
		
		

	
		
			Praise for 
Searching for God

			“Searching for God not only offers an inspiring, emotional insight to the author’s journey to and through Islam, it beautifully maps out Islamic principles in an understandable and relatable way. Truly a five-star read!”

			—Ameena Blake, Muslim scholar, UK

			“A story of a Christian who always carried Islam – unknowingly – in her heart until she finally discovered it, then artistically crafted her experience with a feather. Rarely does a book touch my heart and inspire me like that.”

			—Fadel Soliman, Founder, Bridges Foundation

			“... a heartfelt reflection on a personal journey to Islam, filled with insights expressed with refreshing clarity. Teresa pens an invaluable narrative—an inspiring beacon for those on the path to discovering the beauty of Islam and the religion’s unique quality of elevating the seemingly mundane to the sacred. Searching for God is a love letter written for all seekers but especially for those looking for a way to imbue meaning and purpose into every aspect of life.”

			—Sondos Kholaki, author of Musings of a Muslim Chaplain

			“... such a friendly read! The inspirational reflections shared in this memoir leads one to ponder deeply on how we are fellow travelers on this journey we call life.”

			—Marilu, Founder of The Revert Channel

			“Dr. Teresa Lesher takes the reader on a fascinating journey inside her life as an American convert to Islam who has lived in Kuwait for more than 40 years. She shares profound, thought-provoking lessons she’s learned about life, love, Islam, culture, and God, amongst many other things. Written by a beautiful soul who has much wisdom to share and has generously done so in this unique memoir. This is a wonderful, must-read for anyone interested in the lived experience of Islam in the life of a practicing Muslim, navigating life within a cross-cultural context, making meaning out of life, cultivating inner peace and wellbeing, and developing a relationship with God.”

			 —Carrie M. York, PhD, Founder and President

			The Alkaram Institute www.alkaraminstitute.org

			“Searching for God, Finding Love is a profound account of the author’s soul-searching spiritual journey and her providential encounter with Islam as a living religion. Each page is full of sincere and heartfelt discovery of God’s Presence and a way of embodying this discovery in a Prophetically virtuous manner. The author, Dr. Teresa Lesher, who resides in Kuwait, has successfully distilled a meaningfully lived life through the practical wisdom of the Qur’an and the Sunnah of the Prophet Muhammad (s). There are many reflections that are quite engaging and relevant to the psycho-spiritual challenges that contemporary seekers of all faiths or wisdom traditions face. This inspiring life story is full of applied and beneficial knowledge for the seeker of truth interested in one of the world’s fastest-growing religions. Highly recommended for those who are interested in a timely example of bridging the challenges and opportunities found in modern culture with the timeless values and spirit of Islam.”

			—Hasan Awan, M.D. Al-Qadiri-Shadhili

			Founder of Hudur Institute, www.hudur.org

			“In the following pages, you are about to embark on a journey unlike any other—a journey through a life lived with remarkable zest and unyielding passion. This autobiography isn’t just a chronicle of events; it’s a living manual that vividly demonstrates how Islam is as much a lifestyle as it is a religion, offering a unique perspective on how faith can guide and enrich every aspect of life.

			“Teresa, a modern-day adventurer with roots as deep and diverse as the cultures she’s explored, invites you into a world many dare not venture. Her writing uncovers the uncharted territories of both the physical world and the human soul. Her story is a testament to living a fantastic life off the beaten path, where conventions are challenged and discoveries are plenty.

			“At the heart of this book is a tale of love—a love for people, for culture, for the divine, and, most importantly, for life itself. Through Teresa’s eyes, you’ll witness the beauty and depth found within Islam for those who seek it.

			“This autobiography is essential reading for anyone looking for guidance through life’s complexities. It doesn’t offer easy answers but shares wisdom from a life lived fully and fearlessly, reflecting the joys, challenges, and triumphs of a journey led by faith, curiosity, and unrelenting passion.

			“As you turn these pages, prepare to be transported, inspired, and changed. This book is not just about a life lived, but also a guide on the art of living.”

			—Ronny Engen, Norway, Entrepreneur and Philanthropist 

			“Searching for God, Finding Love takes the reader on an intimate human journey. With wisdom learned from life and from the Quran, Lesher allows the reader to pause and reflect.  The stories, poems, and essays in this book can be shared with Muslim friends and friends of other faiths. They bring us all together in the experience of loving God and remind us to slow down and pay attention to all the beauty we are given on our own paths. 

			“Pour yourself a pot of hot tea, add a drop of milk, and settle in to spend an afternoon with the author. She will become your friend, and help you to refocus and return to the path of Divine discovery.”

			—Dr. Tamara Gray

			Executive Director & Chief Spirituality Officer – Rabata

			“When I’ve participated in interfaith dialogue or worked with Muslim kids, I’ve found that their biggest interest can be summed up in the question, ‘What does it feel like to be a Muslim?’ And that’s a hard question to answer. It’s about describing personal faith, not explaining the five pillars or all the other topics taught in typical Islamic school curricula. Searching for God, Finding Love, with its short descriptive stories from the life of a Muslim woman, illustrates those deep feelings of growing in faith far better than I’ve ever been able to express myself. I’m very grateful to the author for sharing her experiences.”

			—Norma Tarazi, author of Child in Islam and Practical Parenting for Muslims
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			Notes from the author

			Throughout this book, references are made to verses from the Quran.  There is one version of the Quran in Arabic, a widely available volume that has remained unchanged since its transcription 1450 years ago.  However, there are many translations of the Quran in English and most major languages, each with merits and shortcomings.  I have mainly used the popular translation of the Quran by Saheeh International, as it offers a nearly word-for-word translation that avoids literary embellishments; however, I must emphasize that it is impossible to either translate the layered and nuanced meaning of the Arabic scripture, or capture the rhythm and rhyme of the verses.  The translation in English, therefore, is an approximation of the basic meaning, the fullness of which is challenging to grasp even in Arabic. In this book, the translations of verses from the Quran are referenced with parentheses to indicate (chapter:verse).  

			The terms God and Allah are used interchangeably throughout this book.  “Allah” is an Arabic word that literally means “the God” and is the Creator’s proper name by which He introduces Himself in the Quran.  Both Arabic speaking Christians and Muslims refer to God the Creator as Allah, the name that is present in both the Arabic Christian Bible and the Arabic Quran.  The word Allah is unique in the sense that, unlike the word “god,” it cannot be rendered generic, plural, masculine or feminine, which is a reflection of the reality of the Divine.

			Muslims customarily follow mention of the Prophet Muhammad with the salutation “may the peace and blessings of God be upon him.”  However, to keep the flow of the text undisturbed, and to adhere to a style comfortable to the reader, I have omitted the salutation within the text, but offer it here:  May the peace and blessings of God be upon His messenger and servant, Muhammad son of Abdullah, amen.  

			Finally, although I have adhered to the literal translation of pronouns in Quranic verses, which are almost always masculine, I would like to remind the reader that masculine and plural pronouns in the Quran usually include the feminine as well.  Consider this verse from the Knowing and Subtle Creator:  “Whoever does righteousness, whether male or female, while he is a believer – We will surely cause him to live a good life, and We will surely give them their reward according to the best of what they used to do”  (16:97). 

		

	
		
			Introduction

			One of my earliest memories is of contemplating God.  I was a freckle-faced girl of five, sitting quietly in catechism class when the teacher casually said, “God is bigger than everything.”  The words hit me like a blast force.  The classroom disappeared, the teacher’s voice muted, and I gasped at the revelation.  Bigger than the tallest tree in the yard?  Bigger than a mountain?  Bigger than the world?  The enormity of God impressed me, but I couldn’t help wondering, “If He is bigger than anything, where is He?”

			Since then, I have been searching for God. Growing up Catholic, I found him in church on Sundays.  As a born-again teenager, I found Him in Jesus.  As a Muslim, I found Him in daily prayers and annual fasting.  Never satisfied, I wanted more.  I wanted to experience God in every moment and capture that which is unmistakably divine, and then internalize it, making it mine.  My search for God has been a quest for both vitality and transcendence, for both certainty and mystery, for meaning and integrity, and mostly for inner peace and a life where love prevails.

			The journey has been long and the discoveries sometimes elusive.  It has been a journey like anyone’s walk through life, but I have spent much of it searching with my inner eye for something beyond the apparent, for something transcendent.  It has been a journey to the other side of the world, to the land of prophets who beckon me and inform my choices.  And it has been a journey to my innermost self where I dissect issues that fascinate me and confront questions that baffle me.  This book, written over a period of several years, is a journey of self-discovery and religious identity.  It searches for God, the purpose of life and how to live well.  It delves into concepts such as freedom, trust, and love.  It explores what it means to be human, and what it means to be a Muslim.

			The most important guide in this journey has been the Quran, considered by Muslims as the direct, unadulterated speech of God, sent from the heavens to all mankind, as much a message for its conduit, Prophet Muhammad, as it is for every woman and man alive today.  It is the voice that has directed me in my search for God, shaping my thoughts and deeds along the way.

			This book is a collection of essays about my life, about those who have made me who I am, about elating moments, hard times and hope.  It is a record of my exploration of what it means, to me, to be a Muslim, and of my journey of study, contemplation, practice, soul-searching and longing.  I hope it will be a worthwhile perspective for others who are also searching for God.  

		

	
		
			The Journey

			Not so long ago

			I journeyed in the desert

			And guess what I found?

			Come with me

			Come with me.

			I came upon a vision

			Pure and radiant light

			Wondrous to behold

			Irresistible, indescribable.

			And I

			Unable to hold the light

			Cannot bring you some

			So come with me

			Come with me.

			I came upon a book

			Words of warning and wisdom

			Full of hope and love

			Light on the tongue and ear

			Residing in the heart so clear.

			And yet,

			Its language is unknown to you.

			Let me help you

			Come with me.

			I came upon a spring

			Absolute grace, a peaceful place.

			Its water granted life to me

			Nourishing and cleansing me.

			And you

			Cannot really live

			Without what it gives.

			So come with me

			Come with me.

			There is a man

			Who can show you all of these

			Would you like to meet him?

			Come with me

			Come with me.

		

	
		
			1 
Direction

			When my granddaughter Soraya was a baby, I would watch her as she slept peacefully, and wonder who she would become.

			Many things would shape her – parents, culture, education – setting her in a general direction on a predictable path.  Like Soraya, all of us are born into particular circumstances, with both advantages and challenges that put an indelible mark on our identities, shaping and influencing who we are.  But it does not limit who we can become.  We are constantly exposed to influences on our path in life, and who we finally become is a result of how we concede to be shaped by those influences. 

			No matter the circumstances of our early lives, we are not prevented from searching for God and His guidance; in fact, it seems to be a most natural quest. This section explores factors that have made me who I am as well as the influencers that shape who I want to be, and lead me in my search for God.  It describes some of the mentors, teachers, role models and guides that have impacted me and provided direction along the way.

			What are some of the forces that have shaped your identity?  What are some of the influences that you have allowed to shape your destiny?

		

	
		
			Fallen Gods

			“What do you want to be when you grow up?” my third-grade teacher asked me.  “I want to be just like Mommy,” I said, for she was perfect.  Or so I thought, until I realized, like all children do, that she wasn’t.  Neither was my father.  They were the first of the fallen gods.  

			I turned to myself, the only one I could control or change and became the best I could be.  Dean’s list, class president, most valuable player, the “most likely to succeed.”  I saw the world and all its possibilities, yet I found it empty.  And worse, my innermost self was void and the significance of anything I had done or hoped to do escaped me.  Happiness was not something I could find alone.  

			Then I met him.  He touched my heart and the world was right again.  Ecstasy, then bliss, then contentment then comfort.  There had to be more.

			So she was born.  As the product of that perfect love, she was the perfection I sought.  All my love and energy were poured on her.  She filled me with pride and hope and love, and my life was complete. Until another was born.

			While I sought perfect love unaccompanied, I found it in two, or rather three, or maybe more.  Love was the group.  Generosity and kindness to one another, comfort and satisfaction in the crowd.  But at times that love was selective and self-serving.  

			Unable to find what I sought in others, I turned to things.  Bigger, better, more and faster.  Then I lost my gold bracelet—a prized yet insignificant thing—and through the tears I saw how ugly it had all become.  Promises of pleasure and happiness would never be fulfilled.

			I looked at nature, the purest of gifts.  Autumn’s leaves.  The first snowfall.  Lilacs in spring.  Summer twilight and lightning bugs.  But life took me elsewhere, where autumn, snowfall, lilacs, and lightning bugs were reduced to mere memories.  

			And so I stood alone, abandoned, stripped of all my gods, lonely and longing for a true God, a worthy, absolute, ineffable god.  And I heard a gentle whisper, “Go back to your fallen gods and love them for My sake and in My service.  Hold hands and walk towards Me.  Come altogether in search of Me.”

			And so I begin my journey.  For strength I depend on Him, the Giver of all bounties, the Source of all good, the Guide and Patient One.  

			I am sure this God will not fail me. 

		

	
		
			The “Other”

			Mark Twain said, “Travel is fatal to prejudice, bigotry, and narrow-mindedness, and many of our people need it sorely on these accounts. Broad, wholesome, charitable views of men and things cannot be acquired by vegetating in one little corner of the earth all one’s lifetime.”  I am the first to admit that when I stay too long in my “little corner of the earth,” my worldview narrows and my sense of self expands so that my own customs, beliefs, and purpose overshadow others’.  When I move beyond my space and into the space of others, and when I interact with people of different lifestyles, religions, and outlooks, I always come home a better person.  I see our similarities – our aspirations, our virtues, our concerns – and I hope they have seen the same by interacting with me.  

			Meaningful interaction with others is sorely lacking in our world, where we seem increasingly divided and polarized into “us” and “them.”  To overcome this, we must be willing to share parts of ourselves and to try to understand the experiences of others.  Once we connect with others in common threads of knowledge and experience, we can begin to weave them together into a tapestry of understanding and respect.  Indeed, we should purposefully intertwine until each of us is recognized as part of a colorful and durable cloth called humanity.

			The Quran says that God created “you from male and female and made you peoples and tribes that you may know one another” (49:13) and that in “the diversity of your languages and your colors... are signs for those of knowledge” (30:22).  Our differences, therefore, are a reason to learn about each other and, more importantly, to know one another.  So I must ask myself, How can I know about someone who is different from me?  I may think I know another because I observe her from a distance, I watch the news, I travel, I read.  But until I hear directly from the “other” I cannot really know her, what she believes, what she thinks, what she feels – who she is.  

			Getting to know one another requires dialogue, and dialogue requires people willing to share their stories.  We should not allow others to tell our stories.  I can only really know you by hearing your narrative in your own words, and you can only know me by hearing my narrative in my own words.  But we must look beyond the surface, the incidental, the commonplace – even the contradictions.  We must open our hearts and minds to what makes us both unique and the same.  We may find that we have much in common.  We will certainly find shared experiences, aspirations and deepest emotions.  We may discover, in our inner heart, parts of ourselves in each other.  And when I know others as I know myself, I can treat others as I would like to be treated, and I can love for others what I love for myself.  

			Is that not what all great religions ask of us? 

		

	
		
			Living Among Muslims

			Kuwait has been my home for most of my adult life.  Married to a lifetime resident of Kuwait, I arrived in the 1980s when it was a quaint desert town with a family-focused atmosphere, and I was a young mother from a sheltered background.  I naturally struggled with language and culture – for many years, in fact – feeling confused and off-balance until I eventually figured out, consciously and subconsciously, how to handle myself and my cross-cultural relationships with others.  In the years since I first arrived, I have learned much about the Middle East, about myself and about life in general.  But some of the most valuable lessons have come from ordinary people, random acquaintances and passersby.  

			In a country that has a high highway mortality rate I learned about driving.  I learned about defensive driving, about the importance of wearing my seatbelt, about focusing on getting to my destination in one piece, and about relaxing so I don’t add to the recklessness on the street.  And one day I discovered the heart of the matter as I drove past the scene of an accident in the middle of an intersection.  An Arab man, his car having been rear-ended by another car, leapt out and rushed towards the other driver who sat stunned behind the steering wheel.  He swung open her car door and exclaimed, “Are you alright?  I’m so worried about you!”  In that single moment, I learned something more valuable than any book about driving could have taught me. Foregoing the reactive feelings of anger, fear and loss, a driver in a character-revealing moment chose empathy, concern, and forgiveness.  From his words, which floated through my car window – faceless, nameless – I learned how to drive in Kuwait.  

			Other lessons came from people and names more familiar, like Khalid and Farida, who taught me about neighbors.  Coming from a place where things are labeled as “mine” and “theirs,” I am accustomed to placing invisible lines around property, belongings and relationships.  Even my glance stays in my own yard.  But our neighbors Khalid and Farida destroyed my lines and demolished my divisive paradigm.  Early in the morning she knocked on my door, her cheerful voice calling “ya ahl al-bayt!” oh people of the house! to bring some fresh-baked bread.  At noon, noticing our guests arriving one carload at a time, Khalid stopped by to offer the use of his lawn which partially joined with ours. “And take our chairs and grill… anything you need is yours… promise us you’ll use it.”  The next day, when their multitudes of family members gathered in a house no bigger than ours, they brought us by the arm to meet them, and filled us with food and drink beyond our usual capacity.  Accustomed to life in the West, I used to pull in the driveway quietly, keep the curtains pulled, and cook for few.  But Khalid and Farida, their arms outstretched, their hearts and hands wide open, showed me what a neighbor should be – a builder of relationships, not fences, whose paradigm is inclusive, not singular.

			But meeting Kuwaitis is not always easy, since they are reserved in public and perhaps wary, understandably, of us foreigners who outnumber them two to one.  Encounters with them are short and often frustrating, as they take liberties we feel they don’t deserve – their country or not – having our own sense of entitlement and cultural perspective of propriety.  I learned to seize opportunities for what little interaction I may have with local citizens.  One day as I was giving my order at Naif Restaurant – grilled chicken, tabouli, deluxe hummus dip – the Kuwaiti man beside me (not behind me) interrupted to ask the cashier how “deluxe” is different from regular hummus dip.  My first reaction was to reclaim my position and not allow the cashier to attend to another customer before finishing my order.  But I hesitated and suddenly found myself engaged in their conversation about the merits of fresh herbs in hummus.  Camaraderie replaced resentment and I realized that I almost lost a chance for a rare occurrence these days:  live human interaction with the “other.”  I walked away with a feeling of satisfaction that had little to do with grilled chicken.  These moments of friendly interaction, devoid of resentment or a sense of entitlement, rewarded me with a feeling of acceptance and belonging.  I was part of a community.

			Food seems to be one of our greatest common denominators.  At the grocery store I asked a Kuwaiti woman about the use of a spice, as I was about to try a local recipe.  She attempted to explain in broken English (I don’t speak her language) and then she enthusiastically offered, “Come home with me now and I’ll show you how to make it!”  Astonished, I could only admire her for offering to give me some of her time – who can spare any time these days?  She taught me that time is never wasted when building relationships.

			Of course, not everyone is that eager to help others.  Sometimes I find bored employees shirking their responsibilities or not even knowing what they are.  They direct me from one office to another for information, stamps, and signatures, as if trying to prove how professional they are, yet exposing instead their inefficiency and disorganization.  While I anticipate and point out their shortcomings, they believe in and expect my virtues.  For example, when I couldn’t decide between three carpets under consideration, the Irani carpet salesman urged me to “take them all home and try each one with your furniture. Tomorrow you can decide.”  He didn’t take any money, phone number or ID card.  Never have I been so concerned about returning a loan!  And when a corner grocer didn’t have change for a 20 KD bill, he said, “No problem, bring the money next time you pass by” and wouldn’t allow me to return the groceries to the shelf.  They so easily trusted a foreigner and stranger, bringing out my best qualities.  Now I can’t help but wonder how they would react if I also stopped doubting them and believed in their best intentions and effort.  Although I may never fully understand the culture of the Arabs, I do know that their ideals and assumptions are generous and optimistic.   

			I can’t thank all the people who have impacted my life in Kuwait, such as the young Arab who accompanied me once on a drive through the desert.  “It’s so beautiful!” he exclaimed as he gazed across the bleak, beige landscape.  It took me years to understand what he meant by what I thought at the time was an absurd statement.  The desert means freedom!  It is freedom from all things manmade – things that block the horizon and break the silence – and from things that distract us from the wisdom that we gain only from looking inwards and upwards.  My time in the scorched desert of Kuwait has made me keenly aware of my dependence on others for survival, for companionship, for growth, and for gentleness in a harsh world.  

			I know I have changed for the better because of the people of Kuwait.  And I sometimes wonder what, if anything, they have learned from me.  I hope I have given a fraction of what I have gained.  I hope that I have not been the only beneficiary of my life among Muslims in Kuwait.
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