
Looking For Joy
Having previously worked in a church setting, the internet was an invaluable resource for talks and discussions, in addition to being used frequently for my own theological questions and ponderings. Once a few words are entered into a search engine, page upon page of faith-based websites are returned, and the task begins of sifting through the results to extract key precious nuggets of information. One such website is desiringgod.org.
Desiring God boldly claims to provide its readers with a key truth that can change us, not just in this world, but for all time. It informs us that most people do not experience ‘deep and abiding joy’[footnoteRef:1] and shows us how we can solve this saying, ‘Everything we create and distribute here at Desiring God exists to guide you toward everlasting joy in Jesus Christ’.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Desiring God Foundation Desiring God (unknown date) <https://www.desiringgod.org/about-us> [accessed 24 October 2022].]  [2:  Desiring God Foundation ‘About Us’, Desiring God.] 

There are seven easy to navigate sections, including one which introduces us to the founder John Piper, giving background information on some of his life story, how the website came about, and its mission. In addition, an introductory video[footnoteRef:3] reiterates the background to Desiring God with a brief history of Piper’s journey of faith. It is easy watching, with colourful animation and gentle music backing a first person narrative. Piper introduces his key idea that our wanting to be happy is not at odds with God’s desire to be worshipped, but rather, the two things can and should, exist together.  [3:  Desiring God Foundation, What is Desiring God? [video]. 2014 <www.youtube.com/watch?v=YOKWdwSVRYo> [accessed 24 October 2022].] 

A mission statement introduces the term ‘Christian Hedonism’ with a handy link for those interested in finding out more. This specific theological belief underpins not only this website but much of Piper’s writings and output, it is what he is well known for, since his book ‘Desiring God’[footnoteRef:4] was published in 1986. [4:  John Piper, Desiring God: Meditations of a Christian Hedonist, 1st edn. (New York: Multnomah Books, 1986).] 

Desiring God is both up to date and user-friendly, offering anything from ‘Daily Devotionals’[footnoteRef:5] with the founder, to podcasts and theological books, again mainly by the founder. New articles are added almost daily, providing opinions and advice from a variety of writers on a broad range of subjects. One could choose the everyday ‘Mealtimes are God Times’[footnoteRef:6] or try a somewhat weightier subject, 'Transubstantiation. What Catholicism teaches about the Supper’[footnoteRef:7] where that belief is shown to be incorrect, citing the views of previous Reformed theologians and ultimately showing us the right way to view the bread and wine as proposed by John Calvin. The website is not a stand-alone project but part of a suite of options which can be accessed via social media with an easy click on a link, or through email subscription. Although the website is American in origin it is international in its ambition, showing a list of nearly 30 partners who work with the organization to translate their material into multiple languages. [5:  Desiring God Foundation ‘Articles’, Desiring God. ]  [6:  Abigail Dodds, ‘Meal Times are God Times’, Desiring God, 10 September 2022.   <https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/meal-times-are-god-times> [accessed 27 October 2022].]  [7:  Reid Carr, ‘Transubstantiation What Catholicism teaches about the Supper’, Desiring God, 13 September 2022. <https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/transubstantiation> [accessed 27 October 2022].] 

When scrolling through the articles section, it becomes clear that Christian Hedonism is not the only theological idea that is being proposed. The key writers are all of a similar persuasion, for example most have attended Bethlehem College and Seminary where Piper is Chancellor[footnoteRef:8]. The website content holds theologians such as Calvin, Charles Spurgeon and Jonathan Edwards in high regard. Articles and books are recommended which are a defense of the difference in male and female roles, women are told they are not created to be pastors but mothers, homosexuality is condemned, other strands of Christianity are denounced for their beliefs and practices. [8:  Bethlehem College and Seminary, ‘Bethlehem Education In Serious Joy’ (2022) <https://bcsmn.edu/about/> [accessed 27 October 2022].] 

Apart from the belief of Christian Hedonism that is clearly on display, it soon becomes apparent that a conservative evangelical, complementarian theology is also deeply embedded within all that is written there. There are endorsements by professors at well-known evangelical theological colleges such as Wheaton and Moody Bible Institute recommending Piper’s books. These books are published in the main by Crossway who again hold a conservative view of the Christian faith with mention of biblical inerrancy, ‘true believers’ and ‘true children of God’[footnoteRef:9] in their Statement of Faith.  [9:  Crossway USA, ‘Statement Of Faith’, Crossway, (2022) <https://www.crossway.org/statement-of-faith/> [accessed 5 November 2022].] 

[bookmark: _Hlk118905351]Giving the reader the key to everlasting joy sounds an undeniably positive goal for a website and would appear quite acceptable to most mainstream Christians, particularly considering Jesus’s own words that ‘I came that they might have life and have it abundantly’.[footnoteRef:10] Less acceptable however, may be the other theological beliefs that are promoted, those that divide Christians along familiar battle lines such as sexuality and a woman’s place but also more subtly, what makes a ‘proper’ Christian. Despite the initial welcoming feel to the website, it soon becomes clear what are deemed right and wrong theological beliefs and therefore who is judged to be either in or out of the true faith. Although it is open and informative about the contributors, sources of funding and its mission to reach more people, there is very little opportunity to actually question the information being presented. Steven Knowles, writing on religious authority on the web has studied the fundamentalist website raptureready.org.[footnoteRef:11] He points out how the evangelical ‘wing’ of Christianity were quick to establish themselves online and take advantage of platforms to proselytize a particular set of beliefs. Raptureready.org set clear boundaries as to what information is available on their website and their external links. There is limited availability to comment on posts and strict rules in place to block any dissention from their beliefs. In his conclusion Knowles talks of how ‘gatekeepers maintain rigid control of what they regard as correct doctrine’.[footnoteRef:12] [10:  The Zondervan Corporation, John 10.10, Biblegateway (2020) <https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+10%3A1-10&version=NRSVA > [accessed 3 November 2022].]  [11:  Steven Knowles, ‘Rapture Ready and the World Wide Web: Religious Authority On The Internet’, Journal of Media And Religion, 12:3, (2013), 128-143 <DOI: 10.1080/15348423.2013.820527> [accessed 3 November 2022].]  [12:  Knowles, ‘Rapture Ready’, p.141.] 

Although rather less dramatic in theme, Desiring God also is clearly very careful about what material it places on its website and by whom, and there is doubt as to whether emails regarding content will actually receive a response. It is missional in tone, with a request for readers to consider giving some financial support knowing that ‘lives are being impacted for eternity 24/7’.[footnoteRef:13] This outlook is not restricted to evangelical organizations, with Christian faith groups and denominations across the theological spectrum approaching the internet as a potential mission field.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Desiring God Foundation, ‘About Us’, Desiring God, (unknown date) <https://www.desiringgod.org/about-us> [accessed 24 October 2022].]  [14:  Heidi Campbell, ‘Religion And The Internet’, Communication Research Trends Center for the Study of Communication And Culture, 25:1 (2006), 1-24 (pp.5-6) <DOI: 10.1080/13537121.2011.584664> [accessed 2 November 2022].
] 

Alongside the explosion of internet use for all aspects of our lives, it’s use as a resource to explore faith and belief has also grown rapidly over the last few years. With an easy click on a search engine, we have immediate access to a plethora of websites offering us endless options to help make sense of issues facing us in everyday life. For those who wish to dig deeper into their theology, or for ministers and leaders of church groups there is a seeming wealth of information available (and usually at no financial cost) at one’s fingertips. This growth has only been accelerated by the global pandemic whose lockdowns forced many believers to get to grips with unfamiliar technologies in order to remain connected to faith communities. The aim of everlasting joy for all via Desiring God, initially seems appealing, but internet searchers of faith and meaning, beware. Let us be a little cautious and, at the very least, take a few moments to check some background details on websites before we start to take their advice on how to live our lives, and on what we should or should not believe and practice. Behind our search for answers, algorithms are busy at work and filters are silently deciding the results we see. Can these results be trusted, relied upon, and should they have the last word on our beliefs and choices?
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