Contemporary society faces a growing crisis of psychosocial suffering marked by anxiety, depression, 

alienation, burnout, trauma, and existential emptiness. While social science increasingly recognizes creativity 

as a protective factor in psychological wellbeing, creativity is frequently reduced to artistic talent or 

recreational activity rather than understood as a fundamental dimension of human personhood. This paper 

argues that creativity serves as a healing mechanism by integrating theological anthropology with 

contemporary psychosocial research. Using the thought of J. R. R. Tolkien, particularly his concept of sub-

creation, this study explores creativity as participation in divine creative activity.  

Through interdisciplinary engagement with psychology, Catholic theology, and narrative studies, the paper 

proposes that creative expression facilitates emotional regulation, resilience, narrative reconstruction, meaning-

making, and communal healing. Building upon Tolkien’s theological framework, this paper advances the 

Creative Grace Model, which conceptualizes creativity as a sacramental process mediating restoration of the 

fragmented self. The study concludes that creativity is not incidental to human flourishing but intrinsic to 

humanity’s vocation as bearers of the image of God. In this sense, creativity functions not merely as self-

expression but as participation in divine healing and restoration. 

A novel contribution of this study is the introduction of the Hidden Pain–Creative Grace Interface, a 

conceptual model explaining how creativity mediates healing in individuals experiencing psychosomatic or 

unarticulated suffering. The model proposes that creativity enables suppressed emotional distress to transition 

from somatic manifestation to symbolic expression, narrative integration, and psychospiritual restoration. 
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Graphical Abstract : This figure illustrates how hidden psychosocial suffering transforms through creative 

expression, Tolkien’s sub-creation, and meaning-making into psychosocial and spiritual healing. 

Keywords: creativity, sub-creation, healing, Imago Dei, psychosocial wellbeing, creative grace interface 

INTRODUCTION 

The modern world is increasingly characterized by paradox. Technological progress has accelerated human 

efficiency, yet psychological suffering has simultaneously intensified. Rates of depression, chronic stress, 

loneliness, emotional exhaustion, and psychosomatic disorders continue to rise globally. Social science now 

recognizes that human wellbeing extends beyond physical health into emotional, relational, existential, and 

spiritual dimensions (Seligman, 2011). 

One promising yet often underestimated pathway toward healing is creativity. Creativity has been shown to 

improve resilience, emotional processing, cognitive flexibility, and social connectedness (Kaufman & 

Sternberg, 2019). Yet creativity is commonly regarded as optional—an accessory of leisure or artistry rather 

than an essential dimension of human existence. 

J. R. R. Tolkien offers a radical alternative. Tolkien did not understand creativity merely as artistic production 

but as participation in divine creativity. His theological imagination presents human creativity as an 

ontological expression of being made in the image of God. He writes, “We make still by the law in which 
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we’re made” (Tolkien, 1988, p. 144). This insight suggests that creativity is inseparable from personhood 

itself. 

This paper argues that Tolkien’s theology of sub-creation offers a powerful interdisciplinary framework for 

understanding creativity as healing. By integrating Catholic theological anthropology with psychosocial 

research, this study proposes that creativity restores fragmented identity, mediates meaning, and participates in 

divine restoration. 

Tolkien’s Theology of Sub-Creation 

Tolkien’s concept of sub-creation remains one of the most profound theological accounts of artistic creativity 

in modern Christian thought. In Tree and Leaf, Tolkien distinguishes divine creation from human creativity. 

God alone creates ex nihilo—from nothing—whereas humans create through transformation, imagination, and 

participation within creation (Tolkien, 1988). 

Human beings therefore function as “sub-creators.” Their creativity does not rival God but reflects divine 

creative generosity. This understanding grounds creativity in theological anthropology rather than individual 

talent. 

The doctrine of Imago Dei provides the theological foundation for Tolkien’s vision. Because humans are made 

in the image of the Creator, creativity becomes embedded in human vocation. Creative activity becomes 

participation in divine relationality. 

Thomas Aquinas strengthens this argument through his understanding of beauty as a transcendental property of 

being. Aquinas linked beauty with wholeness, proportion, and radiance (integritas, consonantia, claritas) 

(Aquinas, 1947). Creative acts oriented toward beauty therefore contribute to psychic integration. 

Similarly, Hans Urs von Balthasar argued that beauty discloses truth through encounter rather than abstraction. 

Beauty awakens wonder, contemplation, and transformation (Balthasar, 1982). Tolkien’s literary world 

embodies this theological aesthetic, where beauty frequently becomes a channel of grace. 

Thus, sub-creation is more than artistic output; it is an act of participation in divine order, beauty, and 

restoration. 

Creativity and Psychosocial Wellbeing 

Contemporary psychological literature increasingly supports the healing power of creativity. Creativity 

enhances adaptive coping, resilience, emotional flexibility, and stress reduction (Runco & Jaeger, 2012). 

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi identified creativity as closely associated with flow, a state of total immersion 

characterized by deep concentration and intrinsic reward (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). Flow reduces rumination 

and improves subjective wellbeing. 

Abraham Maslow viewed creativity as a hallmark of self-actualization (Maslow, 1968). For Maslow, 

psychologically integrated individuals exhibit spontaneity, authenticity, and creative responsiveness. 

Self-determination theory further explains creativity’s therapeutic effect. Psychological flourishing depends on 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Creative engagement satisfies these needs 

simultaneously by fostering agency, mastery, and relational connection. 

From a psychosocial perspective, creativity functions as a protective mechanism against fragmentation. 

Creative processes transform emotional chaos into symbolic order. Through metaphor, narrative, image, or 

music, internal suffering becomes externalized and rendered meaningful. 
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This transformation suggests that creativity is not merely pleasurable—it is regulatory, integrative, and 

restorative. 

Creativity as Narrative Healing 

Human beings are narrative creatures. Identity is formed through stories that connect memory, present 

experience, and future aspiration (McAdams, 2001). Psychological trauma disrupts these narratives, producing 

fragmentation, disorientation, and existential rupture. 

Creativity restores narrative coherence. 

Writing, storytelling, artistic expression, and symbolic imagination enable individuals to reconstruct disrupted 

identity. This aligns profoundly with Tolkien’s literary theology. His narratives repeatedly depict suffering 

transformed through hope, sacrifice, courage, and grace. 

Augustine of Hippo understood the wounded human condition as disordered love requiring reorientation 

toward ultimate truth. Healing occurs when fragmentation gives way to rightly ordered desire (Augustine, 

2008). 

Similarly, Viktor Frankl argued that suffering becomes bearable when meaning is discovered within it (Frankl, 

2006). Creativity assists precisely in this task by converting pain into expression and expression into meaning. 

This insight is particularly relevant to psychosomatic suffering. Emotional distress that cannot be verbalized 

often manifests bodily through pain syndromes, autonomic dysregulation, fatigue, or chronic illness. Creative 

expression enables embodied suffering to become communicable. 

In such contexts, creativity acts as narrative medicine. 

The Creative Grace Model 

This paper proposes the Creative Grace Model (CGM) to explain creativity’s healing pathway 

( Figure1). 

Stage 1: Creative Expression 

The individual engages art, writing, music, imagination, or symbolic creation. 

Stage 2: Emotional Externalization 

Suppressed emotional distress becomes safely expressed. 

Stage 3: Meaning Reconstruction 

Creative reflection reorganizes fragmented experience into narrative coherence. 

Stage 4: Relational Integration 

Self-understanding improves interpersonal connectedness. 

Stage 5: Psychospiritual Healing 

The person experiences restored meaning, hope, and transcendence. 
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This model integrates psychological and theological perspectives. Creativity becomes sacramental in the broad 

theological sense: an outward act mediating inward grace. 

Pope John Paul II described the artist’s vocation as participation in divine creative mystery, noting that beauty 

has the power to awaken transcendence (John Paul II, 1999). Creative acts therefore possess transformative 

spiritual potential. 

 

Figure1: Creative Grace Model (CGM) : The figure illustrates creativity transforming symbolic expression 

and emotional release into meaning, spiritual integration, healing, and holistic human flourishing. 

The Creative Grace Model may be expanded to include hidden pain as a pre-creative state. In many 

individuals, particularly those experiencing psychosomatic distress, creativity does not begin with inspiration 

but with suffering seeking form. This extension suggests that creative expression often originates where 

language fails, making creativity a bridge between embodied pain and spiritual restoration. 

Creativity as Participation in Redemption 

The deepest theological contribution of Tolkien lies in his understanding that creativity participates not merely 

in creation but in redemption. 

This is where Tolkien moves beyond psychology. 

Psychology can demonstrate that creativity reduces stress and improves wellbeing. Theology explains why 

creativity heals. Creative acts echo divine restoration by bringing form from chaos, meaning from suffering, 

and beauty from brokenness. 
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Fulton J. Sheen repeatedly emphasized that suffering acquires transformative power when united with 

transcendent purpose. Pain without meaning destroys; pain transformed through grace redeems. 

Tolkien’s concept of eucatastrophe—the sudden joyous turn—captures this redemptive dimension. Grace 

interrupts despair. Hope emerges where defeat appeared final. 

Creative work often mirrors this pattern. In creating, the human person symbolically resists chaos and 

participates in restoration. 

Thus creativity may be understood as a practice of hope. 

Hidden Pain, Psychosomatic Distress, and Creative Healing: An Original Contribution 

One of the least explored intersections between theology and social science concerns the relationship between 

creativity and hidden pain. Hidden pain refers to emotional suffering that remains unexpressed, unrecognized, 

or socially invalidated. Such suffering may arise from chronic stress, grief, trauma, relational neglect, addiction 

vulnerability, or prolonged emotional suppression. When psychological distress cannot be adequately 

verbalized, it frequently manifests through the body. 

Psychosomatic medicine has long recognized the bidirectional interaction between emotional states, autonomic 

regulation, immune pathways, and somatic symptoms. Chronic emotional suppression has been associated with 

altered stress responses, inflammatory dysregulation, gastrointestinal dysfunction, fatigue syndromes, and 

chronic pain conditions (Koenig, 2012). In adolescents and young adults particularly, distress is often 

concealed behind high-functioning behavior, silence, perfectionism, or behavioral dysregulation. 

This paper proposes that Tolkien’s theology of sub-creation offers a profound framework for understanding 

how hidden suffering becomes healable. Creative acts enable symbolic externalization of pain that 

conventional language may fail to capture. A metaphor, poem, painting, myth, or story can reveal dimensions 

of suffering inaccessible to direct narration. 

This process may be understood through the Hidden Pain–Creative Grace Interface (HPCGI): 

Silent distress → Somatic burden → Symbolic creation → Narrative coherence → Healing 

The mechanism is both psychological and theological. Psychologically, creative expression reduces internal 

emotional load by externalizing unprocessed affect. The creative artifact functions as a transitional bridge 

between inner suffering and conscious reflection. Through repeated reflection, fragmented experiences become 

integrated into coherent personal meaning. 

Theologically, Tolkien’s concept of sub-creation deepens this process. If creativity reflects participation in 

divine creative love, then creative expression becomes more than emotional discharge; it becomes restorative 

participation in grace. Hidden pain is not merely described—it is transformed. 

This perspective carries important implications for psychosocial care, trauma-informed practice, adolescent 

mental health, and narrative medicine. Patients who struggle to verbalize suffering may find creative 

modalities safer than direct disclosure. In such cases, creativity functions as both diagnostic window and 

therapeutic pathway (Figure2). 

Thus, creativity may be especially healing not for visible suffering alone, but for silent suffering—the pain 

carried in bodies, behaviors, and unspoken narratives. 
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Figure 2: The figure illustrates how hidden psychosomatic suffering transforms through creative expression 

and Tolkienian sub-creation into meaning, grace, restoration, and psychospiritual healing. 

DISCUSSION 

The principal original contribution of this paper lies in integrating Tolkien’s theology of sub-creation with 

psychosomatic theory through the Hidden Pain–Creative Grace Interface (HPCGI). Existing creativity 

literature largely focuses on wellbeing enhancement, resilience, emotional regulation, and self-actualization, 

yet insufficient attention has been given to creativity as a mediator of healing for silent, preverbal, or 

somatized suffering. This paper argues that creativity becomes especially transformative when suffering cannot 

be adequately articulated through conventional language and instead becomes embodied within physiological, 

behavioral, or relational patterns. Such suffering may manifest as chronic pain, fatigue, gastrointestinal 

dysregulation, autonomic imbalance, unexplained somatic symptoms, emotional withdrawal, compulsive 

behaviors, or addictions—clinical expressions often reflecting unprocessed psychological distress. 

From a psychosomatic perspective, the body frequently functions as a repository of unresolved emotional 

experience, particularly when trauma, shame, grief, or chronic stress remain suppressed or socially invalidated. 

In such contexts, symptom formation may represent not pathology alone but a complex form of 

communication. The body, in effect, begins to “speak” what the conscious mind cannot verbalize. Creativity 

offers a critical intermediary space where this embodied suffering can be externalized safely through symbol, 

metaphor, narrative, music, art, or imaginative storytelling. 
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Tolkien’s theology offers a profound interpretive lens for this transformation. Through sub-creation, creative 

acts become more than aesthetic output; they become restorative acts of meaning-making that reintroduce 

order into internal chaos. By giving symbolic form to hidden pain, the individual moves from fragmentation 

toward coherence, from silence toward expression, and from isolation toward communion. Within the HPCGI 

framework, creativity functions not merely as catharsis but as a redemptive process through which hidden 

suffering becomes visible, meaningful, and ultimately redeemable. In this sense, sub-creation becomes an 

instrument of grace, mediating psychospiritual restoration by allowing wounded inner realities to participate in 

healing, transcendence, and renewed wholeness. 

CONCLUSION 

Creativity is not a luxury reserved for artists, nor a peripheral human hobby. Tolkien’s theology of sub-

creation reveals creativity as intrinsic to human vocation because humanity reflects the image of the Creator. 

Social science confirms that creativity enhances emotional regulation, resilience, meaning-making, narrative 

coherence, and relational wellbeing. Catholic theology deepens this insight by showing that creativity also 

mediates grace and restoration. 

The central contribution of this paper is the argument that creativity is sacramental in function. Through 

creative expression, fragmented selves encounter integration, suffering acquires meaning, and isolation gives 

way to communion. 

Ultimately, creativity heals because it reflects divine love at work within human nature. To create is not merely 

to produce; it is to participate in restoration. In Tolkien’s vision, every authentic act of sub-creation becomes a 

small participation in God’s ongoing renewal of creation. 

Creativity, therefore, is not merely therapeutic. 

It is theological. 

It is vocational. 

It is healing. 
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