
 

understood as desire for connec-

tion with the other. This connec-

tion may be physical (by touching), 

emotional (by sharing feelings), 

psychological (by sharing ideas), or 

spiritual (by praying and worship-

ing). The love of parents for their 

children is sometimes érōs and 

sometimes agápē. Similarly, our 

love for creation may contain both 

érōs and agápē. 

In this way we can also understand 

the action of Jesus in the Christ 

hymn of Philippians 2:6-11 to con-

tain both agápē and érōs. Clearly it 

was out of agápē that Jesus 

òemptied himself, taking the form 

of a slaveó (v. 7); but the entire first 

half of the poem presumes that 

God has a profound and passionate 

desire for connection with human-

ity. This is érōs.  

D esire is essential to the 

Christian life. 

This assertion may be surprising, 

given that many of us have been 

taught that desire is of the devilñ

or at least that desire is detrimental 

to a healthy spiritual life.  

The congregations to which Iõve 

belonged preached and practiced 

selfless service to others. An oft-

cited example of selfless service 

was that of Dirk Willems, an Ana-

baptist who in 1569 ran across a 

patch of ice to flee the man trying 

to catch him. When his pursuer 

broke through the ice and called 

out for help, Dirk selflessly turned 

around and rescued the man from 

drowningñwhereupon the man 

promptly arrested Dirk. Shortly 

thereafter, Dirk was burned at the 

stake for his religious beliefs. Peo-

ple in my denominational tradition 

have told this story hundreds of 

times to illustrate the costly nature 

of selflessness. Selfless service to 

others is without question a part of 

Christian faith.  

But so is personal desire. Biblical 

examples of desire abound. The 

psalmist notably wrote that òas a 

deer longs for flowing streams, so 

my soul longs for you, O Godó (Ps 

42:1, NRSV).  Jesusõ fourth beati-

tude asserts that those who 

òhunger and thirst for righteous-

ness . . . will be filledó (Matt 5:6).  

Even God is depicted as having 

intense desire. During the exile 

when people wondered if God had 

abandoned them, Second Isaiah 

portrayed a 

God who still 

yearned for 

Israel: òBut Zion 

said, ôThe LORD 

has forsaken 

me, my Lord 

has forgotten 

me.õ Can a 

woman forget 

her nursing 

child, or show 

no compassion 

for the child of 

her womb? Even these may forget, 

yet I will not forget you. See, I have 

inscribed you on the palms of my 

handséó (Is 49:14-16a).  

 

C hristians have sometimes 

made radical distinctions 

between types of love, often using 

the Greek words agápē and érōs, 

with agápē supposedly being 

wholly selfless love and érōs sup-

posedly being wholly selfish.  

Yet érōs, from which we derive 

our English word òerotic,ó is nei-

ther only about selfishness nor only 

about sex. Instead érōs is better 
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order to discover our deepest 

desire. I may be convinced, for 

instance, that my deep desire is 

for beauty. So for a period of 

time I pursue aesthetic delight, 

furnishing my home with beautiful 

music, paintings, and artistically 

designed interiors. Eventually I 

discover that my desire for 

beauty goes beyond objects and 

reaches to Godõs own self. I per-

ceive that desire ultimately takes 

me to God.  

If we trace our many desires to 

deeper and deeper layers, we will 

come to God at some point. This 

happens for 

the simple 

reason that 

God is the 

one who 

first put that 

deep desire 

within us. 

Our desire 

propels us 

through 

lesser de-

sires back to 

the God 

who origi-

nally im-

planted that 

desire 

within us. 

This desire unites us to God: 

when our deepest desire for God 

meets Godõs deepest desire for 

us, we become united in desire. 

Authentic desire, consequently, is 

not selfish. It draws us outside of 

ourselves, toward God and other 

people. Desire makes us into 

missional people.  

Because God is infinite, it may 

well be that our desire for God 

W ise guides in Christian 

history have recognized 

that desire takes us to God and 

brings God to us. The wellspring 

of desire is important in the 

thought of Augustine, Gregory of 

Nyssa, Hadewijch of Brabant, 

Bonaventure, Meister Eckhart, 

Julian of Norwich, the author of 

The Cloud of Unknowing, Teresa of 

Avila, John of the Cross, Ignatius 

Loyola, George Herbert, John 

Wesley, and others. 

Desire, even if only a nascent 

kind, is what leads us to assent to 

God in the public commitment of 

baptism. Desire, albeit sometimes 

feeble, motivates our lifelong 

efforts to follow Christ in disci-

pleship. And at certain points 

along the wayñafter the death of 

someone important to us, in the 

wake of disaster, during and after 

a dark nightñour desire for God 

may burn bright and hot. 

Desire is what allows us to love 

others, to fulfill our vocation, and 

to join with Godõs mission in the 

world. Desire gives us energy, 

passion, and the ability to press 

forward in a positive direction. 

Desire for the divine pulls us to 

prayer, worship, and Bible study. 

Desire propels peacemaking and 

justice-seeking.  

The reality, of course, is that not 

all our desires are good. A desire 

for fame can turn us toward ar-

rogance. A desire for wealth can 

make us envious. A desire for 

gastronomic delight can render 

us gluttonous. Some desires are 

better than others. 

The life of faith is therefore in 

part a journey of discernment 

through our lesser desires in 

has a certain infinite quality, so 

that the more we taste of God, 

the more we hunger for God. 

The more unified we are with 

God, the more unity we may 

want. By definition, desire always 

yearns for more. Desire takes us 

to boundless, unceasing prayer. 

 

Characteristics of Authentic 

Desire  

An authentic, deep desire often 

has the following qualities. 

1.  It has to do with God. The 

desire will 

in some way 

originate 

from or 

move to-

ward God. 

2.  It ori-

ents us to 

others. 

True desire 

never fo-

cuses exclu-

sively on 

our com-

fort, but 

always 

strives for 

connection 

with others. 

In short, our deepest desire gives 

us a mission. 

3.  Living the desire gives us 

lasting joy. This is not to say 

that living our deep desire will be 

without difficulties. Yet joy will 

underlie those difficulties. Our 

deep, God-granted desire will be 

something we genuinely want to 

do. It will elicit from us a re-

sounding òYes!ó 

 

Spiritual Desire (continued)  

    Recognize. Receive. Respond. God is everywhere.Ê  


