


Desire For God
                            A Sermon by Reverend Lynn Strauss


Friday on my morning walk, I saw two boys riding their bikes, the younger boy rode close behind the older boy…following shadow-like;  the wheels of his bike turning in imitation of the boy in front.
        It was 7:30 in the morning…both boys wore helmets and backpacks, they must have been brothers on their way to school.


They didn’t shout to one another, the older boy didn’t turn  around to check on the younger…He just pedaled firmly leading the way.

Seeing them, I remembered how much I wanted to be like my big brother.   How I followed him everywhere.  How I tried to be just like him.  Clearly, there were limitations in this desire.  I was so sorry that I wasn’t a boy.  


My brother, though he loved me, often turned away from me…especially when we were out in public.  My desire to be like him, was fruitless, and at times, an embarrassment to us both.


When I was 13, I had a girlfriend named Barbara.  I thought she was beautiful.  She was tall and had long reddish-brown wavy hair which she styled in many different ways.  She could create a perfect bee-hive- all the rage in those days.  She knew how to wear make-up and she always had a boyfriend.  I wanted to be just like her.  But, I knew it was fruitless.

There’s a minister I know that is a scholar and an inspiring preacher.  He serves an inner city congregation with a history of successful social advocacy.  He is young and good-looking.  He’s pursued by the progressive media.  He is what some people call…”a star”.  On certain days, I wish I could be just like him.   But I know it’s fruitless.

On some days, I imagine how wonderful it would be to be a mystic.  To live in a convent, and pray four times a day in a beautiful chapel.   I imagine, chanting in unison and harmony with other mystics.  I imagine, studying ancient scriptures and writing sacred poetry in the early morning light. 

 On some days, I desire to live in an alternative community, sharing the cooking and housekeeping, sharing gardening and the raising of children and grandchildren, sharing responsibility for the needs of the community…and talking religion and politics long into the night.

In all of these desires and imaginings, I recognize a longing to be my true self.  To know who I am meant to be.  I call this a desire for the God in me.

Perhaps we all do a kind of dance in our journey toward true self.   A dance of forward and back,  a dance sometimes alone in our living room, and sometimes in a circle with others, sometimes in the arms of a special someone.  

 Most of us approach our truest self, tentatively, sometimes we waltz comfortable for awhile only to have the music suddenly change…and we find ourselves out of step again…lost and confused.  Sometimes we refuse the dance entirely, turning our back on music and partner and inner demons.   Turning our back on possibility and wholeness.

How does one’s search for self relate to experiencing desire for God?  I believe, (based on first-hand experience, as well as reflections on western literature and the scriptures of the world’s religions) that everyone has a holy or divine light within.  I believe that finding the true self means finding the divine self…for to become whole, requires us to embrace and dance with our divine nature.

This divine nature isn’t just purity and light…God or the Whole includes the shadow side of human nature as well.  In preparation for this sermon, I got caught up in reading from the book of Job.

You remember Job,  he tried to argue with God.  He tried to understand the problem of undeserved suffering…and what it meant to be a good man.  Satan was in on the plot with Job...Satan bet God that Job’s goodness and virtue was predicated on reward.  Satan bet God that if enough suffering was heaped on Job; he would deny God….he would lose his faith and forfeit his righteousness.

But Job kept on in his search for truth-in his desire to understand why god had allowed him to suffer such loss.  Loss of all his wealth, of all his children, of his health- nothing was left to him but his anger at God and his faith in God.

In our search for self, in our desire for wholeness which includes divine human nature, we must confront evil, anger, loss and pain.  Desire for god requires this level of risk.

Engaging with our own divine nature means messing with sacred power, sparring with evil, it means taking the risk of receiving and living within the entire spectrum of human nature.  

But isn’t this what we seekers want...the whole spectrum of life experience, the whole spectrum of human nature…including the divine.  We even desire the experience of that which is beyond our understanding.


For most Unitarian Universalists, God, (though we might call her by many other names)  is an in-dwelling or immanent energy or spirit rather than a supernatural or transcendent personality.  God is not “out there”, God is within…or perhaps both.

Desire for God can mean, desire for truth, desire for the good, desire for wholeness.  It is the kind of desire that brings us to religion and to spiritual quests.  It is the kind of desire that we feel when we look up at a star-filled sky.  The kind of desire we feel when we see only beauty in a human face.  It is the kind of desire that keeps us awake at night and gets us up in the morning…to go searching again, for those moments of awe and wonder…those moments of tears- those moments when we know we would do anything to take away a child’s pain.

This desire is so profound, this journey so intense, we know we can’t make it all on our own.  This desire for God, for good and truth and wholeness brings us, here, into religious community.  We need models, we need inspiration, we need companions on the journey.

Finding our true self is powerful work, and it’s easy to follow the wrong path, to learn false lessons, to get stuck in fear and trembling, envy and hate.

As we mature in life, our desire to be like our brother, or like our best friend, or like someone we admire, or like a rock star…as we mature, we put away childish things and we feel a deeper and more profound desire to be what we are meant to be, to be our fullest and truest self.


Following my desire for God, is, for me, a way to fulfill my longing for being my best self.   That’s why I spend so much of my life in church- for the religious life, the spiritual path, the congregational context calls out the best in me.  Here I can allow myself to feel that part of myself, of which I am afraid…that part of myself, that is so very vulnerable, that part of myself that may he hiding anger, that part that may just fall apart.   So here I am…in need of this religious community.
Here I meet others who also seek the God within…who long for the divine light of love.

Here I meet others who are called to serve.

Here I meet others who desire to create just community.

Here I meet others who, tentatively and with some trepidation,  seek healing and wholeness.

Here I meet others who, in confusion and doubt and even cynicism, still seek after truth.

Let me clarify, lest you think I am conflating self and God.

God is not me.  I am not God.  But a part of the divine is hidden in me and in all of the relationships into which I enter.

Uncovering the hidden divine in me and between you and me is what I call ministry.  It is also called love.


Any intention to become our truest self, must engage with ultimate questions and must have a depth that is intimate.  

It is the intimacy of our divine nature that is difficult for most of us.  We are comfortable enough with ultimate questions of life and death, …but we are quite undone by the intimacy required to affirm our divine self.  We imagine we are separate from wholeness or Love; if only, we could remember and believe that each person is a blessing to the world-that we, you and me, are not standing outside longing to be let into the circle of divine love- if only we could know that we are already included- that we already belong to the divine whole.

Here again is my need for you.  I find myself profoundly embarrassed to point to my own goodness- or even to accept it in myself.  The Bible is full of stories, of people who find God’s love and inclusion hard to accept.   For it is a great power-this unconditional love…it is intimate and it is humbling.

Being who we are meant to be…is a big spiritual step.  It’s nto just the work of individuals, but the work to which we are called as a congregation…Let this be the year we turn outward, the year we take our search for truth and goodness, wherever we go.

I’d like to leave you with a question this morning.  A question suggested by Gershom Scholem, historian of Jewish mysticism.  He once said that the ultimate question one can ask is not “What is the meaning of life? Or even “Why am I here”, but simply “Who?”


The question “Who?” is a request for either a name or a personal pronoun.  The answer, must be personal.  It must be a self.


Like the Zen monk who, after years of study, formulated what he thought was the ultimate question- who am I?- only to be surprised by the voice inside him that replied, “Who is asking?”   


You are looking for the one who is looking.

I am seeking the one who is seeking.


I no longer wish to be like someone else.  I no longer imagine being other than I am.  But I still live a Desire for God, a desire for the divine in myself and in others.   I am still left with the question, Who am I…or simply Who?


I believe this a useful question to apply to our larger work as well as our inner work.   When we think and talk about our work for economic and racial justice and our desire for peace…let us ask, “Who?”


When we plan our programs for religious education or pastoral care, or small group ministry or worship…let us ask, “who?”


When we commit to and work on relationships of meaning, when we strive to be loving…let us ask, “Who?”


Thank you for being here, for sharing my journey toward truth, and love…thank you for being the answer to my “who”.

Amen/Blessed Be

