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 The title of this sermon is “I Want.” Did you know that most 

musicals have something called the “I want” or “I wish” song?  You 

know some of these, I bet, even if you didn’t know they fit into a 

category: “All I Want is a room somewhere…” from My Fair Lady,  

Belle singing about getting out of her provincial town in Beauty and 

the Beast, “I Just Can’t Wait to be King,” from Lion King, and from the 

hot musical now, Hamilton, the song “My Shot.” It’s that “I want” 

song which often frames the whole plot of a musical. 

 

 But it’s a complicated thing, this wanting. Sometimes in the 

musical it works out well, but usually not without great trouble getting 

to the “want.” Sometimes not. It’s hard to lose the irony of Hamilton 

singing he’s not going to give up his “shot,” knowing that he dies 

being shot in a duel (spoiler alert!). 

 

 If your life was a musical, driven by whatever your “I want” song 

might be, what would you be singing? Keep in mind this often 

changes at different part of our lives. Take a minute and think about 

it! 

The passion of the “I want” song could be a good thing; your 

wishes and hopes for your life can propel you to work hard toward 

your dream, and that’s a great motivation to do well in school or in 

your job or on the playing field or in the practice room or in a 

relationship, or even to make a change in your life.  

 

 Today’s scriptures invite us to place our “I want” song in the 

context of a larger piece of music, and to understand that 

sometimes being driven by our wants does not lead us into joy or 

meaning or fulfilling the role God most hopes we will play in our lives. 

That’s hard to hear in a society in which we are bombarded by 

advertising that constantly plays on our  individual “wants” and seeks 

to shape them. When I was young, and cigarette ads still appeared 



on television, a very successful ad was for a cigarette marketed to 

women. The ad’s tagline was “who says you can’t have it all?”  What 

does that mean? In the context of an ad filled with pictures of 

successful women, it actually meant good taste and lower nicotine!   

 

 And doesn’t it sound suspiciously like the serpent in the Genesis 

fable? “Who says you can’t eat fruit from all of the trees in the 

garden? Can’t you see this is good fruit? Go ahead, give it a try!” So 

Eve and Adam’s “I want” song, which began with such joy in the 

creation around them and in each other, gets re-written by 

someone who doesn’t care for them any more than the cigarette 

company cared for the women to whom it marketed.  

 

 That same tempter tried again with Jesus, but Jesus was a bit 

different. Look at back and forth between Jesus and the tempter! I 

so wish Lin-Manuel Miranda could write a rap for this interaction! 

Every time the tempter invites Jesus to take: food, superpowers, 

political power, Jesus responds with the word that puts his whole life 

in context: God.  

 Jesus sings always in the key of God. Every time he is 

confronted with temptation to want and want and want and take 

and take and take, he returns to God. 

 It is important to examine our own “I want” songs and listen for 

where God is present—or absent—in them; where the tempter’s 

revisions are present—or absent—in them. Important to ask who 

really is the shaper of our deepest wants. That’s one of the intentions 

of observing Lent. 

 It is also important to listen to the “I want” songs of those 

around us. Those whose songs are silenced in our society. Those 

whose are too loud. Those whose songs can affect our lives for good 

or ill. Bullies excel at singing an “I want” song whose theme is “I want 

you to do whatever I want.” It’s important to listen for the tempters 

who seem to be singing a song that would fulfill our every desire, 

because there is usually a cost to that. That’s what the Eden fable is 

all about. No, really, you cannot have it all, nor should any one of us 

who claims a kinship with Jesus desire to. The kingdom of God as 



Jesus described it does not look like any one person having it all at 

the expense of others.  

Because the kingdom of God is not only about us as individuals, 

so we need to expand our explorations on this theme beyond just 

the personal, especially in the current climate. 

 As I listened to President Trump’s speech on Inauguration Day, I 

paid close attention, because these speeches are often the “I want” 

songs that will shape the values and actions of the administration. 

Think JFK and “Ask not what America can do for you….” Or Lincoln’s 

Second Inaugural. “America First” is what the President said would 

center his actions. In the first month and a half the President has 

made clear that his definition of “America” and who should be 

“First” does not include a great portion of the people in this land, 

and parts of the land itself. Children in public schools. Immigrants 

without proper papers, and some with proper papers but whose skin 

is not white and whose names might indicate they are Muslim. 

Muslims. Especially Muslim refugees and college students. Prisoners. 

The streams and rivers of our land. Military families. Native Americans. 

Transgender people. 

 Last week, faculty from my alma mater, Princeton Theological 

Seminary, issued a statement that is beautiful in its clarity and 

surprising, because PTS is usually pretty conservative and does not 

get involved in politics. But the re-shaping of our society’s “I want” 

song does have substantial spiritual implications! Here is part of their 

statement: 

“We believe that because God is sovereign over all creation, and 

because all human beings are embraced by God’s all-

encompassing grace, the god of Donald Trump’s “America First” 

nationalism is not the God revealed in our scriptures. Regardless of 

our specific political persuasions, we agree that the attitudes 

fostered by this nationalism are inconsistent with Christian values of 

welcoming the stranger as if we were welcoming Christ, of seeking 

to distinguish truth from deception and conceit, and of believing 

that no institution or government can demand the kind of loyalty 

that belongs only to God.” 



 

 God first, is what they are saying to Christians. Sounds very 

much to me like Jesus’ response to the wilderness tempter.  

 

 When someone asked Jesus what God’s “I want” song might 

be, Jesus responded with ancient words spoken to their wandering 

ancestors in another wilderness: Love the Lord your God with all your 

heart, mind and strength. And love your neighbor as yourself.”  

 

 When our “I want” songs as individuals, and the “I want” songs 

of the societies we shape, are in tune with that, then we can do 

miracles. Then our songs, and our lives as individuals and a society, 

leap with joy instead of strangling with fear.  

 

 This table is meant to be a visual and culinary reminder of 

God’s “I want” song. We call it a feast, not because it is full of rich 

food in great abundance, but because everyone who comes to this 

table gets something to eat. No one is told they are not our neighbor 

and cannot come. No one gets the best stuff while someone else 

gets the crumbs. Everyone is reminded of the depth of God’s love 

and forgiveness even for those who killed Jesus, not just the good 

people. And as you pass these plates today to the person next to 

you, think of it as sharing abundant love with whoever it sitting next 

to you, whether friend or stranger, whether they are like you or 

different. Right now, today, they are your kin in Christ. Today may this 

table reset the key for all our “I want” songs, and may we then work 

with God to reset the key for our nation, and our world.  Amen. 

  

 


