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CHAPTER 1

CHRISTIANS PRACTICE
SURRENDER

Many years ago, I went through a difhicult season of ministry.
I was trying to lead through conflict, and it was tearing me apart.
The strain was also spilling over into my family. At times it all
felt overwhelming, and I found myself wondering if I had chosen
the wrong vocation. Even as I tried to hold everything together, I
kept busy with preaching, teaching, and counseling—but I wasn’t
tending to my own soul. I taught the Bible to others, but I wasn’t
spending much time letting it speak to me. I led worship, but
I rarely experienced Sabbath rest. I encouraged people to seek
Christian friends and accountability, but I didn’t have those kinds
of relationships in my own life. Eventually I hit a breaking point,
drained and depressed, when I finally had to face the truth: My
faith had become shallow.

At the urging of a friend, I went on retreat to the Monastery of
the Holy Spirit in Conyers, Georgia. One evening, sitting alone in
my room and practicing contemplative prayer, I was overwhelmed
by a love unlike anything I had ever felt before. It’s one thing
to say “I believe God loves me.” It is quite another to feel God

holding you together when life seems to be coming apart. That
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What Christians Do

moment reminded me of what faith was all about and renewed my
calling. It gave me the strength to return to my congregation and
keep loving them faithfully.

More important, it taught me that faith cannot survive
without daily surrender—without opening myself to God’s love
and relying on that love to reshape me into the image of Christ.
Everything else flows from this practice. Without that realization,
and the changes it brought to my life, I probably would not be a
pastor today.

My experience at the monastery opened my eyes to the truth
that shallow faith cannot sustain us. And I discovered 'm not
alone in this struggle. Even Jesus’s own disciples wrestled with

what it means to take faith seriously.

When Faith Is Shallow

One day, when Jesus told his disciples that he must suffer and
die, Peter pulled him aside and protested: “God forbid, Lord! This
won’t happen to you” (Matthew 16:22). Jesus’s response was stun-
ning: “Get behind me, Satan” (v. 23). Then he turned to the others

and said:

All who want to come after me must say no to themselves, take up
their cross, and follow me. All who want to save their lives will lose
them. But all who lose their lives because of me will find them.
Why would people gain the whole world but lose their lives? What
will people give in exchange for their lives?

(vv. 24-26)

This is the heart of the gospel: If you cling to your life—trying

to secure safety and happiness by putting yourself first—you will
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Christians Practice Surrender

lose it. But if you are willing to lose your life for Jesus, surrender-
ing fully to him and walking in obedience to his way, you will
discover a life rich with meaning, purpose, and joy.

This surrender is not a one-time decision of the mind. It is
a daily practice. Every day, we choose again to put God first in
how we speak, how we spend, and how we love. This first act of
surrender is the foundation for everything else we will explore in
this book. Without it, nothing else can take root, because dis-
cipleship begins with giving Jesus all of who we are. With each
step, our surrender grows deeper and our transformation more
complete. But without this kind of commitment, faith becomes
fragile, unable to sustain all the other practices that shape us into
the likeness of Christ.

So what does it really mean to take faith seriously? It can’t just
be about believing the right things or showing up at church once
a week. Jesus is inviting us to something deeper: to put him first
and to actually live out his way of life. When we practice what he
teaches, our faith grows strong. But if we don’t, it stays shallow
and easily gets twisted into something it was never meant to be.

And that’s where the danger comes in. In my years as a pastor,
I've seen two distortions of faith. One is quiet: people who believe
in God but admit their faith makes little difference in daily life.
The other is loud: people whose faith has turned angry and com-
bative, convinced theyre defending God when theyre really
defending their own ideology.

On the surface, these two distortions seem as far apart as a
whisper and a war cry. But in reality, the first often fuels the second.

Shallow faith leaves a vacuum, and something will always rush in
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to fill it. In our day, that “something” is often nationalism—but

beneath it all is the deeper problem of a hollowed-out faith.

The Danger of Shallow Faith

By hollowed-out faith, I mean a faith with no real commitment,
especially when life gets hard. It might change a Sunday schedule,
but not a life. It asks little, costs nothing, and leaves churches
looking more like social clubs than places where enemies are
forgiven, neighbors are fed, and outcasts are welcomed as family.

Shallow faith can be hard to see because it hides behind respect-
able habits. It’s the person who comes to church every Sunday but
does not open a Bible the rest of the week. The entrepreneur who
brands his business as Christian yet cuts corners when it benefits
the bottom line. It’s the couple who prays before dinner but never
seeks God’s direction in the kind of decisions that matter most.

It’s important to remember that this critique is not about
perfection but direction. Real faith shapes how we speak when
we are angry, what we do with unexpected money, how we treat
the people who frustrate us most. It shows up when we bite our
tongue instead of firing back in traffic or when we pause to pray
before deciding how to use our tax refund. It’s the patience we
choose with a child who pushes our buttons or the generosity we
extend when we’d rather play it safe. Real faith takes shape in
these ordinary moments—small choices that reveal what really
matters. And while living this way is not easy, the truth is clear: A
faith that costs nothing will change nothing.

Jesus himself warns against shallow discipleship. In the par-
able of the sower (Mark 4), he describes seeds that fall on rocky
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Christians Practice Surrender

ground. They spring up quickly but wither just as fast when trou-
ble comes. This kind of faith is enthusiastic in the moment, but
rootless when life gets hard.

He makes a similar point at the end of the Sermon on the
Mount. After laying out his teaching on a range of things from
anger and lust to forgiveness and generosity, he says, “Everybody
who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like
a wise builder who built a house on bedrock....But everybody
who hears these words of mine and doesn’t put them into practice
will be like a fool who built a house on sand” (Matthew 7:24-26).

The difference Jesus highlights between the builders is not
between hearing and not hearing but between hearing and doing.
Shallow Christianity listens to the words of Jesus yet fails to put
them into practice. And when the storms of life come, that kind
of faith cannot stand; the house collapses.

John Wesley, the founder of Methodism, warned about this
kind of shallow faith too. In his sermon “The Almost Christian,”
he described people who lived moral, respectable lives and even
spoke sincerely about God, yet had never been fully transformed
by grace. His point was that it’s possible to be religious and well
meaning and still miss the fullness of life Jesus came to bring.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a German pastor and theologian during
the rise of Nazi Germany, sounded a similar warning in the
twentieth century. He is best known for resisting Hitler’s regime,
which eventually cost him his life. Bonhoeffer spoke about
what he called “cheap grace”—forgiveness without repentance,
Christianity without discipleship, grace without the cross.” He

saw how this kind of shallow, comfortable faith left the church
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powerless in the face of evil. In Germany, this created a vacuum that
was quickly filled by Nazi ideology; complacency opened the door
for nationalism. In contrast to cheap grace, Bonhoeffer explains
that following Jesus is more than going to church and believing
the right things. It demands something real and sacrificial.
When we apply these lessons today, we are reminded that
our faith requires real commitment because its goal is a radical
transformation that impacts every area of life. It aims to change
how we spend money, how we do our work, how we treat our
families, and how we respond to those in need. It reshapes our
values, our character, our ethics. Real faith does not simply tweak
our behavior. It makes us a new creation (2 Corinthians 5:17).
Given the kind of commitment required for this transforma-
tion, Jesus tells us to count the cost before rushing into a decision

to follow him.

Counting the Cost of Following Jesus

In Luke 14, we find Jesus traveling toward Jerusalem, attract-
ing large crowds who were eager to see his miracles and hear his
teachings. The energy is high, and expectations are building. And

then he says something that stops everyone in their tracks:

“Whoever comes to me and doesn’t hate father and mother, spouse
and children, and brothers and sisters—yes, even ones own life—
cannot be my disciple. Whoever doesn’t carry their own cross and

Jollow me cannot be my disciple.”
(Luke 14:26-27)

Taken at face value, this sounds extreme and even offensive.

But Jesus is not speaking literally. He isn’t calling us to despise
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Christians Practice Surrender

our loved ones. Rather, he is using hyperbole, an ancient teaching
method used by rabbis to grab our attention and emphasize the
seriousness of a point. And the point is this: If you want to follow
Jesus, he must come first. Above your family. Above your money.
Above yourself. Why? Because if God is not first in your life, then
something else is—and that is what the Bible calls idolatry.

Since Jesus is asking so much of us, he tells us to count the
cost before deciding to follow him, and to illustrate this point, he

gives a short parable:

“If one of you wanted to build a tower, wouldnt you first sit down
and calculate the cost, to determine whether you have enough money
to complete it? Otherwise, when you have laid the foundation
but couldn’t finish the tower, all who see it will begin to belittle

you. They will say, ‘Heres the person who began construction and

32

couldn’t complete it!
(Luke 14:28-30)

The danger Jesus is highlighting is lack of commitment and
follow-through—something we see in many areas of life. Marriages
entered into too quickly, businesses launched without planning,
career changes made on impulse. In the moment, it feels right.
But when the cost sets in and the passion fades, people realize they
acted without a solid foundation.

Faith works the same way. Becoming like Christ is not a
quick fix but a lifelong renovation that requires steady habits
of trust, surrender, obedience, and sacrificial love—habits that
slowly reshape us into the image of Christ. Such a transformation
demands solid commitment from the start, because only deep

resolve will sustain us when life gets hard or when the demands of
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discipleship feel inconvenient. Without that commitment, it’s easy
to let go of the very rhythms that make us more like Jesus.

That’s why Jesus urges us to begin with our eyes wide open by
counting the cost. He isn’t trying to discourage discipleship; he’s
trying to prevent us from beginning with a superficial commit-
ment. Pointing to the image of an unfinished tower, he says: Don’t
do this with your soul. Don’t start following me unless you have
really thought it through. Discipleship is not easy, and it is not
about good intentions. It is about a lifelong, all-in commitment to
a particular way of life. And the only way it works is if you count
the cost at the front end.

While counting the cost may feel daunting, it is not only about
what we give up but also about the blessings we gain. Sometimes
it helps to see what this looks like in real life. In my own congre-
gation, I think of a couple who embodies this truth. After a trip to
Nicaragua, they felt God calling them to serve the poor—not just
on short-term mission trips but as a way of life. They chose early
retirement from successful careers, traded the comfort of home in
the United States for long seasons abroad, and one of them even
trained as an EMT to serve as part of their community’s only
ambulance service.

By most standards, they made significant sacrifices. But when
you talk with them, they light up as they tell stories of the peo-
ple they serve, the lives they’ve seen change, the community that
has embraced them. In giving up so much, they discovered more
than they ever imagined—joy, purpose, and a deeper love for

God and people.
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This example shows that counting the cost of discipleship is
really about going all in with Jesus. In the end, Jesus isn't after
your money, volunteer hours, or votes; he is after your heart. He
wants all of you. He wants you to love him above everything else,
just as he loves you, and to make sharing that love with others the
driving purpose of your life. That is the pathway to true joy.

Deep down, we all long for this kind of love. Every human
heart yearns for a love that is total, committed, and sacrificial.
That longing was placed in us by God, who uses it to awaken and
draw us into his own love—so we can be transformed by it, love
him back with our whole heart, and share it with others. God
loves us all the way, and he wants us to love him all the way too.

This is the love I experienced at the monastery, which helped
me go back and love a congregation divided by conflict. It is the
love that my friends in Nicaragua experienced in the faces of the
poor, which empowered them to continue sharing God’s love in
hard places. And it’s the love that Jesus invites all of us to receive
and extend to others. Not a partial, when-it’s-convenient kind of
love, but a wholehearted, all-in kind of love. And when we’ve been
loved in such a way, how can we offer anything less in return?

This is why the practice of daily surrender matters so deeply.
When we open our lives to God, he fills us with his love. In that
love, the Holy Spirit supplies the strength we need to stay com-
mitted and to keep doing the things that make us more like Jesus.
We cannot do this on our own. Surrender is the channel through

which God’s power flows to make it possible.
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The Practice of Daily Surrender

At some point, we are all faced with a question: Have I truly
counted the cost of following Jesus? Am I willing to go all in?
Jesus makes it clear that anything less than full surrender will not
bring the transformation that makes life truly good. But if we are
willing to go all in, everything changes. We discover a love that
heals, transforms, inspires, and fills life with joy.

If you have heard the call of Jesus to go all in, don’t ignore it.
Pay attention to what God may be saying to you and let it deepen
your faith. This is not a call to add a bunch of extra religious
obligations to your life, but an invitation to enter a life-changing
relationship with God.

If you don’t know where to start, consider a daily practice of
surrender.

Surrender is not about passivity. It’s not about resignation or
abandoning responsibility. It’s the acknowledgment that God is
already present—offering grace, power, love, and guidance for
today. We don’t do things to make God show up; God is already
here. Our task is to learn how to get out of the way.

Surrender means making space to reconnect with God’s pres-
ence. It involves becoming receptive and opening our hearts so
that God’s life can flow into us and change us. It’s about setting
aside our ego so that Christ can live more fully through us: “I have
been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in
me” (Galatians 2:20).

Surrender helps us keep our priorities straight by releasing

control and putting God first. In practice, it’s a way of resisting
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| APRACTICAL GUIDE TO FAITH IN ACTION

- Mark Reynolds reveals how what you do defines you more than what you claim to
believe. He demonstrates how practices—the spiritual disciplines of Jesus—shape
- your life. If you are up for this liberating, life-altering challenge, this book is for you.

—Paul W. Chilcote, Honorary Lifetime Fellow, Wesley House, Cambridge, -
England; award-winning author of Multiplying Love, On Love, and The Full- 5
est Possible Love

——— L 2 7

Each chapter offers a fresh look at what Christians do when our beliefs become a way
of life that is rooted in the love of Christ. This book is insightful and practical, and it
challenged me to become more like Jesus.

—Tom Berlin, Bishop of the Florida Conference of The United Methodist
Church and author of Jesus Is Lord

Mark Reynolds reminds us that being a follower of Jesus requires action, such that
our behavior shapes our becoming. His book is both insightful and practical, and it
will help strengthen your spiritual journey.

—Magrey R. deVega, Senior Pastor, Hyde Park United Methodist Church,
Tampa, Florida; author of Questions Jesus Asked, Embracing the Uncertain,
and The Bible Year

When | was learning to play the drums, my teacher would often say, “Slow down, do
it again. You got this.” What works for music lessons is also good advice for Chris- ;
tian existence. In this wonderful book, Mark Reynolds encourages us to “slow down
and do it again” in the work of living as Christians. With the rigor of a theologian but
in the voice of a pastor, Reynolds’s book is a constant reminder that “you got this.”

—J. Aaron Simmons, Professor of Philosophy at Furman University and author
of Camping with Kierkegaard

Mark Reynolds is the pastor of First United Methodist Church
of Cocoa Beach in Florida. He holds degrees in religion and
philosophy from Florida Southern College, Emory University,
and Vanderbilt University. Mark is passionate about helping
people discover a more authentic faith rooted in grace and
the way of Jesus, offering hope and healing to those wrestling
with difficult questions and painful religious experiences. Mark
and his wife, Emma, have four children. In his spare time, he
enjoys surfing and reading.
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