
w Once upon a time there lived a sea lion who had lost the sea.
He lived in a country known as the barren lands. High on a plateau, far from

any coast, it was a place so dry and dusty that it could only be called a desert. A
kind of coarse grass grew in patches here and there, and a few trees were scattered
across the horizon. But mostly, it was dust. And sometimes wind, which together
make one very thirsty. Of course, it must seem strange to you that such a beauti-
ful creature should wind up in a desert at all. He was, mind you, a sea lion. But
things like this do happen.

How the sea lion came to the barren lands, no one could remember. It all seemed
so very long ago. So long, in fact, it appeared as though he had always been there.
Not that he belonged in such an arid place. How could that be? He was, after all,
a sea lion. But as you know, once you have lived so long in a certain spot, no mat-
ter how odd, you come to think of it as home.
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C H A P T E R  ON E

OUR HEART’S
DEEPEST SECRET

We are never living, but hoping to live.
—Pascal

It seems to me we can never give up longing and wishing while we
are alive. There are certain things we feel to be beautiful and good,
and we must hunger for them.

—George Eliot

And I still haven’t found what I’m looking for.
—U2

T here is a secret set within each of our hearts. It often
goes unnoticed, we rarely can put words to it, and yet
it guides us throughout the days of our lives. This

secret remains hidden for the most part in our deepest selves. It
is the desire for life as it was meant to be. Isn’t there a life you
have been searching for all your days? You may not always be
aware of your search, and there are times when you seem to have
abandoned looking altogether. But again and again it returns to
us, this yearning that cries out for the life we prize. It is elusive,
to be sure. It seems to come and go at will. Seasons may pass
until it surfaces again. And though it seems to taunt us, and may
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D E S I R E

at times cause us great pain, we know when it returns that it is
priceless. For if we could recover this desire, unearth it from
beneath all other distractions, and embrace it as our deepest
treasure, we would discover the secret of our existence.

You see, life comes to all of us as a mystery. We all share the
same dilemma—we long for life and we’re not sure where to find
it. We wonder if we ever do find it, can we make it last? The
longing for life within us seems incongruent with the life we find
around us. What is available seems at times close to what we
want, but never quite a fit. Our days come to us as a riddle, and
the answers aren’t handed out with our birth certificates. We
must journey to find the life we prize. And the guide we have
been given is the desire set deep within, the desire we often
overlook or mistake for something else or even choose to ignore.

The greatest human tragedy is to give up the search. Nothing
is of greater importance than the life of our deep heart. To lose
heart is to lose everything. And if we are to bring our hearts
along in our life’s journey, we simply must not, we cannot, aban-
don this desire. Gerald May writes in The Awakened Heart,

There is a desire within each of us, in the deep center of our-

selves that we call our heart. We were born with it, it is never

completely satisfied, and it never dies. We are often unaware of

it, but it is always awake . . . Our true identity, our reason for

being, is to be found in this desire.

The clue as to who we really are and why we are here comes
to us through our heart’s desire. But it comes in surprising ways,
and often goes unnoticed or is misunderstood. Once in a while
life comes together for us in a way that feels good and right and
what we’ve been waiting for. These are the moments in our lives
that we wish could go on forever. They aren’t necessarily the
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“Kodak moments,” weddings and births and great achievements.
More often than not they come in subtler, unexpected ways, as
if to sneak up on us.

Think of times in your life that made you wish for all the
world that you had the power to make time stand still. Are they
not moments of love, moments of joy? Simple moments of rest
and quiet when all seems to be well. Something in your heart
says, Finally—it has come. This is what I was made for!

W H I S P E R S  OF  JOY

It was the final evening of our summer vacation. We had
spent nine wonderful days in the Tetons hiking and swimming,
laughing and playing, enjoying rare and wonderful time together
as a family in a stunningly beautiful place. During our explo-
rations, we had discovered a quiet pond in the woods, about a
half hour’s walk from camp, where wildlife would often come in
the evening. This night, we planned to arrive at dusk and stay
until night fell to see what nature might reveal. The sun was set-
ting behind us as we arrived, and far off in the east massive thun-
derheads were building above the Absarokas, cloud upon cloud,
giant castles in the sky. The fading day was slowly turning them
peach, then pink, then gray.

A pair of trumpeter swans were swimming across our little
pond, looking for all the world like something from a fairy tale.
My wife and I sat together with our three boys on a spot of grass
near the water’s edge, our backs against a fallen log. Across the
pond lay a meadow, the stage for the evening’s drama. As light
began to fade, a bull moose with a massive rack emerged from
the willows directly across the meadow from where we sat. He
spotted us and stopped; we held our breath. Silently, he disap-
peared into the trees as mysteriously as he had come. Before we
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could be disappointed, a cow moose and her calf appeared from
another part of the meadow, wandering along grazing. We
watched them as night continued to fall.

A cool breeze stirred the pines above us. Crickets began their
twilight chorus. The cow lay down in the tall grass, but we could
still see her calf. Sandhill cranes were calling and answering one
another around the marsh with their haunting, primeval cries.
The boys huddled closer to us. A beaver swam by our feet, mak-
ing a V through the surface of the pond, faded with the light to
a gunmetal gray. Far off in the distance, lightning was beginning
within those cloud fortresses, flashes of glory. A small herd of elk
came out to graze at the far end of the meadow, just as darkness
was settling in. Finally, as if not to be left out, a lone coyote
began to howl. It was one of the most breathtaking nights I have
ever experienced in the wilderness, a living work of art. As the
Scottish poet George MacDonald knew so well, something is
calling to us in moments like these.

Yet hints come to me from the realm unknown;
Airs drift across the twilight border land,
Odored with life;
. . .  whispers to my heart are blown
That fill me with a joy I cannot speak,
Yea, from whose shadow words drop faint and weak. 

(Diary of an Old Soul)

I know these years are passing quickly, and the time will come
when our boys will no longer want to vacation with us. They will
find other loves and form other ties, and our lives will never be
the same again. Sitting there with them in the woods, clutching
their flashlights, whispering to each other about each passing
mystery, I would have given anything to stop the clock, turn it
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back if only for a few days, let us live it all again. But the seasons
pass with or without our permission, and I knew in my heart we
could not stay. For a moment, we were all caught up in some-
thing bigger and more beautiful than we had ever known, “sus-
pended above the earth,” as Norman MacLean says, “free from all
its laws, like a work of art. And I knew just as surely and just as
clearly, that life is not a work of art, and that the moment could
not last.”

EC HOE S  F R OM  T H E  PAS T

Sometimes these moments go unrecognized as they unfold,
but their secret comes to us years later in our longing to relive
them. Aren’t there times in your life that if you could, you would
love to return to? I grew up in Los Angeles but spent my boyhood
summers in Oregon where both my mother’s and my father’s par-
ents lived. There was a beauty and innocence and excitement to
those days. Woods to explore, rivers to fish, grandparents to fuss
over me. My parents were young and in love, and the days were
full of adventures I did not have to create or pay for, but only live
in and enjoy. Rafting and swimming in the Rogue River. Playing
in the park. Huckleberry pie at Becky’s along the road to Crater
Lake. We all have places in our past when life, if only for a
moment, seemed to be coming together in the way we knew in
our hearts it was always meant to be.

There was a time when meadow, grove, and stream,
The earth, and every common sight,
To me did seem
Appareled in celestial light,
The glory and the freshness of a dream . . . 
Heaven lies about us in our infancy;

O U R H E A R T ’ S D E E P E S T S E C R E T
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Shades of the prison-house begin to close
Upon the growing boy,
But he beholds the light, and whence it flows.
He sees it in his joy; . . . 
At length the man perceives it die away,
And fade into the light of common day. 
(Ode, Intimations of Immortality from Recollection of Childhood)

Wordsworth caught a glimpse of the secret in his childhood,
saw in it hints from the realm unknown. We must learn the les-
son of these moments, or we will not be able to bring our hearts
along in our life’s journey. For if these moments pass, never to be
recovered again, then the life we prize is always fading from
view, and our hearts with it. It isn’t until the kids are out of 
the house that you realize how precious were those years. The
inflatable pool in the backyard. The stockings hung up at
Christmastime. First steps and first home runs and first dates. We
fill photo albums with all these moments, trying to hang on to
them somehow. We hate to see them slip away. Our losses seem
to say that the life we prize will never be ours, never come to
stay. But the secret is coming to us even in our greatest losses.

S HOU T S  OF  L A M E N T

I did not know how much Brent meant to me until I lost him.
He was killed last year at this time, in a climbing accident. We
had taken a group of men to the mountains on a retreat, believ-
ing that to help a man recover his heart, you must take him out
of the office, away from the television, and into the wild. We
planned three days at a ranch in Colorado where we would
bring rock climbing, fly-fishing, and horseback riding together
with talks on the journey of a man’s heart. Brent was leading the
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climbing on day two when he fell. The loss was unspeakable for
many, many people. Ginny lost her husband. Ben and Drew lost
their daddy. Many people lost the only man who had ever fought
for their hearts.

I lost the truest friend I have ever known. Brent was more than
my partner; he was for me the rarest of gifts—his heart saw what
mine saw. Our friendship was a shared journey, a mutual quest,
for the secret of our souls. It took us into the mountains, into lit-
erature and music, into the desperate battle raging all around for
the hearts of others as well. We laughed and grieved and scorned
and yearned all along the way. When he lost his son in a moun-
taineering accident, Nicholas Wolterstorff wrote,

There’s a hole in the world now . . . A center, like no other, of

memory and hope and knowledge and affection which once

inhabited this earth is gone. Only a gap remains. A perspective

in this world unique in this world which once moved about in

this world has been rubbed out . . . There’s nobody who saw just

what he saw, knows what he knew, remembers what he remem-

bered, loves what he loved . . . Questions I have can never now

get answers. The world is emptier. (Lament for a Son)

This is silly, really, and a little embarrassing, but I find myself
turning suddenly when I see a silver gray Jeep pass by. I look to
see if it is his, if he is there. Brent is gone; I know that. How I
know that. But still, I find myself doing a double take when I see
a Jeep like his. Something rises in me, something beyond reason.
A hope that perhaps it is his, that he is driving past me again.
The other day I was in a parking lot and saw a beat-up old
Cherokee with a rack on top. I stopped, went over, and looked.
I know in my head that this is ridiculous. Brent is gone. But my
heart refuses at some level to accept it. Or rather, my yearning

O U R H E A R T ’ S D E E P E S T S E C R E T
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for things to be right is so strong that it overrides my logic and
turns my head, in hope against hope, every time.

“The heart,” Blaise Pascal said, “has its reasons which reason
knows not of.” Something in us longs, hopes, maybe even at times
believes that this is not the way things were supposed to be. Our
desire fights the assault of death upon life. And so people with ter-
minal illnesses get married. Prisoners in a concentration camp plant
flowers. Lovers long divorced still reach out in the night to embrace
one who is no longer there. It’s like the phantom pain experienced
by those who have lost a limb. Feelings still emanate from that
region where once was a crucial part of them, and they will some-
times find themselves being careful not to bang the corner of a table
or slam the car door on a leg or an arm long since removed. Our
hearts know a similar reality. At some deep level, we refuse to accept
the fact that this is the way things are, or must be, or always will be.

Simone Weil was right; there are only two things that pierce
the human heart: beauty and affliction. Moments we wish would
last forever and moments we wish had never begun. What are we
to make of these messengers? How are we to interpret what they
are saying? The playwright Christopher Fry writes,

The inescapable dramatic situation for us all is that we have no

idea what our situation is. We may be mortal. What then? We

may be immortal. What then? We are plunged into an existence

fantastic to the point of nightmare, and however hard we ration-

alize, or however firm our religious faith, however closely we

dog the heels of science or wheel among the starts of mysticism,

we cannot really make head or tail of it. (“A Playwright Speaks:

How Lost, How Amazed, How Miraculous We Are”)

And what does Fry say we do with our dilemma? The worst of all
possible reactions: 
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We get used to it. We get broken into it so gradually we scarcely

notice it.

T H E  S A M E  OL D  T H I NG

Something awful has happened; something terrible. Some-
thing worse, even, than the fall of man. For in that greatest of all
tragedies, we merely lost Paradise—and with it, everything that
made life worth living. What has happened since is unthinkable:
we’ve gotten used to it. We’re broken in to the idea that this is
just the way things are. The people who walk in great darkness
have adjusted their eyes. Regardless of our religious or philo-
sophical beliefs, most of us live as though this life is pretty much
the way things are supposed to be. We dismiss the whispers of
joy with a cynical “Been there, done that, bought the T-shirt.”
That way we won’t have to deal with the haunting.

I was just talking with some friends about summer vacations,
and I recommended that they visit the Tetons. “Oh, yeah, we’ve
been there. Nice place.” Dismissal. And we deaden our sorrows
with cynicism as well, sporting a bumper sticker that says, “Life
sucks. Then you die.” Then we try to get on with life. We feed
the cat, pay the bills, watch the news, and head off to bed, so we
can do it all again tomorrow.

Standing before the open fridge, I’m struck by what I’ve just
watched. Famine in Africa. Genocide . . . where? Someplace I
can’t even pronounce. I think it used to be part of the Soviet
bloc. Corruption in Washington. Life as usual. It always ends
with the anchor folding his notes and offering a pleasant “Good
night.” Good night? That’s it? You have nothing else to say?
You’ve just regaled us with the horrors of the world we live in,
and all you can say is “Good night”? To be fair, he did promise
more details—with film—at eleven. Just once I wish he would

O U R H E A R T ’ S D E E P E S T S E C R E T
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pause at the close of his report, take a long, deep breath, and
then say, “How far we are from home,” or “If only we had lis-
tened,” or “Thank God, our sojourn here is drawing to an end.”
It never happens. I doubt it ever will. And not one of us gives it
a second thought. It’s just the way things are. Anytime I ask my
neighbor how life is going, he always replies, “Same old thing.”

Think with me for a moment. How has life turned out differ-
ently from the way you thought it would? If you are single, did
you want to be? If you are married, is this the marriage you
hoped for? Do you long to have children, or in having them, are
you delighted with the course they’ve chosen for their lives?
Your friendships—are they as rich and deep and lasting as you
want? When the holidays roll around, do you look forward with
eager anticipation to the time you’ll spend with the people in
your life? And afterward, as you pack away the decorations and
clean up the mess, did the reality match your expectations?

How about your work, your place in the world—do you go
to bed each night with a deep sense of having made a lasting
contribution? Do you enjoy ongoing recognition for your unique
successes? Are you even working in a field that fits you? Are you
working at all? Now, what if I told you that this is how it will
always be, that this life as you now experience it will go on for-
ever just as it is, without improvement of any kind? Your health
will stay as it is; your finances will remain as they are, your rela-
tionships, your work, all of it.

It is hell.

I N  DE F E N S E  OF  DI S C ON T E N T

By the grace of God, we cannot quite pull it off. In the quiet
moments of the day we sense a nagging within, a discontent, a
hunger for something else. But because we have not solved the
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riddle of our existence, we assume that something is wrong—not
with life, but with us. Everyone else seems to be getting on with things.
What’s wrong with me? We feel guilty about our chronic disap-
pointment. Why can’t I just learn to be happier in my job, in my marriage,
in my church, in my group of friends? You see, even while we are doing
other things, “getting on with life,” we still have an eye out for
the life we secretly want. When someone seems to have gotten
it together, we wonder, How did he do it? Maybe if we read the
same book, spent time with him, went to his church, things
would come together for us as well. We can never entirely give
up our quest. May reminds us,

When the desire is too much to bear, we often bury it

beneath frenzied thoughts and activities or escape it by

dulling our immediate consciousness of living. It is possible

to run away from the desire for years, even decades, at a

time, but we cannot eradicate it entirely. It keeps touching

us in little glimpses and hints in our dreams, our hopes, our

unguarded moments. (The Awakened Heart)

He says that even though we sleep, our desire does not. “It is
who we are.” We are desire. It is the essence of the human soul,
the secret of our existence. Absolutely nothing of human great-
ness is ever accomplished without it. Not a symphony has been
written, a mountain climbed, an injustice fought, or a love sus-
tained apart from desire. Desire fuels our search for the life we
prize. Our desire, if we will listen to it, will save us from com-
mitting soul-suicide, the sacrifice of our hearts on the altar of
“getting by.” The same old thing is not enough. It never will be.

The secret that begins to solve the riddle of our lives is sim-
ply this: we are the sea lion who lost the sea. Life as usual is not
the life we truly want. It is not the life we truly need. It is not the

O U R H E A R T ’ S D E E P E S T S E C R E T

1 1

00-01_Desire  8/13/07  2:18 PM  Page 11



life we were made for. If we would only listen to our hearts, to
what G. K. Chesterton called our “divine discontent,” we would
learn the secret of our existence. As he wrote in Orthodoxy, “We
have come to the wrong star . . . That is what makes life at once
so splendid and so strange. The true happiness is that we don’t fit.
We come from somewhere else. We have lost our way.”

The meaning of our lives is revealed through experiences that
at first seem at odds with each other—moments we wish would
never end and moments we wish had never begun. Those time-
less experiences we want to last forever whisper to us that they
were meant to. We were made to live in a world of beauty and won-
der, intimacy and adventure all our days. Nathaniel Hawthorne
insisted, “Our Creator would never have made such lovely days,
and given us the deep hearts to enjoy them, above and beyond
all thought, unless we were meant to be immortal.”

There is more to these days than pictures tucked away in
photo albums, fading as the memory fades from view. We use a
statement to try to console ourselves with what we think is the
irrecoverable loss: “All good things come to an end.” I hate that
phrase. It’s a lie. Even our troubles and our heartbreaks tell us
something about our true destiny. The tragedies that strike us
to the core and elicit the cry, “This isn’t the way it was sup-
posed to be!” are also telling the truth—it isn’t the way it was
supposed to be. Pascal writes,

Man is so great that his greatness appears even in knowing him-

self to be miserable. A tree has no sense of its misery. It is true

that to know we are miserable is to be miserable; but to know

we are miserable is also to be great. Thus all the miseries of man

prove his grandeur; they are the miseries of a dignified person-

age, the miseries of a dethroned monarch . . . What can this

incessant craving, and this impotence of attainment mean,
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unless there was once a happiness belonging to man, of which

only the faintest traces remain, in that void which he attempts

to fill with everything within his reach? (Pensées)

Should the king in exile pretend he is happy there? Should he
not seek his own country? His miseries are his ally; they urge
him on. Let them grow, if need be. But do not forsake the secret
of life; do not despise those kingly desires. We abandon the most
important journey of our lives when we abandon desire. We
leave our hearts by the side of the road and head off in the 
direction of fitting in, getting by, being productive, what have
you. Whatever we might gain—money, position, the approval of
others, or just absence of the discontent itself—it’s not worth it.
“What good will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet
forfeits his soul?” (Matt. 16:26 NIV).

TA K I NG  U P  T H E  QU E S T

We must return to the journey. Wherever we are, whatever
we are doing, we must pick up the trail and follow the map that
we have at hand. Desire, both the whispers and the shouts, is the
map we have been given to find the only life worth living. You
may think you are following the map of desire when all you are
doing is serving it slavishly, unthinkingly. It is not the same. We
must listen to desire, look at it carefully, let it guide us through the
false routes and dead ends. C. S. Lewis advises us,

I knew only too well how easily the longing accepts false objects

and through what dark ways the pursuit of them leads us. But I

also saw that the Desire itself contains the corrective of all these

errors. The only fatal error was to pretend you had passed from

desire to fruition, when, in reality, you had found either nothing,
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or desire itself, or the satisfaction of some different desire. The

dialectic of Desire, faithfully followed, would retrieve all mis-

takes, head you off from all false paths, and force you to live

through . . . a sort of [experiential] proof. (The Pilgrim’s Regress)

The only fatal error is to pretend that we have found the life we
prize. To mistake the water hole for the sea. To settle for the same
old thing. Fry called such a life “the sleep of prisoners.” You might
remember the movie The Shawshank Redemption, the story of prison
life in the Northeast in the 1940s. The film focuses on the journey
of two men’s hearts through the trials and temptations of incarcer-
ation. Red, the ringleader and most seasoned of the prisoners,
explains what happens when you live within those walls too long:
“At first, these walls, you hate them. They make you crazy. After
a while you get used to ’em, don’t notice ’em anymore. Then
comes the day you realize you need them.” That is the most tragic
day of all—to prefer slavery to freedom, to prefer death to life. We
must not stay in this sleep. The time has come for us to wake, to
arise from our slumber. As the Scriptures say, “Wake up, O sleeper,
rise from the dead” (Eph. 5:14 NIV). And so MacDonald prayed,

When I can no more stir my soul to move,
And life is but the ashes of a fire;
When I can but remember that my heart
Once used to live and love, long and aspire—
Oh, be thou then the first, the one thou art;
Be thou the calling, before all answering love,
And in me wake hope, fear, boundless desire. 

(Diary of an Old Soul)

Bringing our heart along in our life’s journey is the most
important mission of our lives—and the hardest. It all turns on
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what we do with our desire. If you will look around, you will see
that most people have abandoned the journey. They have lost
heart. They are camped in places of resignation or indulgence, or
trapped in prisons of despair. I understand; I have frequented all
those places before and return to them even still. Life provides
any number of reasons and occasions to abandon desire.
Certainly, one of the primary reasons is that it creates for us our
deepest dilemmas. To desire something and not to have it—is
this not the source of nearly all our pain and sorrow?
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