Is your relationship with Jesus one of comfort or challenge?  Most of us, I suspect, can easily identify with the words, “comfort” and “challenge.” For example, there is the comfort of interpersonal relationships, but also the challenge of nurturing those relationships.  There is the comfort of a preferred life style, but also the challenge of maintaining that life style.  There is the comfort of belonging to a faith community, but also the challenge of being an active participant in the life and work of that community.  To be more specific, as a Christian, there is the comfort in knowing that we believe in Jesus, but also the challenge of surrendering our mind and will to Jesus.

It is far easier, I believe, to profess our faith in Jesus than to actually surrender our mind and will to Jesus.  Why is this?  It is because the word “surrender” implies letting go of something that we have been holding onto.  We tend to hold onto that which is familiar, comfortable and predictable.  It is essentially an issue of security.

A feeling of security is a basic need for all of us.  John Powell in his book, “The Christian Vision,” illustrates the need for security by telling a story about his mother who suffered from a seriously immobilizing arthritis.  He writes, “There were times I would carry my mother up and down the stairs of our family home.  The routine was predictably regular.  We would descend several steps, and then mother would extend her hand and firmly grasp the banister.”  

When I first read this story I could immediately identify with a banister.  As a child, I grew up in the inner city of Cleveland in a large three story Victorian style house with wooden banisters between each floor.  One of my many weekly chores was dusting and polishing the banisters.  Of course, when my parents were out of view, my brothers and sisters and I would straddle and then compete to see how far we could slide down the banisters without falling off.  As children with boundless energy, we would run up and down the stairs.  Our perception as to the function of banisters was that they were a source of entertainment and adventure.  As adults, however, we realize that the older we get, the function of banisters is anything but a source of entertainment and adventure.  They become a means of security.  The reality today of course is that those of us living in one story homes, seldom see or have the need for banisters but we are certainly aware of their function.
I refer once again to the story of John Powell carrying his mother up and down the stairs while she continually grabbed hold of the banister.  The dialogue between the two of them went like this:  “Mama, you have to let go.  We can’t move unless you let go.  I’m afraid you’ll drop me.  If you don’t let go, I am going to count to three and drop you.  One… two… Mother always let go after the count of two, and then we would descend several more steps.  However, after we had progressed several more steps, we rehearsed the same procedure and same dialogue.  Mama would grab the banister and I would warn her of her impending doom if she didn’t let go.”

The dialogue between his mother and John Powell is similar to the exchange between our selves and the Lord.  It is true that God has got the whole world in his hands, including you and, me and is moving us along to our desired destiny.  We, however, keep grabbing and holding onto the “security banisters” that help us feel safe.  Powell reminds us that we can’t move as long as we hold on tightly to our gifts, possessions, and achievements that are part of our security operation.  

Powell’s image of the security banister is an appropriate metaphor for us to consider as we reflect upon today’s second reading.  Paul writes, “I regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.  I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection.”  Knowing Jesus is an evolving process in our life.  The point is we can not engage in a process of knowing Jesus if we keep grabbing and holding onto our security banisters.   Knowing Jesus means letting go of our security banisters
What are your security banisters?  Is it your job, your family, your friends, your leisure activities, your possessions, or even the Church?  We all have our security banisters.  The problem, however, is that if we grab and hold onto them too tightly, they can become obstacles to grace. 

One of the security banisters for many of us is our parish family here at All Saints.  Whereas we are certainly called to love each other, if we hold on too tightly to one another, we can lose our focus.  Our focus in loving each other should be nothing less than to demonstrate to an anxious world the non anxious presence of Jesus.  The greatest challenge in dealing with our security banisters is to focus our attention on Jesus and not ourselves.     

Focusing our attention on Jesus is to personally embrace the compelling reality of his life, death and resurrection.  As such Jesus is both a comfort and a challenge.  On the one hand, there is the comfort in the presence of the Lord and the assurance of God’s unconditional love.  And on the other, there is the challenge to surrender our mind and will to Jesus.  

What does it mean to surrender our mind and will to Jesus?  To surrender our mind and will to Jesus means being open to the activity of the Holy Spirit as it operates in our lives.  To surrender our mind and will to Jesus means entering into awareness that the Holy Spirit continues to use us each of us not only as a recipient of God’s love, but an instrument as well.  And to surrender our mind and will to Jesus means recommitting ourselves to a life of worship, education, pastoral care, fellowship, hospitality, outreach, evangelism and stewardship. 

Is your relationship with Jesus one of comfort or challenge?  The truth of the matter is that hopefully it will be both.  Amen.
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