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To the readers who will look up at the stars
and plumb the depths,
that their hearts may become fully alive

And to Amos and Iona—whose desires provoke me,
again and again, to be young again.
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Author’s Note

Throughout this book, I’ll share stories of people I’ve 
met as a psychotherapist and researcher. To protect their identities, 
each character is a composite drawn from multiple individuals, care-
fully chosen to highlight key inflection points in their journeys related 
to desire. As you read their stories, I encourage you to look for mo-
ments when you may have felt something similar. Let their narratives 
inspire you to excavate your own.
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Introduction

The Civil War of Desire

You are engaged in a civil war with desire. Desire is the 
birthplace of your greatest joys, but it’s also responsible for your deep-
est heartaches. It fuels your search for romance, personal growth, and 
meaningful work. It drives you to seek what truly makes you happy, to 
cultivate greater intimacy and purpose, even as it exposes you to some 
of life’s harshest experiences.

For all of us, the desire for love can open the door to betrayal. 
Desire for success can reveal our darkest greed and envy, and reckless 
desires can inflict immense pain on ourselves and those we love. De-
sire has the power to turn us into the best or worst version of our-
selves.

In response, most of us adopt strategies—whether we’re aware of 
them or not—in hopes of finding relief. Some of us suppress what we 
really want as a way of avoiding the disappointment of unfulfilled 
desires, or even the disillusionment that follows their fulfillment. 
Others of us sabotage our desires, turning them into burdensome 
demands on others for validation or approval, or making choices that 
undermine our well-being and keep us from facing the real work of 
growth. Regardless of how we navigate these complexities, one thing 
remains clear: Most of us could use some help in our relationship to 
desire.
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xi v    •   I n t r o d u c t i o n

Desire problems can’t be blamed on personal shortcomings alone. 
We’re living through an unprecedented moment in history. In the 
past, there was greater clarity surrounding gender roles and societal 
expectations—who would earn the income, who would care for the 
baby, and what (and who) defined the “the good life.” Now, we have 
access to choices that previous generations would have never con-
ceived of, brought on by an increasingly digitized world, rapid geo-
political and social upheavals, a wealth of new knowledge about 
health and well-being, and evolving moral frameworks. Our struggle 
is no longer the tyranny of having too few choices, but the over-
whelm of too many.

To further complicate matters, we’re flooded with competing mes-
sages about how to handle desire. Many of us grew up in families or 
religious communities where desire was synonymous with something 
bad, selfish, or—God forbid—sexual. Then, as adults, we encountered 
a chorus of experts and social media influencers urging us to pursue 
our “one wild and precious life” while offering little practical guidance 
on how to do so. We’re left wondering:

Why do I feel like something is “off ” inside me, even though I 
think I had a decent childhood?

How can I feel so lonely and still want so much more from 
people at the same time?

Why does sex either feel underwhelming . . . ​or make me feel 
out of control?

Why is getting healthy—or staying motivated—so much harder 
than it should be?

This leaves us grappling with bigger questions about sex and rela-
tionships, the tension between personal fulfillment and family expec-
tations, how success should be defined, and how we can cultivate 
authentic connections amid the noise. Bereft of wise guides, we scrape 
together input from friends, magazines, social media, and other less-
than-ideal sources. Consequently, our relationship status with desire 
is . . . ​complicated.
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Your Brain on Desire

The number of times a day our brain wants something is staggering. On 
average, adults make around thirty-five thousand (mostly subconscious) 
decisions daily, including what we will eat, what we will wear, who we 
will talk to, what we will say, and how we’ll express ourselves.1 We see a 
donut and we want food. We witness someone making a difference in 
the world and start questioning our own worth. We long for the latest 
Apple product. We see children playing and remember painful moments 
from our childhood, wondering why we didn’t have similar experiences. 
We see a couple who genuinely seems to be in love, and suddenly our 
romantic relationship or singleness feels agonizing. Throughout the day, 
we are constantly collecting, interpreting, and acting on complex signals.

But what if the apparatus that helps us feel, interpret, and choose our 
desires is faulty, or at least misunderstood? As a licensed therapist and 
mental health researcher on the topic of desire, I’ve learned that most 
people are unaware of the formative stories, dynamics, and underlying 
motivations that shape these everyday longings. If the machinery direct-
ing so much of our decision-making is underdeveloped—if it’s driving 
us toward pain instead of flourishing—shouldn’t that haunt us? What’s 
more, shouldn’t we desire to repair it? Rather than suppressing or in-
dulging desires, maybe it’s time to develop curiosity about them.

Through my research and clinical work, I’ve had a front row seat to 
the civil wars of desire in over seven thousand men and women. I’ve 
counseled people who were navigating childhood trauma, extramarital 
affairs, sexual-desire discrepancies (in which one partner wants sex 
more or less than the other), the harmful effects of shameful religious 
systems like purity culture, depression, and professional confusion and 
burnout. I’ve concluded that it’s not a question of if we will experience 
a major desire-related problem, but when.

There’s More to Desire Than Sex

When we hear “desire,” our minds often jump straight to sex. But in 
doing so, we miss the bigger picture. Sex is one of desire’s most power-
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xvi    •   I n t r o d u c t i o n

ful expressions, but desire is boundless, infusing every aspect of our 
lives. It is the energizing force that awakens our curiosity, the fire that 
fuels our ambition, the longing that propels us toward something 
more.

Even when we do talk specifically about sexual desire, the conver-
sation remains far too narrow. We’re seduced into thinking that a 
missing piece of sex education, a new tip to spice things up, or the lat-
est clickbait article promising “mind-blowing” sex will finally unlock 
our erotic potential. But these quick fixes distract us from what truly 
matters—the personal and relational development that leads to true 
intimacy. Ironically, this lack of growth is precisely what keeps us 
from the passion and meaning we crave in sex. To unlock the full 
potential of desire (including better sex), we need to embrace it as a 
holistic force that extends far beyond the bedroom.

Desire Problems Are Not Random

As a therapist, my role is to create a safe yet challenging context where 
clients can explore the full spectrum of their relationship with desire—
whether it’s their deepest, wildest longings or past experiences that 
they’ve been too ashamed to acknowledge. I’m writing this book to 
offer you a similar experience.

At some point in our lives, we will face a significant challenge in 
our relationship to desire. We might long to fix something broken or 
missing inside of us, but have no idea how to do it. We might hope for 
something more in a relationship or career but feel powerless to make 
it happen. Desire problems could also manifest as anxiety or depres-
sion, when we begin to question whether our life holds any real mean-
ing. In these moments, it’s important to recognize that our desire 
problems are normal, but they are never random. The recurring con-
flicts we face have an uncanny way of revealing truths about ourselves 
and our stories that we’ve been unable or unwilling to confront.

When I researched my first book, Unwanted, I sought to delve into 
the meaning of common unwanted sexual behaviors like infidelity and 
out-of-control porn use. I received thousands of emails from people 
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I n t r o d u c t i o n   •   xvi i

who were beginning to get curious about their story and sexual behav-
iors for the first time. They told me that they never received any educa-
tion on sexual health, and many shared tragic stories of sexual abuse. 
Others wondered aloud why certain porn searches were so alluring to 
them. It got to the point where some of my friends began calling me 
“the fantasy whisperer” because so many people were asking me to 
interpret their sexual desires. It was a beautiful season of life, because I 
saw how eager people were to resist the two great paradigms of our 
time: pathologizing desires or dismissing them as inconsequential. Cu-
riosity about our desires creates a middle path, and it’s a path we need 
more now than ever.

Unwanted was able to answer some sexual-desire questions, but 
many it could not. As I continued my clinical work and paid closer 
attention to the problems facing my clients and society at large, I real-
ized that the topic of desire was so much larger and more beautiful 
than I had previously understood. My clients and readers needed more 
than just guidance on outgrowing an unhealthy behavior. They needed 
a road map for how to be human—a means to better understand the 
human search for connection, purpose, and love. It’s a big aspiration, 
but so are the desires within us.

The word “desire” itself hints at this meaning. It originates from the 
Latin word desidus, meaning “the lack of the star.” It evokes a sense of 
being lost, a lack of orientation, and yet a longing to find a way home. 
It’s likely you’re reading this book because you’ve lost a star. You found 
a romantic partner and they turned out to be a piece of work. The ca-
reer you once desired now leads to burnout. The family you love looks 
far more troubled than you ever imagined. The personal goals you in-
vested significant resources and hope in have come back void.

Research shows that our desires are constantly changing. During 
adolescence, we desire independence from our parents and family cul-
ture.2 In our twenties and thirties, we tend to be more motivated by 
professional goals, money, and the approval of others, whereas in the 
second half of life, we might find ourselves wanting more time with 
friends or grandchildren, good palliative care for terminal illness, and 
to pass along an enduring legacy.3
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We are most likely to lose our North Star when our lives feel up-
ended. But it happens, too, even when we’re experiencing beauty and 
growth. A fabulous meal, a friend who genuinely cares, or a moment 
of personal success can leave us wondering why we’ve settled for so 
little throughout our life. Misery and beauty both alter our inner 
world—and in the process push us to abandon old desires in search of 
new ones.

In this way, desire is always a conversation between significant loss 
and great expectation. The search can be both heart-wrenching and 
exhilarating. Either way, your life is about to get interesting.

Our Desires Are Shaped by Forces  
We May Not Even Be Aware Of

Consider a couple that wishes their home had a lush, green lawn. At 
first glance, their desire seems innocuous. But in the U.S. we owe our 
fixation on tidy, manicured yards to wealthy French and English aris-
tocrats in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.4 At the time, 
maintaining a lawn required a tremendous amount of labor and re-
sources, making it a status symbol for the affluent. If our preferences 
for something as seemingly benign as lawns can be shaped by histori-
cal context, how much truer is this for our more consequential desires, 
such as our vocations, romantic partners, and vision of the “good life”?

Our desires are often shaped by what others want us to want—
whether it’s a beauty product, a tech gadget, a wellness trend, or a food 
craving. We rarely consider the multibillion-dollar industries behind 
them, all designed to stir our desires and open our wallets. Sexual de-
sires are no exception. Pornography, in particular, has played a signifi-
cant role in reshaping sexual norms. One striking example is the rise 
of sexual choking over the last fifteen years. A 2011 study found that 
13  percent of women reported being choked by a partner.5 In 2019, 
another study found 38 percent of women had experienced unwanted 
acts like slapping, choking, gagging, or spitting during otherwise con-
sensual sex.6 By 2024, a survey found that 61 percent of women had 

Stri_9780593728277_all_2p_r1.w.indd   18Stri_9780593728277_all_2p_r1.w.indd   18 10/3/25   11:02 AM10/3/25   11:02 AM



I n t r o d u c t i o n   •   xix

been choked during sex.7 This rapid shift raises important questions 
about consent, safety, and who—and what—is shaping our desires.

The stakes are high: If we don’t interrogate the origins of our de-
sires, we surrender their authorship to others—whether to trauma, 
corporations, or cultural scripts. We might believe we’re choosing 
freely, but our desires are consistently shaped by unseen forces. The 
question isn’t just “What do I want?” but “Why do I want it?” Until we 
ask, we’ll keep prioritizing the desires we’ve been sold over the ones 
that might set us free.

Desire Is a Mirror

In Harry Potter, the Mirror of Erised (“desire” spelled backwards) re-
flects a person’s most ardent longings, often rooted in their deepest 
wound. When Harry looks into the mirror, he sees the image of his 
parents, who died after he was born. In the same way, our desires—
healthy and not—hold a mirror up to our personal stories, reflecting 
our wounds, unfulfilled longings, and deepest passions.

I once worked with a client who wanted to sculpt his body into an 
Adonis-like beauty and be the most fashionable man in any room he 
entered. The taproot of this desire lay in grade school, where his class-
mates mocked him for his chubby belly and discount shoes. Child-
hood humiliation set up his quest for mastery in adulthood. As he 
began recognizing that his desires were messengers pointing to unad-
dressed trauma, he shifted his focus from conquering those stories of 
childhood embarrassment to healing them. His need for physical per-
fection transformed into a longing for deeper connection with his 
friends.

What did you desire as a kid? Maybe it was to be like Mike (re-
member the Michael Jordan commercials?), to play the electric guitar, 
to grow up on the prairie in another lifetime, or to travel to the moon. 
How did your family engage these desires? Did they cultivate them, 
ignore them, delight in them, or prioritize someone else’s desires over 
yours?
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As we age, our raw childhood desires tend to wane. We learn that 
becoming Michael Jordan, Bono, Laura Ingalls Wilder, Sally Ride, or 
Lance Armstrong probably isn’t in the cards, and we set out to find a 
workable ratio between stability and passion. We know we must pay 
the bills, but we also want to preserve the divine spark of spontaneity 
within. Many of us get in the habit of choosing stability over honoring 
our desire for passion. Each time we do this, we set up problems that 
our future self will have to deal with.

We’ll explore this in greater detail in Part One, but if you feel some 
combination of numb, stuck, lonely, depressed, or unfulfilled, know 
that these symptoms are calling you back to a robust relationship to 
desire. Within your childhood longings are clues to what your soul 
most deeply wants. It’s your adult duty to study them and ask how they 
might be beckoning you to make a necessary change.

Who Is This Book For?

This book is written for humans. You might identify as straight or gay 
or bi or male or female or non-binary. You might be married (happily 
or miserably), in a lifelong partnership, single (happily or unhappily), 
widowed, or altogether disillusioned with the categories of singleness, 
dating, open relationships, or marriage. Although we all come to this 
conversation from different vantage points and will arrive at different 
conclusions, I hope the journey ahead will be similar for each of us: a 
commitment to engaging the stories, problems, and beauty of our lives 
with hospitality, integrity, and delight. Our life is speaking to us 
through our desires, but I wonder how well we are listening.

So, how is your relationship to desire? How do you feel like it’s 
going? Maybe your desires feel out of control, because you can’t seem 
to turn them off. Or maybe it’s the opposite: You’re wondering if any-
one has invented a defibrillator for passion, because feeling emotion-
ally flat or uninspired has become normal for you. There’s a good 
chance you’re somewhere in the middle: You have a deep appreciation 
for desire but find yourself occasionally surprised at how desperate or 
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I n t r o d u c t i o n   •   xxi

entitled you can become with someone you love. Maybe you didn’t 
even know you had a relationship with desire in the first place.

Regardless of where you find yourself on that continuum, desire is 
central to all that is beautiful and heartbreaking in your life—and 
therefore worthy of your full engagement. If you want to transform 
your relationship to desire, learn what informs it.

Ultimately, that’s what we’re after: a holistic approach to desire. In 
Chapter One, I’ll introduce you to five core longings uncovered 
through my research with thousands of couples and fifteen years of 
clinical practice. Together, they’ll help you make sense of your chal-
lenges, move through them with kindness, and achieve breakthroughs 
that felt out of reach until now. These five desires aren’t just ideas; they 
are the foundation of human flourishing and a map to reclaiming your 
life. I hope that they lead you to love your story and gain deeper clarity 
about the meaning and hope embedded within your longings. May 
this journey into the heart of desire help you find the love and wonder 
you’ve been longing for.

A Resource to Go Deeper

If you’re looking for an additional resource to help with this journey, 
I’ve created a hands-on companion to this book, the Desire Work-
book. It’s designed to help you dive deeper into the book’s insights 
and apply them directly to your life. Through guided reflection, jour-
naling prompts, and thought-provoking exercises, the workbook al-
lows you to explore your five core longings on a personal level. The 
workbook is more than just a set of exercises—it’s a tool for transfor-
mation, helping you unpack your story, break through barriers, and 
realign your desires with your true self. My recommendation would 
be to not just read this book, but use the workbook to excavate your 
story and actively author its future.
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C h a p t e r  1

The Five Core Desires

As a researcher and psychotherapist, I am endlessly 
curious about desire. While we naturally dread facing issues connected 
to our love lives, self-worth, or careers, these struggles have so much to 
reveal to us. The dilemma is that we tend to pathologize our difficul-
ties, thinking, I’m so messed up. What’s wrong with me? Other times, we 
downplay their significance with a dismissive “It’s not that big of a 
deal.” Both responses hinder our growth. What we need is a third way, 
one that encourages us to engage our problems with uncommon kind-
ness and curiosity.

This search for deeper understanding inspired me to create the Ho-
listic Desire Survey, working with researchers to gather insights from 
over four thousand men and women worldwide. Participants answered 
deeply vulnerable questions about their childhood, trauma, romantic 
relationships (if partnered), mental health, sexual desires, and their 
lives’ deepest longings.

The Holistic Desire Survey revealed that our desires and the prob-
lems we encounter related to them are far from random. While some 
individuals and couples are flourishing and enjoying deep satisfaction 
in their desires and relationships, others are struggling immensely, 
stuck in unwanted patterns. We have much to learn from both groups. 
Their courageous responses illuminate the precise reasons many of us 
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4    •   D e s i r e

remain stuck in negative cycles. They also reveal that while common 
solutions—like improving communication, medication, or prioritiz-
ing sex—can be helpful, they often oversimplify and overlook the far 
more complex patterns at play. We might believe we’ve identified the 
root cause, only to discover later that, like water damage, the issue 
has spread into areas of our lives we hadn’t considered. Armed with 
insights from the survey, however, we’ll learn to address problems 
holistically—viewing them as interconnected systems rather than iso-
lated issues. This approach will help us stop wasting our lives fighting 
ourselves and our partners, and instead, start focusing on what really 
matters to each of us.

One of my greatest takeaways from the research is the value of 
embracing a “learn-it-all” mindset. The moment we feel certain we 
know what is going on inside of us or in a relationship, we risk closing 
ourselves off to new insights. Our goal, then, is not to draw hard-and-
fast conclusions, or succumb to self-loathing or resignation, but to ap-
proach life’s challenges with patience and curiosity.

The Danger of Partial Truths

As I reflected on the Holistic Desire Survey, I began noticing a pattern 
I had not appreciated in my clinical work. Many individuals and cou-
ples turn to me as a last resort, often after trying various therapeutic 
approaches. Many of them have tried some combination of talk ther-
apy, somatic therapy, couples counseling (if in a relationship), EMDR, 
Internal Family Systems, or life coaching. Some had ventured into 
plant-based medicine, while others had sought wisdom from popular 
books like The Body Keeps the Score (to explore trauma) or Come As You 
Are (to learn more about human sexuality). Despite all their efforts, 
they hadn’t achieved the outcomes they desired.

I realized that this wasn’t because their previous therapies or the 
books they’d read weren’t valuable—though it’s true that not all thera-
pists are created equally. Instead, the issue stemmed from a failure to 
integrate these diverse perspectives into a cohesive, holistic under-
standing.
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Whether it’s trauma, relationships, or personal growth, our focus 
on a single paradigm can lead us to overlook or even devalue other 
important perspectives. American psychologist Abraham Maslow fa-
mously remarked, “If the only tool you have is a hammer, you tend to 
see every problem as a nail.”1 Many clients experience something sim-
ilar with their preferred tool. It initially works well . . . ​until it doesn’t. 
When the paradigm fails to deliver results, they prematurely conclude 
that something is broken in them, in the relationship, or in the therapy 
field. Few realize the real issue lies in a lack of integration.

As we discussed in the Introduction, desire is at the center of all 
that is good, true, and beautiful in our world. Yet for too long, we’ve 
been walking through life’s complex terrain without a map. If we do 
not develop a holistic relationship to desire, we risk spending our en-
tire lives as underdeveloped humans, missing meaning, and living with 
half-hearted passions.

Our Five Core Longings:  
Developing Holistic Desire

Through my research and clinical practice, I’ve identified five essential 
desires that predict the quality of our individual and relational well-
being. I’ll introduce you to these now, and I’ll spend the rest of the 
book demonstrating how they can help you understand the roots of 
your challenges and what it might take for you to build a better life. By 
cultivating each desire, you can unlock the breakthroughs you’ve been 
longing for in your personal journey and relationships.

The five core longings are:

A desire for wholeness: our longing to heal the wounds of child-
hood and make sense of our past

A desire for growth: our longing to live with authenticity and 
strength through life’s deepest challenges

A desire for intimacy: our longing to know and be known
A desire for pleasure: our longing for touch, vitality, and sexual 

connection

Stri_9780593728277_all_2p_r1.w.indd   5Stri_9780593728277_all_2p_r1.w.indd   5 10/3/25   11:02 AM10/3/25   11:02 AM



6    •   D e s i r e

A desire for meaning: our longing for clarity, purpose, and a life 
that matters

The book is divided into five parts, each dedicated to one of the 
core desires. While we’ll explore each desire independently, it’s impor-
tant to recognize that they are more interconnected than we might 
realize. For example, as we begin to heal our childhood stories, it can 
shift the way we approach desires for growth, intimacy, and purpose. 
Or, when our marriage reveals that we are emotionally and sexually 
underdeveloped, it may prompt us to examine our early family dynam-
ics and the lack of education around healthy sexuality. Each desire is 
deeply intertwined with the others.

Our goal throughout this book is to cultivate curiosity for how 
these desires are at work in our day-to-day lives. For example, my cli-
ent’s desire to sculpt his body into perfection had far more to do with 
escaping his story than embracing it with kindness. What we’re all 
longing for is an integrated life. Developing a holistic relationship to 
desire is the key to creating it.

The
5  D E S I R E S

1.  

Wholeness
2.  

Growth

3.  

Intimacy

4.  

Pleasure

5.  

Meaning
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As you progress, you may find that one or two of the desires come 
naturally to you, while others are quite underdeveloped. This is a nor-
mal part of the journey. The chapters will empower you to build on 
your strengths and gently lean into the areas that require growth. 
While there’s plenty to learn about the science of desire and the prac-
tical tools for its cultivation, this journey is less about acquiring infor-
mation and more about cultivating curiosity about your own story and 
pondering where you might want it to go.

Now let’s explore each desire in a bit more detail before we dive 
into them specifically in the next five parts of the book.

O N E .  A  D E S I R E  F O R  W H O L E N E S S :  

E XC AVAT I N G  YO U R  C H I L D H O O D  S T O R Y

As we explored earlier, your childhood is the foundation of your rela-
tionship to desire. We often believe we’re in the driver’s seat of our 
adult decisions, but have you ever wondered why you steer toward 
some desires and away from others? Part One will guide you to exca-
vate the formative experiences of your childhood, revealing the stories 
that have shaped you into the person you are today, and providing 
clues into the origins of your deepest longings.

The two key questions for seeking wholeness are:

Excavate Your Story: How has my family shaped my rela-
tionship to desire?

Trauma and Desire: How does childhood trauma shape my 
desires?

T WO.  A  D E S I R E  F O R  G R OW T H :  

T H E  C R U C I B L E  O F  S E L F - D E V E L O P M E N T

Desire problems serve as a crucible for personal growth, yet many of us 
have not been taught how to value the badlands of our soul. Instead of 
stepping into this crucible, we avoid it by filling our days with distrac-
tions and pursuits that give us the illusion of progress—like optimiz-
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ing our health or building financial security. While some of these 
desires may seem beneficial, they often lead us away from the deeper 
work required for true transformation.

Part Two will explore the inner work necessary to become our 
strongest, most authentic self. But be warned: While we all want a bet-
ter life, it will likely cost us the one we have.

The two key questions in this part are:

Developing a Growth Mindset: Do I have hospitality for 
life’s struggles?

Needing You to Need Me: How am I burdening others with 
my need for validation?

T H R E E .  A  D E S I R E  F O R  I N T I M A C Y :  

R E S P O N D I N G  T O  T H E  C L A R I O N  C A L L  T O  

L OV E  A N D  B E  L OV E D

Part Three is written primarily for couples—those who are currently 
in, have been in, or hope to be in romantic relationships. Intimacy 
struggles are often seen as indicators of what is wrong in a relation-
ship. In reality, they may be signs that the relationship is working 
exactly as it should. Relationship challenges have an uncanny way of 
exposing unsettling truths about us, and for that reason, they act as a 
clarion call—a strong and clear signal for couples to take action. If we 
avoid the call, the issues will persist; but if we heed it, we can begin to 
satisfy our deep need to love and be loved.

The two key questions of this section are:

Confronting Sabotage: How am I sabotaging intimacy in 
my relationship?

Cultivating Love: How can I learn to love and be loved?
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F O U R .  A  D E S I R E  F O R  P L E A S U R E :  

D E V E L O P I N G  A  H E A LT H Y  R E L AT I O N S H I P  

T O  O U R  S E X U A L I T Y

It’s no secret that most of us received inadequate sex education in ado-
lescence and early adulthood. But the shortcomings of our education 
are just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to how unprepared we are 
to navigate the incredible power of sex. Sex has the potential to reveal 
our deepest vulnerabilities, provoke us to make life-changing deci-
sions, and heal us in ways we can’t even begin to imagine. The com-
plexity is that most of us have learned to use sex for the exact opposite 
reasons. We don’t like our emotional and physical vulnerabilities re-
vealed during sex; we resist the growth it can provoke; and so we either 
use it like an opiate to numb pain or avoid it altogether to protect 
ourselves from additional harm. Part Four will teach you how to expe-
rience sex that is revelatory, provocative, and ultimately healing.

The two key questions of the sexual knowledge chapters are:

Sex Reveals What I Desire and Fear: Will I allow sex to be 
a source of revelation?

Allowing Sex to Provoke and Heal: How can I outgrow 
unhealthy sexual patterns and cultivate healthier ones?

F I V E .  A  D E S I R E  F O R  M E A N I N G :  

F I N D I N G  YO U R  C A L L I N G

The final part of the book invites you to cultivate a life of meaning and 
purpose. Without a clear vision of where we want to go and the per-
sonal agency to get there, life can feel unfulfilling. In developing a 
holistic relationship with desire, we learn to outgrow our constant 
need for external validation through people and achievements. Instead, 
we learn to pursue desires that are not only authentic but also serve the 
common good. If you stay with me until the end, you’ll discover how 
to chart a course toward a meaningful life, navigate inevitable setbacks, 
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and become a transitional character—someone who influences lasting 
change in their family and community.

The two key questions here are:

Waking Up: What are the core traits I can develop to live a 
meaningful life?

Cultivating Desire: What are the key pillars of a meaningful 
life?

I suspect one or two of these five realms of desire will resonate 
most deeply with you, but I strongly encourage you to read all of them 
in order. Each part is integral to the others. If you don’t know your 
story, you can’t grow in authenticity. Without authenticity you can’t 
experience intimacy. If intimacy is lacking in your romantic relation-
ship, sexual pleasure will diminish. And if you’re unsure who you are, 
meaninglessness will pervade your life.

Wholeness, Growth, Intimacy, Pleasure, and Purpose are not a la 
carte menu items that we get to choose from. Think of them as a five-
course meal, where each desire informs, builds on, and energizes the 
others. Because of this interconnectedness, some concepts will resur-
face throughout the book, allowing us to revisit and deepen our under-
standing of each desire.

As part of the research for this book, I developed a self-assessment to 
help you identify which desires are flourishing, which ones may be un-
derdeveloped, and how you can chart a course for growth. You can access 
this self-assessment by visiting https://www.holisticdesire.com. It will 
score your responses and highlight areas of your desires that might need 
more attention. This assessment is optional and confidential.

Entering, and Choosing, a Critical Period

In treatment, many of my clients come to a surprising realization: They 
might not truly want to get well. It’s not that they enjoy their suffer-
ing; quite the opposite. They’ve come to treatment because they recog-
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nize that their former way of life has become untenable, a source of 
existential and relational dread. But soon into their journey, they dis-
cover that healing involves pain, learning requires unlearning, and 
growth entails anxiety. None of us is prepared for these challenges at 
the beginning. Thus, we find ourselves straddling two worlds—dead in 
one, powerless to be born in the other.2

Civil wars of desire can rage on for decades, if not a lifetime, if we 
don’t choose to enter what’s called a “critical period” of transforma-
tion. Neuroscientist Gul Dolen at Johns Hopkins University notes 
that critical periods are finite windows of time, ranging from days to 
years, when the brain is impressionable and open to new learning.3 
While these periods occur most reliably (and unconsciously) during 
childhood—the time when songbirds learn to sing and humans learn 
to walk—we also have the potential to enter them in adulthood through 
intentionality or crisis. Falling in love, dedicating ourselves to prayer 
or spiritual practice, or immersing ourselves in a new culture can 
each be intentional ways to enter a critical period. Life will also ask 
us to travel through dismal places. But heartache and crisis alone are 
not enough to create a critical period. We must choose it.

The life you desire will require you to let go of the life you’ve built. 
This book will guide you, but it will only be effective if something in 
your heart allows, even desires, a more curious and honest relationship 
with desire. Along the way, you should expect resistance. There will be 
fatigue, family drama, and crises of many kinds that will tempt you to 
turn back to the familiar. The truth is, there is never an ideal time for a 
critical period, because of the inevitable disruption it will usher in. But 
when you choose the path of growth, you’re embarking on a journey 
that has the power to define your life.

The most effective way to enter a critical period is to be honest with 
yourself and at least one other trusted person about the confusion and 
difficulties you’re facing. In a trauma-filled world, we become so ac-
customed to avoiding pain or chasing superficial pursuits that we don’t 
even recognize all the ways our relationship with desire has been com-
promised. Change doesn’t happen in abstraction; it requires us to care-
fully read the text of our story and share it with someone who cares.
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From here, we will begin an excavation into the first of our five 
desires: a desire for wholeness. While I believe all five longings are 
foundational to a flourishing life, this first one may hold the deepest 
significance. Our childhood stories shape the quality, direction, and 
decisions of our adult lives in the most dramatic of ways, yet many of 
us have never taken the time to study them with the attention and care 
they deserve. It’s time to learn your story and truly listen to your life.
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