
Devotion 

The hymn, I Surrender All has had an amazing shelf life. It was a favorite in camp 
meetings in America in the early 1900’s, then it was a staple of Billy Graham Crusades 
from 1947 and 2005.  In 1986, pop singer Deniece Williams, who had a number 1 hit, 
"Let's Hear It for the Boy", later released an album of gospel songs, titled So Glad I 
Know. Her performance of "I Surrender All" on the album won the Grammy Award for 
Best Female Soul Gospel Performance. And today, I Surrender All has received new 
popularity in the jazzed-up version in churches that prefer contemporary music.  To 
many today, I Surrender All is considered a contemporary Christian song.  

For the story of the hymn (which is worth the read) go to: https://
www.umcdiscipleship.org/resources/history-of-hymns-i-surrender-all 

I admit I Surrender All is not one of my favorite hymns. It’s a bit too fervent for my 
taste.  But if I’m honest, I also have to admit that I feel a bit of an imposter when I 
sing it. 

Surrender is a difficult thing. I want to be a person who bears Christ in the world to 
all people at all times. Now that’s a good and lofty idea but in the trenches of 
everyday life and difficult situations and difficult personalities, I find myself saying, in 
the words of the Apostle Paul, that “I don't understand my own behavior… I can want 
what is good, but I can't do it! For I don't do the good I want.” (Romans 7) I may want 
to be thankful in all circumstances, but I’m not. I may desire to forgive, but I don’t. I 
need God’s help. 

Now, granted, Christianity sets the bar really high. We all find it difficult to live out 
the standards of our faith. Following Jesus means being more like him – living 
sacrificial lives, losing our lives to gain them, being loving, forgiving, giving thanks in 
all circumstances. It all runs completely counter to our DNA. Yet we believe that 
perusing this life in Christ is the way to freedom and wholeness. And it requires, I 
believe, a life of constant surrender (or constant conversion, if you’re more familiar/
comfortable with that term).  

Something that I’ve found helpful as a practice, which is inspired from Ignatian 
spirituality. I’ve learned this from the writings of Fr. Jim Martin, SJ, who is a 
marvelous apologist for Ignatian spirituality in this day. This practice focuses on what 
one desires and what can one desire. Desire is a key concept in Ignatian spirituality.  
Ignatius taught that examining our desires is a way of discovering what God would 
have us to do, in our vocations, or our next steps in life, etc. Ignatius would ask, “Do 
you have the desire for this desire?”  When we find out what we really desire, we find 
out what God wants too, because God has planted his desires in our hearts. 

But what if we don’t desire what we think we should? 

https://www.umcdiscipleship.org/resources/history-of-hymns-i-surrender-all


Fr. Martin, uses this question of St. Ignatius: “Do you have the desire for the desire,” 
in a different way in order to address our wants and desires in our struggles with 
surrender. He says, “What if you’re living in a comfortable home and have scant 
contact with the poor. You may say, ‘I know I’m supposed to want to live more simply 
and work with the poor, but I have no desire to do this.’  Or perhaps you know that 
you should want to be more generous, more loving, more forgiving, but you don’t 
desire it. How can you pray for that with honesty? 

He goes on: “In reply, Ignatius would ask, ‘Do you have the desire for this desire?’  
Even if you don’t want it, do you want to want it? Do you wish that you were the kind 
of person that wanted this? Even this can be seen as an invitation from God. It is a 
way of glimpsing God’s invitation even in the faintest traces of desire.” 

So, I pray for the desire for the desire. I’ve found that it’s a place that God can work. 
And I keep looking for those faintest traces of it. 

I recommend this practice to you if you’re looking for a good place to start in those 
places that are unfinished in us. It opens a door for God to work. It’s moving in the 
right direction. It’s the beginning of imagining the possibility at least, of something 
that was unimaginable before. 

And the next time we sing I Surrender All, perhaps we will sing with a bit more 
confidence that with God’s good help, we’re working on it. 

Yours in the journey, Pastor Kristen  


