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Eros Conceived, Utopia Constructed 

Eros was wild and Mischievous. Some say he was born at the beginning 

of time. Some say he was the son of Aphrodite and Ares. 

Aliki1 

Some say eros was conceived at the Olympic celebration of Aphrodite’s birth, when 

Penia (Poverty) decided to alleviate her lack of resources by getting a child from Poros 

(Resource). This is why Eros serves Aphrodite, because he was conceived on the day of her 

birth. Though Eros is never without means, neither is he ever rich, he shares in his parents’ lots, 

living constantly in need, though resourceful in his pursuits. In Greek mythology, Eros, the god 

of love has many origin stories, this one coming to us from Diotima in Plato’s Symposium.2 In 

the Greek pantheon, the gods are embodied manifestations of often intangible forces in the 

world. Thus Eros, god of love is also a symbol of love, an indicator of its presence in the world, 

and a word which conveys that which Eros is responsible for, as its god. Indeed, the absence of a 

single, definite origin is in keeping with the character of Eros.  

Today, eros is a Greek word which conveys a sensuous, often unfulfillable or 

unquenchable desire, and it is frequently translated (and oversimplified) into English as love. In 

her essay, Eros: The Bittersweet, Anne Carson argues that eros is fundamentally a lack, a desire 

characterized by its distance from satisfaction, its noncompletion. Drawing on a range of sources 

beginning with Sappho, the first author to refer to desire as bittersweet, Carson establishes a 

relationship between desire and human thought, particularly around reading and writing. In 

 
1 Aliki, The Gods and Goddesses of Olympus, First edition. (New York, NY: Harper Collins Publishers, 1994), 26. 
2 Plato, John M. Cooper, and D. S. Hutchinson, Complete Works (Indianapolis, Ind: Hackett Publishing Company, 
1997), 486. 
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exemplifying the metaphors and puns, “slantwise stares,” lovers’ ruses, and paradoxes used to 

triangulate, she characterizes eros as an act of imagination, an action which requires distance 

from the object of desire.3  Indeed, for desire to exist it must be unsatisfied, if it is satisfied, the 

motivation of want evaporates.  All this is martialed to the argument that the most potent 

relationships are those where there is almost total satisfaction, but not quite; where the lover and 

beloved almost achieve total union, become almost the same, almost one, but not quite.4  

Imagination, for its part, is a means of recognizing lack, a way of anticipating the value and 

significance of that which is missing. Almost more importantly, it’s a crucial part of justifying 

one’s infatuation with desires that exist in our imaginings, forever just beyond our reach. 

It is important to recognize that while eros is broadly understood as erotic desire, this 

does not mean it also is, or always leads to sex. Far from it. Many argue that eros is actually for 

philosophy, and indeed that is the thrust of Plato’s Phaedrus in a nutshell.5 In this view, the 

yearning and striving is not for the beloved, but rather Truth. The beloved is Philosophy’s 

understudy, as it were, the second best option, noble, but not noblest, the consolation of those too 

preoccupied with their bodies for their minds to reach the highest peak.  

Taking a different tack, psychotherapist and author Esther Perel argues that the erotic is 

so much more than sex, but that yes, sex can be (and hopefully is) erotic. As the homepage of her 

website informs everyone who visits it, “Eroticism is not sex per se, but the qualities of vitality, 

curiosity, and spontaneity that make us feel alive.”6 I agree, though not absolutely or exclusively 

with all these formulations of what eros is or may refer to, but it is beyond the scope of this paper 

 
3 Anne Carson, Eros the Bittersweet, 1st Dalkey Archive ed. (Normal, IL: Dalkey Archive Press, 1998). 
4 Carson, 23. 
5 Plato, Cooper, and Hutchinson, Complete Works, 506. 
6 “Esther Perel - Your Guide to Relational Intelligence,” accessed March 26, 2022, https://www.estherperel.com/. 
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to argue all the particularities of the relationship between eros and sex. It shall suffice to say that 

maintaining an awareness of the expansiveness of the term eros is important because its 

ambiguity is very much part of what it is. If it were easy to define, and thus confine, it would not 

be so potent. The attention and ambiguity eros draws to borders speaks to its complex affective 

experience of lack and abundance, presence and absence, sweet and bitter.  

Carson’s characterization of eros is as a go-between in a relationship between lover and 

beloved, made three-part by lack, the unsatisfied component of the desire. It is this desire, this 

eros which connects the lover and beloved, while also forming a third point in the relationship, 

creating a triangle which holds the other two together, yet still apart. This framework is useful 

for understanding concepts outside of the conventionally erotic, but that nevertheless exist in a 

tension between presence and absence, satisfaction and desire. A few examples of such 

triangulated relationships are offered in the chart below.  

Lover Eros Beloved 

Dreamer Imagination Utopia 

Believer Faith God 

Human Prayer Hope Object 

Writer Idea Words 

Writer The Work Audience 

Gods The Spiritual Mortals 

 

Utopia is a play on words coined by Thomas More in a book of the same name written in 

1516.7 Its Greek derived meaning is literally “no-place,” which points to its paradoxical 

existence as a place that does not exist. This tongue in cheek play on words is the first of many 

 
7 Thomas More, Utopia (London ; New York: Penguin, 2003). Within this paper Utopia refers to the book published 

by Thomas More, while Utopia should be understood as the nation described within Utopia, and utopia refers to 

the idea of an optimal society/nation more broadly. 
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throughout the book, which provides an account of a traveler, Raphael Nonsenso, back from 

distant travels bearing tales of a little-known, far-flung, and almost unbelievably well-organized 

country, Utopia. What follows is an account of “perhaps the most civilized nation in the world,” 

a loosely communist society located on an island with temperate weather, good relations with its 

neighbors, and excellent social cohesion.8 Conveniently, More is unable to recall the geographic 

details of Utopia’s location. Over time the word utopia has come to refer, more or less to what 

Utopia describes, a fantastically ideal civil society. 

There is, however, a third component to this project, this relationship of concepts, which 

contributes to this fullness. Utopia is a place that cannot be a place. Desire seeks satisfaction that 

it cannot survive. How, in the face of all this lack and unattainability can this project offer 

something positive, perhaps even life affirming, to the world? How can lack be fullness? This is 

where faith comes in, because like eros and utopia, there is a component of uncompletion to 

faith. Because it describes what is believed beyond proof, there is a quality of absence which 

exists alongside its presence. Within Christian traditions, for example, God is both intangible and 

present everywhere. As much as eros and utopia have something to offer to the struggles of faith, 

it is through faith, or at least trust, that they are transformed from lack to abundance. 

Surprisingly, this abundance, made possible through faith, is explicated in Søren Kierkegaard’s 

Fear and Trembling through the analysis of one of the greatest and most distressing struggles of 

faith in the Hebrew bible, the Akedah, the binding of Isaac. The paradox of the leap of faith is 

central to the transformation from lack to abundance.9 

 
8 More, 50. 
9 Kierkegaard’s Writings, VI, Volume 6: Fear and Trembling/Repetition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2013), http://muse.jhu.edu/book/62385. 
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While eros and utopia are closely related in terms of constitution, this explicit effort to 

treat them both concurrently and in relation to faith is new in the related literature, probably 

because of the seeming disparity of the scales at which they exist and operate. This is, to my 

view, rather like trying to study apples without also considering the apple tree. No, they do not 

have to go together, they are not always connected, but by reading them together one increases 

the possibility of comprehending the fullness of both.   

In considering the disconnect between ideal and reality, the role of lack, and the 

paradoxical possibility of its transformation into abundance will be explored. Using a melding of 

theory, popular culture, and theology this paper will consider and express the relationships 

between the concepts of eros and utopia, as separate entities as well as related ideas. This is an 

exercise which seeks to affirm the possibilities of life in the face of the limitations of reality; a 

vital effort in living well, both broadly and within the Christian context. The decision to use eros 

as a framework for understanding utopias, and also faith, is based on the recognition of the 

mutual characteristic of lack. Indeed, it is this intangibility, this absence, which makes 

relationship with God a matter of faith, for were there absolute proof there would be no need for 

faith. This leap, and the paradoxical result of the transformation of lack into abundance is what 

makes spiritual and erotic relationship a state worth striving for.  

 

 

 

Why 
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“Imperfection is the fundamental law of the external world,” 

- Søren Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling10 

“Now, bring me that horizon.”  

- Jack Sparrow, The Curse of the Black Pearl11 

Why spend time on ideals like eros or utopia in such an imperfect world? This is a 

pragmatic and important question, and there are plenty of good reasons for pragmatism. It is 

widely understood that the real world is comprised not of lofty aspirations but materially 

constrained realities. However, while theology must be rooted in the realities of the day, it must 

also reach for the heavens. Thus, keeping an eye to the ideal while also engaging with the 

mundane is a crucial, albeit challenging, balancing act. In a world of nearly eight billion people 

with rising global temperatures and sea levels, apathy is simply not a viable option. Immediate 

attention must be given to how we as humans structure our relationships and communities. 

Moreover, there is no single, one size fits all solution to the crises of our world. Different 

communities of all scales need to alter and improve the ways they interact with one another and 

their environments in response to these collective crises. Few if any of these communities are 

utopian, but in imagining the world as it could be, not just resigning to what is, is a meaningful 

step towards creating a future which is better than the present. It is a utopian project, which like 

eros is both vital and will never be complete. This is where the value of ideals lies.  They are 

intangible and unobtainable, like platonic forms, beyond our reach on the mortal plane. Because 

they are conceivable but not attainable, they are like the horizon: a point to keep chasing, by 

nature impossible to attain, and a reminder to us of the value of the journey. 

 
10 Kierkegaard’s Writings, VI, Volume 6, 27. 
11 Gore Verbinski, Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of the Black Pearl, Action, Adventure, Fantasy (Walt Disney 
Pictures, Jerry Bruckheimer Films, 2003). 
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No matter how long the journey, one day it will end. The final end, in the Christian 

philosophical tradition, is death, but more specifically, it is the soul’s final rest in and union with 

God, following the body’s death and the soul’s ascent to Heaven.12 There have been forests of 

apologetics written to argue that a life lived for, indeed fixated on, this final end, is life best 

lived.  Yet I cannot help but think that to not live voraciously, to not drink life to the lees, to not 

savor and treasure every moment before that final end, is a great loss and waste. This is why the 

consideration of eros and utopia is a useful exercise.  Both are a reminder that value lies in the 

journey itself. The final end is not for you as you know yourself to be, and so while the final end 

may be ultimate, you, human, in this temporal form, are not, and therefore deserve the 

opportunity to find the abundance and splendor of love on earth so long as you are here to 

experience it.  

There are many factors and forces in this world which seek to limit this abundance and 

flourishing. Philosopher and cultural theorist Byung-Chul Han, for example, points to and 

decries capitalism for “making everything a commodity and putting it on display. Knowing no 

other use for sexuality, it profanes eros—into porn.”13 He argues that this destruction of eros is 

ultimately degrading our ability to think, and replacing it with rigid, uncreative calculation. 

Similarly, Audrey Lorde identifies western society and the european american male tradition as 

forces of censure which seek to suppress, vilify, and constrain feminine erotic knowledge in 

order to ‘milk’ it in the service of men and the subjugation of women. But, as she also says, “the 

erotic offers a well of replenishing and provocative force to the woman who does not fear its 

 
12 Aquinas Thomas, Summa Theologiæ: A Concise Translation (Allen, Tex.: Christian Classics, 1991). , 2-1.1.1 
13 Byung-Chul Han, The Agony of Eros, Untimely Meditations (Cambridge, MA, Baltimore, Md.: MIT Press, Project 
MUSE, 2017), 32. 



 8 

revelation, nor succumb to the belief that sensation is enough.”14 As we are reminded by Lorde, 

these forces of malpractice and degradation are not the only forces at play, they do not get the 

final say. They are not the final end.  

Standing as a woman in conflicted and enduring relationship with the One, Holy Catholic 

and Apostolic Church, it has been a challenge at times to chart a spiritual path which is both 

engaged with and not constrained by the Church. Over the course of this ongoing traverse, I have 

found the contemplative posture is one which suits both desires for participation and self-

preservation. I know that the ontological dissolution of the self, the likes of which Marguerite 

Porete, Teresa of Avila and other mystics may be said to have experienced, can be a great and 

potent thing, but I am not yet strong enough for these stronger remedies.15  I still need myself, I 

am not ready to let go. It is in thinking about the world, cultivating love of all beings and in so 

doing, participating in it, that my work begins. It is a great joy as well as a solemn obligation. 

The unanalyzed life is not worth living, and the life I am most concerned with is that of 

everyone.  

But oh, how many are the everyone! It is in the disillusion of the self, the recognition that 

each person is intimately involved in the lives, existence and being of every person that we can 

begin to heal the wounds of division that exist between ourselves. The physical dissolution of 

that difference will come in time. Meanwhile, how to contribute to the flourishing of all people? 

Any people? What is it to know people, or even one person? Can anyone ever truly know anyone 

else? If knowing another person is such a vast undertaking, can we ever possibly know God? 

 
14 Lorde, Uses of the Erotic, 4, 5, 10, 11. 
15 Boethius and P. G. Walsh, The Consolation of Philosophy, Oxford World’s Classics (Oxford: University Press, 
2008), 18. 
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How can we reckon with the ineffability of the divine? How can we build and maintain a 

fulfilling relationship with that which is beyond our knowing, be it mundane or divine? What can 

one relationship teach us about another? How can we imagine a better version of our world? 

How do we pursue these visions while maintaining a posture of love for those we are currently in 

community with? What is it to love? How do we do it? What does it mean to love the world but 

also want and try to change it? 

 

The Self & the Other 

The Oldest Confession 

Is one of Need, 

Half the need Love, 

The other half Greed 

- Richard Condon, The Keeners Manual 16 

At first glance, the self is easily discernable and identifiable as such. You need only look 

to the tips of your fingers. You know where your physical borders are. Probably. But it’s more 

complicated than that. In the chapter of Eros, the bittersweet, “Loosing the Edge,” Carson delves 

into the role of the self in the erotic experience. She writes, “The self forms at the edge of desire, 

and a science of self arises in the effort to leave that self behind.”17 Referencing physiological 

metaphors of the erotic experience that center on violation or extension of the self, (tear, pierce, 

etc.) she argues that the threat to the bounded self posed by love is also a reification of that 

 
16 Richard Condon, The Oldest Confession (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1958). 
17 Carson, Eros, the Bittersweet, 39. 
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boundary. This push and pull of relationality, the balance and tension between self and other, the 

lover and beloved, is at the heart of the erotic relationship.  

In a beautiful example, Carson turns to Jean-Paul Sartre to elucidate the “melting threat” 

of eros by comparing it to “an infant plunging its hands into a jar of honey… instantly involved 

in …the essential relation between the subjective experiencing self and the experienced world.”18 

The stickiness of the honey dripping from the fingers, its viscosity, presents a challenge to the 

borders of the self as the viscosity threatens to dilute the self. The stickiness of affect is similarly 

challenging and validating to the borders of the self, wherein the origin of a subjective 

experience may be an external source yet plays out in the body, blurring the boundaries between 

the two. 

Writing on surrealist eros and critiquing the modern movement toward hyper-exposure, 

Byung-Chul Han lifts up the atopic Other, as the entity formed through the creation of a negative 

boundary between self and other. He writes in The Agony of Eros, that “the negativity of 

otherness—that is, the atopia of the Other, which eludes all ability—is constitutive of erotic 

experience.”19 In this articulation, this inability to reach or place the other is identified as the 

unfinished movement in which the gift of eros resides. This contrasts to what Han identifies as 

the agony of eros, that is, the disappearance of the other through a narcissistic misidentification 

of all things as being in some way for the self. This narcissism is not an enlightened state, the 

recognition of interconnectedness, but instead an un-self-aware obscuring of boundaries. Rather 

than being a union, this is a drowning in the self.20 

 
18 Carson, Eros, the Bittersweet, 40. 
19 Han, The Agony of Eros, 11. 
20 Han, 2. 
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While the recognition of the bounds of the self is crucial to the experience of eros, it 

cannot be said that the experience of borders, of the distinction between the self and the other, 

are always enjoyable. Indeed, the recognition of these borders is frequently a site of intense upset 

and discomfort. Why, for example, in the garden of Eden were the lovers uncomfortable with 

their bodies after eating the forbidden fruit? Furthermore, why were their eyes opened not after 

one ate the fruit, but only after both?21 The distinction between self and other not only requires a 

recognition of oneself as distinct from any other, but also the recognition that this other is also 

capable of recognizing this difference and its significance. This dynamic is present in Sarah 

Ahmed’s conceptualization of shame as an emotion which “requires a witness: even if a subject 

feels shame when she or he is alone, it is the imagined view of the other that is taken on by a 

subject in relation to herself or himself.”22  The significance of a perspective originating outside 

of the self is reiterated in the question God asks Eve and Adam when they hide themselves in the 

garden, “Who told you, you were naked?”23 Wrapped up in this question is the assertion that 

nakedness, and any shame of it, comes not just from within, but also requires the eye of a 

beholder. This feeling of nakedness, a new absence, never before noticed, is the biblical 

beginning of the human other.  

This isolation of the individual is one of the many things which Kierkegaard’s knight of 

resignation must contend with before making the leap and becoming the knight of faith. This is 

primarily due to the role of the individual will in the decision to make that leap. Implicit in this is 

the acceptance of the other as ultimately unknowable, and this is one component of resignation 

 
21 Genesis 3:7, NRSV. 
22 Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 2nd ed. (Edinburgh: University Press, 2014), 105. 
23 Genesis 3:11, NRSV. 
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which is undone in the transformational movement of the leap, the individual is paradoxically 

made universal. While the knight of faith is still singular after this transformation, it is not the 

same sort of singular that he was before, when he was the knight of resignation. In this way, the 

lover’s recognition of a bounded self and a distinct other, coupled with the continued 

engagement in trusting relationship with the beloved, unknowable, other may be understood as 

the same movement beyond resignation as that which Kierkegaard’s knight of faith makes. The 

leap into the impossible, trusting in that which is beyond knowing or possibility, brings the 

impossible into paradoxical existence. Such is the power of faith. 

Similarly, Buber argues that all relationships are ultimately relationship with God.24  

Thus, relationship with God is also relationship with all of creation, and in this we see that the 

triangle flows both ways, and the number of triangles is incomprehensibly vast. To be in 

relationship with any one thing, is to be inextricably in relationship with everything else that is as 

well. This is because any one thing, by nature of being what it is, contributes to the nature of 

everything else that it is not, by point of comparison and by function of the interdependent, 

interwoven causal relationships of all things.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
24 Martin Buber, I and Thou, 1st Touchstone ed. (New York: Touchstone, 1996), 123. 



 13 

Utopias 

In her 2019 article, Dystopia, Utopia, Atopia, Amy Hollywood offers a theoretical 

appraisal of the use and designation of a utopia and introduces the word atopia as an alternative 

designation. She writes: 

I want to introduce the term [atopia] because of its philologically unsound echoing of 

anarchy, antinomianism, and apophasis and because of its opening on to the question of 

the alpha-privative. Atopia signals the place that is both a place and the undoing of the 

limitations of place, not a “no place” but “a place unconstrained by the limits of place.”25  

Like Han’s atopic Other, Hollywood, in utilizing the language of atopia, is seeking to create a 

category defined by its undefinable nature, identifiable more by what it isn’t than what it is. 

Drawing on an array of poetry which express erotic themes of relationship, noncompletion and 

ineffability, Hollywood argues against the tendency to utilize oversimplified categories of utopia 

and dystopia.26 The erotic content of this “atopic” poetry, the longing and non-fulfillment of 

being unbounded speaks to the comingling of the two ideas, eros and utopia, and points the way 

toward how they might be martialed together. Though operating from a similar perspective as 

Hollywood, this paper is more concerned with the erotic and theological aspects and applications 

of the concept of utopia than genre designations around it. As such, the lesson of atopia, the 

instability and fecundity of non-place, together with caution against binary oversimplification 

has been taken into account, but the consideration and practice of adopting the vocabulary of 

atopia as an alternative to utopia must be left for another paper to contend with.  

 
25 Amy Hollywood, “Dystopia, Utopia, Atopia,” Modern Theology 36, no. 1 (2020): 46, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/moth.12574. 
26 Hollywood, 39. 
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The critique of the utopia/dystopia binary offered in Hollywood’s paper, however, is 

precisely why it is important to imagine utopia through the lens of eros; challenging 

oversimplistic delineations allows for the possibility of an infinite number of utopias existing 

upon a vast spectrum because there are infinite loves. After all, God is infinite just as God is 

love. Thus, an infinite quantity of love, and desire for that love, may beget infinite utopias. There 

is great necessity in being explicit about the multitude of utopias which may be sought; there is 

no single right answer. Eros is a relationship between lover and beloved, self and other, and 

utopias are a site of societal confrontation of the other. If confrontation with the other is not 

premised on love, then it is in greater danger of eventually settling into a habitus of apathy.27  

In a way, to imagine utopia is an act of great hubris, to stand as the imaginer in the 

author’s shoes and create a world, as if a god. On the other hand, it is the most wretched, human 

thing to reach out with our minds eye to imagine a better place, a place not quite so difficult and 

painful and disordered, and cling to hope for that better place that doesn’t exist. Hope is a human 

possession because hope is future oriented, and God is essentially outside of time. We are not 

God, however, and we are, with the possible exception of our ability to create lasting art, very 

much in time.  Hope is a thing that precedes faith and trust and follows it as well. It is 

paradoxically the seed and the fruit. It is a kind of spiritual edging, whereby the love of God is 

tested and (hopefully), affirmed or reiterated, over and over again. Why does this matter? 

Because hope in the face of the suffering of the world is what provides the impetus for imagining 

utopias.  

 
27 Constance M. Furey, Erasmus, Contarini, and the Religious Republic of Letters (Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006), 10. One of the many lessons to be learned from 16th century Europe is that as systems and 
institutions develop more comprehensive functions and expand to serve more than one set of needs, power and 
instrumentality is prioritized and ambivalence is engendered. 
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Utopias are imagined and constructed to create positive social conditions which exceed 

that of normative society. Often, they induce the intentional abdication of fleeting pleasantries in 

favor of lasting good, and this often means forgoing the individual good in favor of the collective 

good. This, perhaps, is something which The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas seeks to 

interrogate. The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas is a short work of philosophical fiction, a 

sort of travelogue meets trolley problem written by Ursula K. le Guin. The reader is introduced 

to Omelas, an unusual place where life is very good, and the people are content.  

A boundless and generous contentment, a magnanimous triumph felt not against some 

outer enemy but in communion with the finest and fairest in the souls of all men 

everywhere and the splendor of the world’s summer: this is what swells the hearts of the 

people of Omelas, and the victory they celebrate is that of life.28 

But this happiness comes at a cost. In a small room hidden away in a basement, there is a child, 

suffering and crying, alone in its filth. All the people in Omelas know this, just as they know that 

if anything were done to free the child or comfort it, “all the prosperity and beauty and delight of 

Omelas would wither and be destroyed.” And this is a fact that most of the people of Omelas 

accept. Those who don’t, they walk down the streets and out of the city and beyond the horizon.   

Omelas is not the place for those most concerned with their own feelings, or at least 

individual feelings, above the good of society. It may still be a utopia because those who cannot 

or will not accept the cost of their happiness walk away, and in doing so continue to defer to the 

collective good by not attempting to alter the child’s circumstances. However, it is difficult to be 

certain that Omelas is a paradise, the cost, the life of the one child, may be too much, leaving 

dystopia as the only viable moral evaluation. This ambiguity and difficulty of classification 

 
28 Ursula K. Le Guin, The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas (Mankato, Minn: Creative Education, 1993). 
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speaks to Hollywood’s efforts around atopia, as well as the tension and complexity of 

relationships more broadly.  

 

Eros the triangle 

O god who’s never lost a fight,  

Lord Eros, who descends and wreaks  

Havoc on wealth and spends the night  

Asleep on girlish cheeks, 

You find a way to cross the sea 

And reach the farthest wilderness. 

Not even deathless gods are free 

From power you possess, 

Nor anyone of mortal kind. 

In gaining you they lose their mind. 

 

- Sophocles, Antigone29 

 

The concept of the love triangle is nothing new, but for Carson, the triangle is more than 

just the tangle of overlapping partners. It gets at the heart of eros. In the triangle we see:  

Radical constitution of desire. For, where eros is lack, its activation calls for three 

structural components- lover, beloved and that which comes between them. They are 

three points of transformation on a circuit of possible relationship, electrified by desire so 

that they touch not touching. Conjoined they are held apart.30  

 

Lover and beloved are trapped by their own desire in an erotic dialectic, mediated by the reality 

of their separateness. This intimate distance is the primary aspect of eros, it is unsatisfiable, close 

is not close enough 

 
29 Sophocles, Antigone ; Oedipus the King ; Electra, Oxford World’s Classics (Oxford University Press) (Oxford ; New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1998). Antigone, Strophe A (781-790)  
30 Carson, Eros: The Bittersweet, 16.  
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The writer is a part of the erotic triangle as much as she is its creator, for indeed creation 

is an erotically charged act. It is an othering of a part of the self. In writing she creates the 

conditions, and indeed even the characters, which stand, touch-not-touching in relationship with 

one another and the reader. The very act of writing implies an absence.31 “One writes in order to 

communicate something to those who are absent.”32 What this means for the author’s 

relationship with their reader is that the text, their writing, will always be an intermediary 

between themselves, and their reader, the point of connection which also keeps them apart. This 

is what happened on Mt. Sinai, when God gave the Commandments to Moses. In writing the 

Commandments, the baseline expectation for God’s people had been established. There will be 

rules, God will not be there personally to remind you. While it is hardly a utopic vision on the 

outset, at least it is a clear articulation of standards, and does leave open the possibility of some 

return to God’s favor, which is very much a utopian fantasy.  The recording of the 

commandments on blocks of stone is a manifest reminder of the distance, the absence of God, 

made all the more real with each passing day. 

Absence factors into the erotic relationship throughout Plato’s works as well. To take just 

one example, Diotima, who in Plato’s Symposium, provided Socrates the origin story of eros, 

also explains eros in relation to the power of the triangle. According to her, Eros is a great spirit. 

Everything spiritual is in between god and mortal. … They are the messengers who 

shuttle back and forth between the two, conveying prayer and sacrifice from men to gods, 

while to men they bring the commands from the gods and gifts in return for sacrifices. 

Being in the middle of the two, they round out the whole and bind fast the all to all.33 

 

 
31 This is precisely why texting someone in the same room as you is so humorous, it is a subversion of the reality of 

the recipient’s presence.  
32 Jacques Derrida, Limited Inc (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1988). 
33 Plato, Cooper, and Hutchinson, Complete Works, 486. 
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To this view, eros is not just a force in the world or a kind of relationship, but a vital component 

of the fabric and wholeness of the world. It is what connects not just god and man, the lover and 

the beloved, but the world to itself.  

 

Paradox 

“I’m crazy! I’m not crazy! I’m in love! I’m not in love!” 

- Anakreon (413 PMG)34 

 

“My Lord, without you I’m mad and with you I shall go mad!” 

- E. M. Cioran, Tears and Saints35 

 

Paradox lies at the heart of truth, for the truth is rarely a simple thing. For Carson, 

paradox is a means of establishing relationship, and a force integral to that relationship is 

tension. For Kierkegaard, paradox is a reality of faith, of its absurdity and possibility, and the 

tension he is fixated upon is the diametrically opposed responsibilities of Abraham as a father 

and devout believer.  

“How did Abraham exist? He had faith. This is the paradox by which he remains at the 

apex, the paradox that he cannot explain to anyone else, for the paradox is that he as the 

single individual places himself in an absolute relation to the absolute. Is he justified? 

Again, his justification is the paradoxical, for if he is, then he is justified not by virtue of 

being something universal but by virtue of being the single individual.”36  

 

Indeed, even the virtue of Abraham being a single individual is made paradoxical by his faith, 

because through faith he is transformed from an individual to a greater whole. It’s just paradox 

 
34 Carson, Eros the Bittersweet, 8. 
35 E. M. Cioran, Tears and Saints (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 8. 
36 Kierkegaard’s Writings, VI, Volume 6, 62. 
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and absurdity, all the way down.  This is what is meant when he writes, “Christianity is rooted in 

the paradoxical… the leap.”37 Indeed, there is no shortage of paradox within Catholicism. In 

giving we receive, in pardoning we are pardoned and in dying we gain eternal life.  

The primary erotic paradox of Christianity lies in the body of Christ. Salvation coming 

from within a physical body to aid the non-physical soul. Both the emphasis on and depreciation 

of works within the vast diversity of the Christian tradition are motivated by the desire to engage 

and meaningfully participate in this paradoxical reality. Gilding and practices of austerity 

similarly attempt to emulate and represent apophatic and cataphatic theologies and means of 

approaching God. Both acknowledge by nature of their efforts the unreachability and 

omnipresence of the divine. Pseudo Dionysius’ Divine Names is one beautiful example of this 

cycle of apophatic and cataphatic attempts to know God.38 Whether it be though emulating, 

symbolizing, painting, singing, writing, what have you, in the effort of representation we 

implicitly acknowledge that what we desire to convey is not tangibly with us. This indeed is why 

we keep trying. Desire is by nature unsatisfied.   

Thus, the search for God, for greater closeness is very much tied up in an erotic paradox. 

Paradoxical because though intangible in fullness, God is omnipresent. God is in all things and 

so when one seeks God she is indeed already carrying God around within herself, already in the 

company of that which she seeks. This blindness simultaneously incites and hinders the erotic 

within this paradox. The knowledge of that which you desire is already inside of you.39 But, in 

 
37Kierkegaard’s Writings, VI, Volume 6. xxxi. 
38 The Areopagite Pseudo-Dionysius, Pseudo-Dionysius: The Complete Works, Classics of Western Spirituality (New 
York: Paulist Press, 1987), 136. 
39 Lorde, Uses of the Erotic, 9. 
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your distrust of that which is beyond measure, because you are not satisfied with this, with the 

presence of the divine in this innocuous, magnificent, and subtle way, you want more. More 

evidence, more experience, more God, more other. More self. Because so long as you yourself 

(and God in you) are not enough, neither can any other be.  

But wait, is that right? How can it be? What about all the “you are enough” messaging 

circulating throughout the world? It’s not wrong, but so long as one seeks satisfaction outside of 

themselves, they will always be unsatisfied. So long as satisfaction depends on that which can be 

lost it will be unstable, and incapable of providing stability and security, which paradoxically, 

absurdly, is something only faith can truly provide.  

This is complicated by the reality that faith, as much as it is satisfaction is also in a way 

unsatisfied. In leaning into the paradox of faith, one experiences a utopic sort of satisfaction, 

while it can be imagined it is beyond mortal capacity to get there. Indeed, this is the paradox of 

utopia, the un-reality of the place. In Utopia, the facets of human nature which cause strife, such 

as ambition, political conflict, and greed, are all “eliminated” through the deployment of social 

processes which depend on human reason to function.40 However, while humans are certainly 

capable of reason, the assumption of constantly rational action is one divorced from the reality of 

the human condition. Thus, no perfect utopia can exist in the world, because even if a perfectly 

utopian system were devised, the introduction of humans to that system will inevitably impede 

its function, making it imperfect, keeping perfect utopia just out of reach.  This no-place of 

satisfaction is the joy and the pain of eros. This is abundance. And it is this abundance, this 

possibility one apprehends which, trusting beyond explanation, pulls one into faith, which 

 
40 More, Utopia, 112. 
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enables the possibility of this experience of abundance. The cyclical nature of this sequence of 

events, faith, erotic utopia, abundance, faith, on and on, has no discernible beginning, there is 

seemingly no point of entry, yet the only guard is one’s own will, and the only toll, the leap.  

 

Apples and Trees, a Difference in Scale 

As a sweet apple turns red on a high branch, 

high on the highest branch and the applepickers 

 forgot- 

well, no they didn’t forget- were not able to reach 

 … 

- Sappho, (LP, fr. 105a)41 

 

Apples and apple trees. Chicken and egg. Utopia and eros. These relationships are not 

straightforward, the origins rarely well discernable. I characterize eros as an impetus for utopia 

for a few reasons. First, because the imagining of utopia came from the desire for a kind of social 

relationship not possible in the world as it is. This fits nicely into the triangle framework where 

the points of the triangle are the imaginer, the world as it is, and the world as it could be. It is 

love for the world as it is, warts and all, that drive us to imagine the world as a better version of 

itself.  

From a theological perspective, eros is the tree from which the fruit of utopia springs 

because the tree made the apple that made paradise on earth a fantasy. The Tree of the 

Knowledge of Good and Bad is in the heart of Eden. As consequence of the fruit being eaten, 

 
41 Carson, Eros the Bittersweet, 26. 
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God cursed Adam, Eve and the serpent, and expelled the couple from Eden, making Eden into a 

place desired but out of reach, which we may now think of as a utopia. This othering of place 

mirrors the othering of people that first occurs when Eve and Adam recognize their nakedness 

and is also reiterated in the curse. The other becomes an object, a site of desire, recognizably 

distinct from the self in seemingly insurmountable ways.  

The desire for the apple was the first mundane act of eros, the desire for that what was 

seen and coveted but not understood. Even once held, the acquisition of that love object did not 

satisfy. Moreover, instead of unity, this attainment, this taste of knowledge realized the division 

between the lovers, epistemologically tearing them apart while paradoxically creating a new 

relationship of construction, connecting them in a way that the extraction of a rib never could. 

The consequence of these fateful bites of fruit was the birth of bad into the world, and thus the 

desire for a place where that bad does not reign. The curse is a confirmation of the agony of eros, 

particularly the line “Yet your urge shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you.”42 In 

this, difference between humans and the desire to overcome it are reiterated to malignant effect. 

Thus, if eros is love and desire for unity directed at a specific thing, utopia is love and desire for 

unity directed at a whole group or place, the example of Eden speaks to the concepts of both eros 

and utopia. The difference between the two resides in their scale more than their constitution.  

 

 

 

 

 
42 Genesis 3:16. 



 23 

More Utopia 
 

NOPLACIA was once my name, 

That is, a place where no one goes. 

Plato’s Republic now I claim 

To match, or beat at its own game; 

For that was just a myth in prose, 

But what he wrote of, I became, 

Of men, wealth, laws a solid frame, 

A place where every wise man goes:  

GOPLACIA is now my name. 

- Lines on the island of Utopia by the poet 

laureate, Mr. Windbag Nonsenso’s sister’s son43 

 

Utopia is a place, many places, some more real than others. That Thomas More’s Utopia 

is located within the imagination and on the page instead of somewhere on the globe does little 

to impede its significance. After all, God doesn’t show up on many maps either. It is interesting 

to note that while Eden and Utopia are both presented as physical places, they exist most 

concretely in books, Genesis, and Utopia, respectively. Both are examples of repetitive attempts 

by humans to imagine and replicate a paradise on Earth; and these are far from the only 

examples of such imagined paradises, Atlantis, Tír na nÓg, Themyscira, Avalon, Hy Brasil, are a 

few others from the Western tradition. Considering the instability and indignities of the world, 

today and across history, this is unsurprising. The imagining of a better version of this world, and 

better performance of the people in it, speaks to recognition of human potential as well as the 

 
43 More, Utopia, 5. This bit of poetry is included in the frontmatter of Utopia. The names, originally in Greek, have 
been translated to their English equivalent so that the jokes may reach a wider audience.  
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tendency to not live up to it. At its core, this is the story of the Garden of Eden. The world, fresh 

and ripe with possibility, too soon lost through the malpractice of human agency.  

This is significant because in many ways, Utopia was More’s attempt to imagine an 

alternative for humanity, not quite a new Eden, but a society informed by the Edenic example 

and predicated on a high valuation of friendship over politics.44  This speaks to both the effort to 

return to a prelapsarian state, possibly in hopes of a similar return to God’s favor, as well as to 

the intellectual firmament of Europe in the early reformation period, in which Thomas More was 

an active player. The rise of humanism in opposition of scholasticism, and the prioritization of 

the old as the authentic in academic study all contributed to a desire to return to “the beginning,” 

which, biblically, is Eden.  

In writing Utopia, More allowed himself to imagine that the world could be otherwise, 

that England was not best example of society that humanity could create. He wrote a world full 

of Edenic themes and monastic, bordering on communist ideas, one which scandalized and 

entertained, critiquing as it celebrated. More took the example of Eden and applied it in many 

curious ways, which I have treated more thoroughly elsewhere. One example is the custom of 

presenting betrothed couples to each other, naked, and in the company of a chaperone. This both 

encourages the remembrance of bodies as potentially exciting, positive, God-given things by 

recognizing them as an important part of marital, i.e., sexual relationship, while also recalling the 

shame and untrustworthiness that lingers in those bodies, by requiring that this visual exchange 

be overseen by a third party, who simultaneously represents the community of which the couple 

 
44 Furey, Erasmus, Contarini, and the Religious Republic of Letters, 25. 
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is a part, and God.45 The relations between citizens of Utopia were not premised solely on Eden, 

and More drew from the growing humanist tradition, of which he was a part, as well.  

Utopia was not the only utopia More wrote into being, however. As Constance Furey 

notes in her book, Erasmus, Contarini, and the Religious Republic of Letters, the intellectual and 

spiritual friendships formed by literati across Europe and maintained through extensive 

correspondence and sharing of written materials constituted a new, idealized form of religious 

community.46 As a prolific letter writer and close friend of Erasmus, the similarly prolific and 

renowned humanist scholar, More was part of this republic of letters, and shaped it just as he was 

shaped by it. Indeed, the communism of Utopia echoes an adage published by Erasmus the year 

before Utopia was published, “Friends Hold All Things in Common,” and speaks to the value 

this group of literati placed on friendship and community over political power.47 The foundation 

of this community not upon a physical space but rather in spite of it, through the use of the 

written word speaks to the diversity of modes in which a utopian community may be formed. 

This re-emphasizes the not-placed nature of these endeavors, and speaks to the real impact which 

alternative, utopian communities can have on the world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
45 More, 84.  
46 Furey, Erasmus, Contarini, and the Religious Republic of Letters, 5. 
47 Furey, 39. 
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Utopia, Faith & the Monastic Life 

For he looked forward to the city that has 

foundations, whose architect and builder is God. 

- Hebrews 11:10, NRSV 

Though true or perfected utopias may not actually exist, there is no shortage of utopian 

communities doing the best they can to live up to their ideals. Monastic communities are one 

example of a utopia that finds an end not in a static state but rather in a cycle, an equilibrated 

system.48 Life in a monastery is lived in the rhythms of the liturgical calendar and so while it is 

stable and predictable, it is not unchanging. This is not only a necessary acquiescence to the 

inevitability of change, but also a means of participating with a larger faith community that 

transcends the borders of the monastery itself and situates the monastics within a larger frame of 

meaning, their faith tradition. Within the Christian tradition, Jesus is to Kingdom of God as the 

child is to Omelas; in many ways, Christian monastic communities represent human efforts to 

recognize and live up to the enormity of that sacrifice.  

In forming her own monastery, Teresa of Avila was essentially attempting to construct 

her own utopia, a place removed from the rest of the world where she and her sisters might live 

in close alignment with the teachings of Jesus in a way that would bring them closer to God. 

There is a paradox in the attempt to use mundane materials such as house and habit to achieve 

relationship with the divine; temporal goods are no path to transcendence. That which can be lost 

is not the path to enduring happiness. Nevertheless, somehow something happens, creating a 

 
48 George Kateb and Ralf Dahrendorf, Utopia, 2017, 112.  
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space in the world for prayer and contemplation does something. Taking a vow with others and 

living by it does something. What does it do? How does it do that? Is the answer in her rules or 

intentions? In what is present, or what is absent?  

Consider for a moment, the vow of poverty undertaken by Teresa’s Carmelites. This is a 

negative promise, a promise of the absence of wealth and status which nonetheless has material 

implications.  It does not mean that the nuns are naked, without any materials whatsoever, but 

rather that the idea of personal ownership has been abandoned. What little there is belongs to the 

collective.49 The clothes on their back, the straw mattresses they sleep on, the house they live in, 

are all possessions. The irony is, that they are possessions which, by their nature, indicate 

absence and orient the mind towards poverty and lack, and ultimately encourage the desire for 

the dissolution of the self.  

Detachment and humility are the goals of such a lifestyle, but how could detachment fuel 

eros? Isn’t eros wanting to be closer, not further away? Yes, and paradoxically, detaching from 

the material concerns of the mortal plane served to strengthen the desire for and proximity to 

God, who exists beyond the mortal plane, as the one true good and also the final end. In 

sacrificing the eros for that which is lower (from an Aristotelian perspective), one is able to 

better pursue higher goods. By letting go of care and concern for the material, distractions fade 

away and the awesomeness of the immaterial becomes undeniable and increasingly immanent, 

the urge for God, all the more urgent. The possibility of union, satisfaction, inches closer, still 

out of reach beyond the lacuna which may be breached only by the grace of God. 

 
49 Kavanaugh/Rodriguez, Collected Works of St. Teresa of Avila, Vol. 3 (Ics Pubns, 1985), 321. 
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Teresa’s experience of such a breach was what drove her to found her convent, and in 

building a new order with a more austere rule she hoped to create a place where religious women 

could dedicate themselves to God, and pursue more intimate relations with the object of their 

love. This utopia found its genesis in eros for God. Her achievement of this union, though she 

would humbly describe it as a gift, one which she never could have attained through her own 

action but was given by the grace of God, was not the end of her.  This transverberation, 

described in detail under the following section heading, was not her final mystical experience, 

she didn’t die, and neither did her faith nor desire. Rather, this experience reoriented her efforts 

out from within, toward the world and she founded a new order, each monastery a utopia of 

sorts.   

This kind of love for God, Teresa’s love for God is, I would argue, most certainly eros, 

but it changes, or more accurately, deepens, over time from an experience characterized by a lack 

and absence, to one of total abundance. Her poetry offers a clear portrait of the intensity of her 

feeling towards God.   

Ah, how bitter is life 

When the Lord is not enjoyed! 

While love is sweet, 

Long awaiting is not. 

O God, take away this burden 

Heavier than steel, 

I die because I do not die. 

 

Excerpt from Aspirations toward Eternal Life 50  

 
50 Kavanaugh/Rodriguez, 376. 
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Note the utilization of affective imagery, the contrast between bitter and sweet to describe the 

sensation of her unquenched love. The desire for death expressed throughout this poem is the 

detachment she has cultivated. A desire for dissolution and a further testament to the voracity of 

this eros, for while union with God is possible while alive, it will not be complete until the soul 

is permanently united with God in the Kingdom of Heaven. This love is not a traditional 

abundance, it is not tangible, particularly because the fleshly body of Christ at which it is 

directed disappeared from its tomb long ago. This absence is mediated to varying degrees of 

success with the assistance of intermediaries: prayer, religious art, crucifixes, and the eucharist. 

This abundance, the glory and kingdom of God, is spiritually not physically substantive, though 

Teresa does her part to make it tangible. She concludes her Interior Castle with a plea to return 

to the world and do good work for the people in it, a request she meets by running around Spain 

and establishing monasteries, utopias, tiny little embassies of God’s kingdom. 
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Eros & Faith 

I saw in his hands a large golden dart and at the end of the iron tip there appeared to be a 

little fire. It seemed to me that this angel plunged the dart several times into my heart and 

that it reached deep within me. When he drew it out, I thought he was carrying off with 

him the deepest part of me; and he left me all on fire with great love for God. The pain 

was so great that it caused me to moan, and the sweetness this great pain caused me was 

so superabundant that there is no desire capable of taking it away; nor is the soul content 

with less than God. The pain is not bodily but spiritual, although the body doesn’t fail to 

share in some of it, and even a great deal. The loving exchange that takes place between 

the soul and God is so sweet that I beg Him in His goodness to give a taste of this love to 

anyone who thinks I am lying. 

- St. Teresa of Avila, The Book of Her Life51 

Scholars and theologians have been arguing for ages over how to characterize the 

relationship between the believer and God. Eros, caritas, storge, agape, philia, etc., there are a 

plethora of options. St Augustine, for example, explicitly refused to differentiate between 

terms.52 I have chosen to work specifically with eros for this project and to apply it to the 

relationship between the believer and God because the erotic “lies in a deeply female and 

spiritual plane,” does work to include vital, non-rational knowledge within the divine 

relationship and speaks to the affective characteristics of my experience of belief, and love for 

that matter.53 

Eros applies to the experience of faith because faith is also defined by lack. If there were 

proof, there would be no need for faith. I don’t know if I believe in God. I don’t know if that 

experience speaks more to the absence of God or the absence of faith. Either way, the affective 

 
51 of Avila Teresa, The Collected Works of St. Teresa of Avila (Washington: Institute of Carmelite Studies, 1976), 
252. 
52 Kyle P. Hubbard, “Augustine on Human Love for God: Agape, Eros, or Philia?,” American Catholic Philosophical 
Quarterly 86, no. 2 (May 1, 2012): 203, https://doi.org/10.5840/acpq201286216. 
53 Lorde, Uses of the Erotic, 1. 
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experience of edges, of absence defined by almost-presence, the “touch not touching” of belief is 

one which maps so well onto Carson’s explanation of eros, they are nearly the same. I felt a deep 

resonance between my experience of faith and her description of the lover: 

From a new vantage point which we might call self-consciousness, he looks back and 

sees a hole. Where does that hole come from? It comes from the lover’s classificatory 

process. Desire for an object that he never knew he lacked is defined, by a shift in 

distance, as desire for a necessary part of himself.54  

Such has been my experience of faith, and my desire for a true faith, and evidence that perhaps I 

do not truly understand what faith is. Perhaps it is not part of you until you have leapt into it. 

And so, I wonder, is there actually a meaningful difference between love and faith and 

trust? Are they different words for the same thing, or separate aspects of a single whole? If God 

is love, and faith is love of God, then faith is love of (Love) is love? How closely are faith and 

trust related? Faith is trust in what is known more than understood. Faith is the leap. The 

movement beyond resignation to the limitations of reality into grand possibility, and in that way 

it is very much like love. Indeed, in many ways, “love is trust.”55 This trust, this faith is what 

allows, nay, emboldens us to take the leap. The same leap Kierkegaard’s knight of faith makes. 

This leap is not a default, it cannot be made on autopilot. As the Catholic monastic 

Thomas Merton wrote, “Faith is not blind conformity to a prejudice – a “pre-judgement.” It is a 

decision, a judgement that is fully and deliberately taken in the light of a truth that cannot be 

proven.”56 This decision is humanity’s own affair, none can make that decision for another, 

 
54 Carson, Eros: The Bittersweet, 33. 
55 Jacob Tierney, “Yew!,” Letterkenny, December 25, 2018. 
56 Thomas Merton, New Seeds of Contemplation, New Directions Paperbook 1091 (New York: New Directions Book, 
2007), 105. 
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though in making it one enters into a community unbounded by time and space, populated by all 

those who have or will also decide to live in that same conviction. What is that if not abundance? 

Writing theology is in many ways a parallel to writing utopia. Both are acts of eros, and 

of love. They are not precisely the same thing, but it’s the same motion, the same muscles, the 

products similar in the range of their imperfections, beautiful and terrible as the case may be. 

This is because creating theology is an attempt to imagine and articulate the relationship between 

lover and beloved, in pursuit of an expression which honors the range and complexity of both.  

 

Concluding, the Utopia of Eros, the Leap from Lack to Abundance 

 

Eros’ sweetness is inseparable from his bitterness, and each participates, in 

a way not yet obvious at all, in our human will to knowledge. There would 

seem to be some resemblance between the way Eros acts in the mind of a 

lover and the way knowing acts in the mind of a thinker.  

 

- Anne Carson, Eros, the Bittersweet 

 

What comes of thinking about eros in relation to utopia? Or utopia in relation to eros? Is 

eros a utopia? A no-place? For Carson, satisfying eros is like creating utopia, once it is, it’s not 

what you wanted. The desire cannot survive its satisfaction. For Audre Lorde, eros may be a sort 

of ontological utopia, the best, truest source of knowing. She writes: 

Our erotic knowledge empowers us, becomes a lens through which we scrutinize all 

aspects of our existence, forcing ourselves to evaluate those aspects honestly in terms of 

their relative meaning within our lives. And this is a grave responsibility, projected from 

within each of us, not to settle for the convenient, the shoddy, the conventionally 

expected, nor the merely safe.57  

 
57 Lorde, Uses of the Erotic, 7. 
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This knowledge empowers by enabling the imagining of the possibilities of a full life, not one 

resigned to mere survival, but free to flourish. What do I think? Perhaps eros is a utopia at every 

moment that lovers recognize the absurdity of the quest for complete satisfaction, that there need 

be no singular conclusion to the experience. If a trait of eros is the desire to unite with and truly 

know the other, then every moment one realizes that the other cannot be entirely known, and 

continues to triangle, to remain in relationship, is a sort of utopia, a willing acceptance of the 

abundant abyss. As Han writes, “the atopia of the Other turns out to be the utopia of eros.”58 

Thus, the ideal experience is not one which is clearly defined, but rather one which the is 

intimately connected to the mystery of the other. And there is always more mystery to explore. 

As beings moving through time-space, we are constantly changing, developing, deepening. The 

world is not static, but dynamic, it and everything in it are ever-changing and growing beings.  

St Teresa, I think, would agree, for she writes, “I hold that love, where present, cannot 

possibly be content with remaining always the same.”59 Thus even in the most supreme union 

between mortal and divine, where the unknowable is understood, indescribably, on the highest 

spiritual level, the triangle can continue. One example of this comes from her The Interior 

Castle, wherein she details the various dwelling places of the soul during its journey toward 

union with God. The seventh and final dwelling place of the soul sees the celebration of the 

spiritual marriage between God and soul. This union “removes the scales from the soul’s eyes 

and let it see and understand, although in a strange way, something of the favor He grants it.”60 

Now, the divine and spiritual marriage may be, but it will not be complete during life, precisely 

 
58 Han, The Agony of Eros, 5. 
59 Teresa, The Collected Works of St. Teresa of Avila, 447. Vol II. 
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because humans change while living and continue to do so until they meet their final end. 

 

  

The abundance of the Other.61 

 

Kierkegaard chose a love affair as his example for expressing the movements of the 

knights of infinite resignation and faith on the basis that love, though complicated, is an easily 

understandable motivation.62 However imperfectly, love is one of the few things everyone can be 

expected to know about, to some degree. His analysis simultaneously enforces the divide 

between the self and the other and expresses the incredible capacity of the paradox of faith to 

dissolve it. If the knight of infinite resignation can be understood to exist in a constant state of 

lack, a state of limited possibility, then the knight of faith has paradoxically made the transition 

 
61 Jason Adam Kazenstein, “58 Weasels,” November 17, 2014, https://www.newyorker.com/cartoons/issue-

cartoons/cartoons-november-17-2014-issue. 
62 Kierkegaard’s Writings, VI, Volume 6, 41. 
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from lack to abundance through the conscious, willful choice to leap into the possibility and 

reality of God, thus remaining an individual while also transforming into something far greater 

and more vast. This abundance is, of course, paradoxical, but is nevertheless endlessly bountiful: 

“that is, by virtue of the absurd, by virtue of the fact that for God all things are possible.”63 This 

abundance is not simply what is, or even what will be, rather, it encompasses all of what might, 

and ought, and could and could not be, which is nevertheless possible through faith. 

What I mean by abundance is not possessive. It is not a description of what one has, but 

rather a recognition of the enormity of the thing one is interacting with. When one takes a sip of 

water, for example, one may note that those little molecules, one hydrogen atom and two 

oxygen, passing their lips are also already present in their body, and in the bottles in the vending 

machine down the hall, in the water tower where people think they own it, and rushing down a 

mountain half-way around the world. One may not be drinking directly from the water melting 

off glaciers in Alaska, but nevertheless is interacting with a substance which is also millions of 

other places at the same time. One can study and learn all there is to know about this little 

molecule, how it clings to itself, but also other things, how cold makes it bigger, not smaller, 

how well it holds energy, and still never know all there is to know about it; how it sings, dripping 

off the tips of a child’s hair as they play in a fountain, or how the water feels about being in the 

fountain, where there once was an ocean. Even looking closely, with rapt attention, at every drop 

of water for an entire lifetime, it cannot all be known; there will still be more, and that is good. 

This is what I mean by abundance. 

 
63 Kierkegaard’s Writings, VI, Volume 6, 46. 
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But our abundance is tied to our humanity, and the failure to create systems which do 

justice to both our humanity and the earth which sustains us is an existential threat to this 

abundance. There is a limited water supply on earth, and current climate trends suggest water 

scarcity in the not-so-distant future. Well. When there is no more water, nor will there be 

abundance. Abundance, that man-made word, depends on living humans for its own existence. 

When all the humans are gone, there will be no abundance. There will be no minds, no cognition 

which has been socialized, educated, and encouraged in the direction of verbal language, nothing 

to give the little symbols on a page the meaning necessary to construct the word abundance as a 

concept that is meaningful to cogent life. Thus, when there is no water, there will be no humans 

and no abundance, just the small planet with a singular moon, orbiting a star. When we pursue 

our desires and beliefs, striving to build a better world, seeking more satisfying experiences, it is 

absolutely vital that we preserve and protect the other. All others, every part of this abundant 

garden we call Earth and home.  
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Theological Epilogue 

Some natural tears they dropt, but wiped them soon; 

The world was all before them, where to choose 

Their place of rest, and Providence their guide: 

They, hand in hand, with wandering steps and slow, 

Through Eden took their solitary way. 

 

Milton, Paradise Lost  

 

 

What is eros if not desire, and what is the foil of desire but satisfaction? Thus, it is more 

appropriate to conclude such efforts as this project with further food for thought than to neatly 

close the matter. So, I leave you with this; if we take Eden at face value - not as literal, absolute 

truth but as an explanation of how the world is and came to be, a grand ontological metaphor or 

allusion, what can it teach us? What does it offer? The following is a brief reflection on the 

themes treated above, and a possible direction for the theological application thereof.  

 

Eden is today a utopia, and we don’t have the key, it is long lost, forgotten. In Eden the lovers 

flourished, naming things, and knowing them. Powerful in the discovery of themselves and other 

createds, made powerful by the First Other in their creation and naming. Given the right to roam, 

restricted from only one thing. One Thing. One tree. Apart, divided. 

 

Did they know one another in the Garden? Did they know one another in the Garden? Did they 

know each other? Or did that come after the fall of the apple from the tree into waiting hands? 

Did that come after those hands covered those bodies in shame? After they were cursed? After 

they were cast from the bosom of the garden into the awaiting beyond?  
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Why did they balk at their flesh? Not new. Were they hiding from themselves? From each other? 

From the First Other? 

 

“Who told you, you were naked?” 

 

Then other, other, other. Snake, woman, man. Division. First, creation was a blessing, now a 

curse. Longing. Other-other. Creation. Mother. Other-other. Brother. Other-other. Curse.  

 

With love and longing the curse is undone, kissed away by the kisses of the mouth.  

 

But since we were divided, since we have been so far flung, we have failed to notice that it is 

possible to reunite, that there is another way. The fruit of this blessing, these kisses, is lost, 

forgotten. Yet this fruit is hearty, of the heart. Born in the bosom of the garden and planted in the 

dark spot of the soul which remembers the taste of that forbidden fruit, long since decomposed, 

its borders dissolved, now a small patch of rich, dark earth.  

 

From this earth, a sproutling, a volunteer of this blessing, the fruit of that labor, will grow and 

take root.  

 

Long have we been told that this fruit is a fantasy, as gone as the tongue which named the beasts, 

and yet its seed sprouts within us, nourished by the divine light it grows, fertilized by its very 

recognition. Beating a tune that courses through the blood and echoes in the heart, both a call and 

an answer, I am.  
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This blessing is the erotic, the knowledge of good and bad, the knowledge of self and other, 

knowledge of diversity and unity. 

 

Denied, it remains, though wizened and stunted, longing to be welcomed within the self. Waiting 

for the chance to dance again in the garden.  

 

So, cultivate erotic knowledge, play in and till the soil with dance, water the fruit with tears and 

laughter that it might grow strong enough to be recognizable from the outside, that it might call 

out to one another, all itself, and reach, like roots to water, for its kin, and in this reaching may 

the garden be remembered, the key recalled, the borders dissolved. 
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