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CHRISTIAN CAMPS CREATE ROOM FOR CONNECTION AND PURPOSE

Faith, fun, freshair
Gregg Hunter is living proof that a camp

experience can shape the course of some-
one’s life.
“I was a 17-year-old kid from an un-

churched home, headed in the wrong direc-
tion,” he says.
Then he was invited to attend the Malibu

Club Young Life Camp in Canada on a schol-
arship.
“That campprovidedme the break I need-

ed to have a vision for my life,” he says. He
became a Christian during that week of
camp. Now, as the president and CEO of the
Christian Camp & Conference Association
(CCCA), he dedicates his life to maximizing
ministry opportunities for the organization’s
820 members that serve nearly 7 million
campers each year across the United States.

Unplugging to plug in

For many campers, camp can provide a
much-needed respite from the pressures of
our always online, ever-connected world.
According to theChildMind Institute, the ex-
cessive screen time that is common among
many young people correlates with reduced
outdoor activity. Not enough physical activ-
ity may exacerbate physical and mental

health issues.
Camp can be an antidote to a sedentary,

chronically online lifestyle. With a wide va-
riety of activities – from zip lining and kay-
aking to horseback riding to fine arts – camp
can offer kids and teens a time to disconnect
from technology, plug into nature and devel-
op authentic, in-person friendships.
There are many benefits to camp whether

or not it is faith-based, but incorporating the
principles of Christianity can add an extra
layer of character development.
“We give kids a break from the (pressures

of) performance, and a reminder that their
worth is not earned but granted, that God
created them for a purpose, and they have
value,” says Linda Paulk, the president and
CEO of Sky Ranches, a year-round recre-
ational campministrywith locations inColo-
rado, Oklahoma and Texas that serves more
than 65,000 visitors per year.
Christ-centered camp experiences can

also help develop leadership skills and a
deeper faith. Being a camper and then a
member of the TNT (teens in training) dis-
cipleship program at River Valley Ranch in
Manchester, Maryland, has been a defining
experience for Kathryn Van Bemmel.
“Normal camp activities take on a new

purposebecause it’s all seen through the lens
of glorifying God and loving others. It’s more
fulfilling that way,” says the 16-year-old, who

has worked in the dining hall for two sum-
mers, serving campers who range from 13 to
17.
Van Bemmel has observed positive

changes in others around her as well, both
from being unplugged from technology and
being in a faith-filled environment.
“It’s very refreshing,” she says. “It’s so

much easier to get to know people and have
deep conversations when devices aren’t
around.”

Low pressure

Most Christian camps include worship
services and Bible studies, but they draw
both believers and non-believers as camp-
ers. “Parents – even parents who aren’t nec-
essarily coming from a faith background –
appreciate kids having positive role models,
talking about values and the overall positive
nature ofwhatwe do,” says JonBissett, exec-
utivedirector ofRiverValleyRanch,whereno
profession of faith is required to attend.
Ultimately, fun is thenameof thegame.
“Christian camps realize that if we

wantkids thatwant to comeback, it needs
to be fun,” says Hunter. “A lot of camps
would say, ‘We expect this to be the best
week of a kid’s life.’ I can say that itwas for
me because it changed my life, but also, I
felt loved and accepted.”

Sunset with friends at Camp Wyldewood in Arkansas. PROVIDED BY CAMP WYLDEWOOD
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LIVING

Awise passage in the ancient book of
Tao teaches: “The one who knows does
not speak. The onewho speaks does not
know” (56). Have you ever noticed that
some of the wisest people (not neces-
sarily the most knowledgeable or edu-
cated) don’t spend all their time filling
theworldwithmorewords or speeches?
They may be construction or office
workers, farmers or janitors, who aren’t
as interested in expounding their own
words as they are in listening and ob-
serving, with a sense of curiosity about
the world.
Wisdom cautions and calms when

we are quick to speak, to interject our
own opinions; when we think we have
the most important word, wisdom
whispers: “The onewhoknowsdoes not
speak.” Maybe one lesson is that hold-
ing back on the words can help us re-
member we don’t know much, that our
knowledge is limited. Then we can be
more careful and considerate in our
speech, and in our actions, too.

Another “simply profound” teaching
from the Tao draws from this well of
wisdom: “The one who is contented
with contentment is always contented”
(46). I often think one of my personal
goals is to find contentment rather than
happiness. As I see it, it seems reason-
able that a practice of more listening
than speaking is not only wise, but can
lead to greater contentment – deep sat-
isfaction. In these moments (I don’t
think we can hold onto that state very
long), wemay come to a greater realiza-
tion that our words don’t matter as
much as actions, and being content is
moremeaningful whenwe assist others
to experience contentment.
What gotme on this track of thinking

was one other line from the Tao: “I treat
those who are good with goodness. I
also treat those who are not good with
goodness. Thus goodness is attained”
(49). This is one of those ancient teach-
ings, similar to what we find in the To-
rah, the Gospels, the Qur’an, the Gita
and the writings of the Stoics, that ap-
pears too simplistic, too cliche, not
something that can alter or guide the
course of one’s life. Yet, these lines may
be the foundation and the core of any
reasonably ethical or relevant religious
life.

Inmy view, “TheWord became flesh”
is perhaps the most challenging of reli-
gious concepts, though it readily applies
to practical ethics with or without a
faith commitment. Putting an idea into
words can be difficult, but putting those
words into action – making them flesh,
an act of bothmindandbody– canpush
us to the limits.We see someone inneed
and think: “I wish somebody else would
help them”; we imagine a plan to orga-
nize people to accomplish an important
work; we think of a solution to a prob-
lem…but it all stays in ourhead.Howdo
I act? What’s the first step? Is this pos-
sible? Can I really do this? Should I be
the one to help? For me, this is the time
to breath deep, search for that inner
contentment, and dig around for some
wisdomtodirect thebestways to “attain
goodness.”
Through my years in faith, in minis-

try, in service, my intention was to do
good to others. When another person
was harming themselves or others – not
being good in some way – I still wanted
to do the right thing to help them. This
would usually be harder than helping a
person doing good for themselves or
others. It could be more of a challenge,
but doing good is doing good, isn’t it?
Sure, it might begin with “good words,”

and these can potentially encourage a
degree of contentment in a person, but
it’s what we do – our good works – that
breaks open the goodness, and helps
the other do good as well. In other
words,we aren’t the center of goodness,
just the facilitators of whatever good is
possible then and there.
I’ve always found it troubling to hear

a believer say “Good works aren’t
enough … they don’t please God unless
you have faith.”What kind of Good God
would set up that kind of world? Think
of people you know who aren’t believ-
ers, but they are good folks, who live de-
cent lives, considerate of others. Can
you imagine believing in a Creator who
would reject them, judging themunwor-
thy? Is that a “good” faith?
I think the Tao, written centuries be-

fore the Christian Church was born, has
some words we need to hear today.
Words that encourage lesswords. Scrip-
ture that calls for less scripture. Maybe
“theWordbecameflesh”is better under-
stood as Action beforeWords. Don’t just
talk about your beliefs, embodyyourbe-
liefs – with wisdom, and good-hearted-
ness.

Chris Highland’s books and blogs are
presented on “Friendly Freethinker”
(chighland.com).
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