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THE HOW  AND WHY  OF  
CH RIST IAN  CAMPI NG  
MI NI STR Y 
 
Camp changes lives. Some of you know this in your bones because 
you have experienced personal change at camp. Others have seen 
this change in friends or campers. Still others are coming to camp for 
the first time and asking, “What the [heck] am I doing here?” Rest 
assured, you are in the right place. God has called you to this 
community in this time and place. This summer, with the help of your 
staff community and by the power of the Holy Spirit, you will change 
lives. Yours might be one of them. 
 

Camp is a set-apart space that facilitates 
relational encounter between the self, the 
other, and God. 
 
Let’s unpack this definition. We say that camp is a “set-apart space.” 
This means that it is a physical location apart from everyday life and 
the everyday world. It is meant to be different and to feel different. 
It is both a change of pace and a change of scenery. It is holy ground. 
The experience provides time and space to reflect on life and 
personal identity. It also provides opportunities for new experiences. 
The set-apart nature of camp opens a participant to new possibilities 
and the potential for significant personal growth. 
 
The main strategy of camp is “relational encounter.” This is not a 
personal vacation or vision quest. It is an experience of intentional 
Christian community. We bring people apart in order to bring them 
together. Notice the word “encounter.” These are not casual or 
surface-level interactions. These are messy, face-to-face, heart-to-
heart relationships in which we come up against the concrete 
humanity of other unique children of God. At camp, we invite people 
to bring their whole selves. We set community expectations in order 
to facilitate healthy relational encounter. This makes the set-apart 
space a safe space to be yourself and to come up against the 



personhood of others, to hear their stories, and to experience a 
shared story. 
 
The relational encounter has three aspects: “the self, the other, and 
God.” You will learn something new about yourself this summer. You 
may be surprised by what you find or you may rediscover something 
beautiful that you thought was lost. Be prepared to bring your whole 
self and to find yourself. You will encounter the Other, the beloved 
child of God who is their own unique person. Take the time to get to 
know the Other. Camp is also a place to encounter God: in your 
ministry with others, your reflections on scripture, and your 
interactions with the natural world. Be prepared for God to show up 
this summer. 
 
Notice the word “facilitates.” The camp experience is not forced or 
manipulative. Camp does not automatically cause change. It opens 
the space for change to happen. The rest is up to the Holy Spirit 
moving in and amongst each individual. Don’t expect everyone to 
have a highly emotional, transformational, or life-changing 
experience. Instead, facilitate the encounters and expect God to 
show up. 
 
So, what is camp? At its best, camp is a glimpse of life as it should 
be. People sometimes see camp as a fake or make-believe world. 
Nothing could be farther from the truth. Camp is one of the only 
places where we can be real: show real emotion, share real struggles, 
experience real community, and be hyper-aware of the reality of God 
at work in the world. Camp is not an escape from the real world. It is 
a chance to experience what the world could be. When we 
experience this, when we know it in our very being, we can be sent 
forth to truly change the world. 
 
 
How would you describe the purpose of camp? How does your camp 
describe it in the mission or vision statement? 
  DISCUSS 



TH E IMPACTS  OF  
OVERNI GHT  SUM MER CAM P 
 
When the 5 fundamental characteristics are in place, the camp 
experience opens the space for lasting change. This does not always 
manifest as transformation or life-changing experiences. In fact, only 
about 5% of campers and parents describe the experience in these 
lofty terms. Camp does not cause change. It opens the space for the 
Holy Spirit to work in the life of each unique camper and staff person. 
 
The camp experience is a highly emotional environment that can 
easily be pushed toward manipulation. We must work to avoid this. 
Emotional, highly moving experiences happen at camp. But we 
should not expect or compel campers to cry on the last night. 
Renewed commitments to following Jesus are commonplace at 
camp, but we should not pressure campers into decisions or make 
them feel like something is wrong with them if they do not 
experience transformation. There will be tears this summer, but not 
from every camper and staff member. There will be transformation 
and powerful experiences of God, but these will not always manifest 
in the same ways. Immerse the campers in a loving, faith-centered 
environment, and let the Spirit do the rest. 
 
Our research of summer camp demonstrates that parents have two 
main goals for their child’s camp experience: safety and fun. If 
parents arrive at camp at the end of a session to find their child happy 
and in one piece, they will consider it money well spent. Notice that 
“life-change” is generally not one of their goals? They do not want a 
new kid. They want their kid to have positive experiences. Everything 
else is a bonus. Remember that many campers come from 
challenging home environments. Giving them a week of safety and 
fun is our primary task. We call these immediate impacts. 
 
In spite of parents’ generally modest expectations, over 90% say they 
notice positive impacts in the weeks following camp. We call these 
subsequent impacts. They include things like the child singing 



Christian songs, asking to lead grace at the dinner 
table, being kinder to family members, or simply 
being more positive. These may be short of life 
change, but they can have powerful impacts on 
family well-being and faith practices. In addition to 
subtle impacts, over 25% of parents say they notice 
significant changes in their children. 
 
Effective Camp Project research has demonstrated 
that camp is more than a simple emotional high 
that quickly fades. The camp experience has 
positive and lasting impacts on the participants, 
and these impacts extend to their families, friends, 
and church communities. We have measured these 
“lasting impacts” in camper self-confidence, 
leadership, frequency of devotional practices, and 
understanding that faith is relevant in daily life. 
This means that campers show growth in these 
outcomes from the first day of camp to the last day 
of camp and that the measured growth lasts 
months after they return home. 
 
Pro tip: if you concentrate on achieving specific 
outcomes, you will be much more effective at 
impacting campers. For example, putting a little 
extra focus on prayer at meal times with the 
intention of impacting the home can have 
tremendous impacts on the frequency of family 
prayer in the months following camp. 
 
Make sure that campers have fun. Expect God to 
show up and impact the campers in a clear and 
lasting way. Some of these impacts will be 
noticeable. For a few of the campers, they will be 
life-changing, 
 
How are you hoping to impact campers in immediate, 
subsequent, and lasting ways this summer? 
  DISCUSS 
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TH E SU MM ER CAM P 
STAFF  EXPERIENCE  
 
This summer, you are one of thousands of young adults serving at a 
Christian camp. This will be one of the most rewarding and highly 
impactful experiences of your life. You will walk away with lifelong 
friends, a renewed and deepened faith in God, a better understanding 
of yourself and what God is calling you to do with your life, practical 
skills that will serve you for a lifetime, and indelible memories. 
 
The evidence from our research is overwhelming that the summer 
staff experience has powerful and lasting impacts on individuals and 
the church. This is not universal, of course, and the impacts are not 
always predictable. This is because each person is unique. There are 
also important factors that contribute to more positive outcomes. 
These include things like ensuring agency and consistent support, 
along with intentionally nurturing a community of faith. When any of 
these is absent, the experience suffers: fewer positive outcomes, 
increased burnout, and more. 
 
PARTICULAR LIFE STORIES 
The experience centers on you, a unique individual who has 
answered the call to serve on summer camp staff. You have come to 
camp for a variety of reasons. Each person brought with them their 
own particular life story: faith background, home life, school 
experiences, past traumas, and much more. The camp experience will 
function as part of and be integrated into this life story. Camps that 
serve their staff members the best recognize the uniqueness of each 
individual and work to support them wherever they are in their story. 
 
3 ELEMENTS OF THE SUMMER STAFF EXPERIENCE 
The camp staff experience embeds each unique person into an 
environment with three main elements. First, they become part of a 
community of common purpose. This purpose centers on the mission 
and vision of the camp, which usually involves a combination of 
serving young people, sharing the gospel of Christ, and caring for 
God’s creation. Each individual brings their unique talents and 
perspectives to this community, meaning diversity adds value. The 



community is supportive of each individual, creating a safe space in 
which staff members look out for one another, encourage one 
another, and strive together toward their common purpose. 
 
Second, the camp staff environment engages each staff member in 
experiential leadership. You not only learn by doing. You learn by 
leading others. This offers an incredible amount of agency, especially 
when staff members have taken ownership of the camp’s mission and 
recognize the value of their own contribution. It builds self-
confidence, leadership abilities, and valuable skills that will serve 
you throughout your life. 
 
Third, this community of common purpose is open to experiences of 
God working in the world through the power of the Holy Spirit. Of 
course, God is at work in all aspects of life, but there is a deeper level 
of openness to God’s work in the faith-centered camp environment. 
Everything is interpreted through a faith lens. The experience goes 
beyond orthodoxy (right belief) to a deep bodily knowledge of 
orthopraxy (right practice), as staff members live out the Christian 
faith in community. 
 
EXPERIENCE LEADS TO OUTCOMES 
The experience affects each individual differently, based on a variety 
of factors. Common outcomes include lasting relationships 
(including some future spouses), new skills (especially leadership 
skills), deeper faith in God, vocational clarity (including many 
discerning a call to ministry), and an ongoing connection to camping 
ministry. 
 
This is holy work. The memories, friendships, and skills last a lifetime. 
Perhaps most importantly, it is a chance to have profound and often 
life-changing impacts on the lives of young people 
 
List the unique skills you offer to this community. In the graphic on 
the next page, fill in the center with your common purpose as a staff 
community. 
 
.  

ACTIVITY 



 
  



 
 
 
 
Whether you were hired many months ago or just last week, you have 
spent some time anticipating your summer at camp. Hopefully you 
are excited about your summer, but it is also ok if you thought more 
than once about turning around on your journey to be here. Even for 
a returning staff member, there is a sense of uncertainty. 
 
But you need to know that the person who hired you has been 
thinking about and praying for you for quite some time. It doesn’t 
matter if you were hired yesterday; as a member of this staff, you 
have been prayed for in anticipation of this day! And, trust me, your 
name has been typed or spoken many times as this group of people, 
this community, has been put together. 
 
There is much you will encounter in your summer at camp – learning, 
growing, struggles, joys, challenges, laughter, tears, tears of laughter, 
doubts, success, confidence, and so much more. Today, take time to 
look around at your co-workers. You are just a group of people right 
now. But remember this moment, because in a very short time, you 
will be a team, a community of faith, working together to share the 
love of Jesus. This group of individuals, through the divine 
intervention of God, will become some of the most important people 
in your life. 
 
Have a great summer! And know that you and the thousands of young 
adults across the country working at summer camp, are being prayed 
for and supported by camp directors, parents, pastors, youth 
directors, friends, family, camper parents, and so many more. Start 
your summer knowing you are indeed surrounded by a great cloud of 
witnesses! 
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YOU’RE HERE!  



 
 

 
But how are they to call on one in whom they have not believed? And how are they to 

believe in one of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without 
someone to proclaim him? And how are they to proclaim him unless they are sent? As it 

is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!” 
R O M A N S  1 0 : 1 4 - 1 5  

 
Do you have beautiful feet? Depending on your choice of footwear 
for the summer, they might not be as beautiful at the end of camp as 
they are today. But they are beautiful because they brought you to 
this place, at this time, to do this ministry.  
 
That might be a scary thought right now. I spent five summers 
working at camp and each year, on that first night, I would lay in my 
bed and think “What have I done?” That makes sense the first summer 
when I had no idea what to expect. But I thought it each year, even 
the fifth year. I wondered if I was ready for whatever the next few 
months would bring. Would I do a good job? Would I connect with 
the campers? Would my co-workers like me?  
 
Can you relate? Perhaps you are wondering what you have gotten 
yourself into by working at a summer camp. And a Christian summer 
camp at that. You need to keep those campers safe, and you have to 
talk with them about God, Jesus, the Holy Spirit, and faith. What did 
you get yourself into, indeed? 
 
No matter what you are feeling right now, remember this: God is at 
work. At work in you, in your co-workers, in your boss, in the campers, 
in this camp community. This is not a summer journey you will walk 
alone on those beautiful feet. It is a journey you will walk with God. 
And honestly, you already did the hardest part – you showed up.  
 
Gracious God, thank you for walking this summer journey with me!  
Amen. 
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SUNDAY 

G R E T C H E N  B A C H M A N  
Interim Director of Operations, Camp Lutherwood Oregon 

Summer Staff - Green Lake Lutheran Ministries (MN) 1989-2003, Lake 
Chautauqua Lutheran Center (NY) 1998 

 

PRAY 

WORD 

WONDER 



 
 
 
What hopes and fears do you have about your summer at camp? Write 
a short letter to yourself about how you are feeling at the start of this 
adventure. 
  

PONDER 
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REFLECTION 



 
 
 

 In the same way, let your light shine before others,  
that they may see your good deeds, and glorify your father in heaven  

M A T T H E W  5 : 1 6  ( N I V )  

 
Do you think you are able to let your light shine? For many people 
this is difficult because of the fear of humiliation or being made fun 
of. But people don’t fully realize their true potential if they are scared 
to let their light shine. Like the song says, “Let it shine, let it shine”. 
Don’t hide your light no matter what. Have fun! Don’t let anyone put 
a damper on it.  
 
Camp is the perfect place to let your light shine to glorify God. Find 
new talents each day that you like, or try new things without fear 
because everyone here wants you to succeed. 
 
Whether you are a staff member or a camper, trying new things can 
be hard. But showing your good deeds to glorify our God in heaven 
is what we are called to do. Show people how awesome you can be, 
and along the way you might be able to find something that you truly 
love. 
 
Dear God, help us overcome our fears so that we may shine our lights 
super bright. Help us bring good deeds to those around us so we may 
show your love in our everyday lives. Amen. 
 
What is something new you want to try while you are here at camp?  
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B E N  M I L L E R  
Summer Staff - Luther Heights Bible Camp (ID) 2021, 2022 



 
 

 
For as in one body we have many members, and not all the members have the same 

function, so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are members 
one of another. We have gifts that differ according to the grace given to us…. 

R O M A N S  1 2 : 4 - 6 A  
 

Throughout the summer you may fall victim to the comparison 
monster. You might begin to compare yourself to your fellow staff 
members or to your friends doing other things for the summer. These 
moments might creep in especially when you’re tired or having a 
tough day.  
 
But remember, dear one, you are special. You’ve taken this summer 
to serve, to spend quality time with your campers and to share the 
gospel. Your unique gifts are at work here, in this moment, in service 
to the entire body. We all have gifts; we all excel at different things, 
and you are no exception. Whether you’re the best game thinker 
upper, the best guitar player, the best dish washer, the best friendship 
bracelet maker, the best camper calmer, your talents are appreciated 
and noticed.  
 
As you move about your day, try this: Notice the things you’re doing 
well, write them down as you think of them, and refer to that list then 
you need a boost.  
 
And when you notice the gifts of others, let them know you see them 
and that you appreciate all that they’re doing for the body of Christ. 
You’re all in this together and the more you can remind each other 
of your collective membership in the body of Christ, the better you’ll 
all feel. 
 
Good and gracious God, thank you for the gifts you have given me for the 
work I am doing. Help me to remember that I am a member of the body 
of Christ and that I am doing good for you and for your children. Amen. 
 
What new gifts have you discovered in yourself so far this week? 
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TUESDAY 

R E V .  K E L S E Y  K R E S S E  
Associate Pastor for Youth/College Age Ministries, Abiding Presence Lutheran (VA) 

Summer Staff - Lutherlyn (PA) 



 
 

 
They replied, “We have nothing here but five loaves and two fish.” And he said, “Bring 

them here to me.” Then he ordered the crowds to sit down on the grass. Taking the five 
loaves and the two fish, he looked up to heaven, and blessed and broke the loaves, and 
gave them to the disciples, and the disciples gave them to the crowds. And all ate and 

were filled; and they took up what was left over of the broken pieces, twelve baskets full. 
M A T T H E W  1 4 : 1 7 - 2 0  

 
Tony Campolo, a well-known preacher, was speaking to large 
assembly of church women.  During their gathering, the women set 
a goal of raising a large sum of money for mission support. After 
announcing the goal to the women assembled, the leader turned to 
Tony and asked him to pray for them to reach the monetary goal. The 
woman was shocked when Tony said “NO.” He went on to explain 
that they already have what they needed from God; why would he 
pray that God give them even more.   
 
Our God is a God of Plenty, a God of Miracles - and has already given 
you all the resources you need. You simply need to seek the wisdom 
to decide how you will use the gifts, talents, and training with which 
you have been blessed.  Then thank God you have been given 
enough, and for the passion and action to use your personal gifts to 
meet any challenge laid before you.   
 
The question is not, “Where do I get more to do my job as a staff 
member?” Rather, ask, “How do I wisely use the gifts, talents, and 
training I have to positively impact the needs of those around me?” 
 
Lord, may the Holy Spirit work in me, to use my blessings to bring about 
miracles for your people today. Amen. 
 
How do you anticipate using your God-given gifts at camp this 
summer?  
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R A N D Y  Y O U N G Q U I S T - T H U R O W  
Associate Director, Lutherans Outdoors in South Dakota 

 Summer staff - Shetek (MN), Sugar Creek (WI) 



 
 

 
Forget the former things; do not dwell on the past. See, I am doing a new thing! Now it 
springs up; do you not perceive it? I am making a way in the wilderness and streams in 

the wasteland. 
ISAIAH 43:18-19 (NIV) 

 
It’s easy to live in the past – past accomplishments, past 
disappointments, past worries, past victories. But it seems God is more 
interested in new things. The way of God is to start new each day, begin 
afresh, don’t be held captive to former things. It’s horrible when 
someone doesn’t allow us to grow beyond yesterday’s mistakes or 
missteps.  
 
What if we dwell only on the “glory days”? The way things were done 
when I was a camper? The way the former director always did 
something? Maybe this is a warning not to live in the past and try to 
recapture your memories, but rather allow new memories to be created 
by new campers and staff today!  
 
God’s promise is for something new, something fresh that we are to live 
in today. The most important word in this scripture is SEE! It’s an 
invitation to you. The next phrase makes it clear God is already doing 
something new. It is growing. God loves to create new ways.  
 
You may have heard it said: "In order to go where we've never been, we 
have to do something we've never done." If we want to grow, we're going 
to have to allow God to lead us to places we've never been before; God 
is already at work whether we see it or not. Accept the invitation to SEE, 
pray for open eyes, and ask God for clarity to see what is in motion.  
There is a wilderness, but God is building a path. There is a desert, and 
a stream is flowing. God loves doing new things, using new places, using 
new methods.   
 
 
Open my eyes Lord, to what you are already doing among us  
and in my life. Amen. 
 
What do you SEE today?   

STAFF TRAINING WEEK 1 

THURSDAY 

WONDER 

PRAY 

PONDER REV. LISA JEAN HOEFNER  
Executive Director, Camp and Retreat Ministries 

Oregon-Idaho UMC Conference  



 
 

 
And if [a shepherd] finds [a lost sheep], truly I tell you, he rejoices over it more than over 
the ninety-nine that never went astray. So it is not the will of your Father in heaven that 

one of these little ones should be lost.  
M A T T H E W  1 8 : 1 3 - 1 4  

 
It’s not usually comfortable when something embarrassing happens 
and someone confronts us about it, but this is where I found myself 
when working with a camper. He was covered in embarrassment due 
to an accident, and I was asked to walk with him back to his cabin. 
Our conversation took a turn and he ran off into the mud, rolled 
around, and then hid underneath a structure. He made it apparent 
that he didn’t want me there. So, I sat near in silence. I made the 
camper aware that I wasn’t going to leave. When I caught myself 
thinking of all the other things I could be doing, I brought myself 
back to the moment to focus on the needs of this camper.  
 
The rest of the week, each time this camper saw me, he ran up to me 
and gave me a big hug. He wasn’t big on words but his smile and hug 
reminded me that little moments matter. It was through remaining 
present and patient that I was reminded of how we all want to be 
loved. We want someone who is going to show up, sit near, and not 
leave when it’s hard.  
 
All campers, no matter their background, have the desire to be loved 
and accepted. They want to feel seen, just as we do. God’s love is so 
big that God will leave the 99 to find the one that is lost. This camper 
shared God’s love with me and reminded me to continue to 
abundantly share that endless love with others. So, when things are 
hard, when you’re tired and campers are difficult, keep loving. 
Because it matters. God won’t leave when it’s hard, so we can love 
even when it’s hard. Let the love of Christ energize you to continue 
to show up and to love big. 
 
Thank you, God, for never leaving and always loving. Amen 
 
How are you showing up for your campers this week?  
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J E S S I C A  GOROWSK I  
Summer Staff - Metigoshe Ministries (ND) 2019-2021 



 
 
 

Now listen! A farmer went out to scatter seed in a field. What the farmer is spreading is 
really the message about the kingdom. The seeds that fell on good ground are the 
people who hear and welcome the message. They produce thirty or sixty or even a 

hundred times as much as was planted. 
M A R K  4 : 3 , 1 4 , 1 8  ( C E V )  

 

One of the greatest strengths and challenges that summer camps 
have is the number of kids we connect with. It is truly a blessing that 
kids can have outstanding experiences growing in faith, fun, 
friendship, and fellowship. However, it can be very taxing as camp 
staff to pour ourselves into these kids when we often don’t see the 
payoff; we don’t get to see the seeds of faith grow. 
 
Galatians 6:7b states “You will reap whatever you sow,” but this 
statement can ring hollow at camp. We don’t physically go back 
home with the campers. We don’t get to see if the seeds fell on good 
soil nor do we enjoy the harvest. 
 
But there is a way to stay spiritually energized in the face of this 
reality. The sower in the parable knew that some of the seed he 
spread would be lost, but he spread it joyfully anyway. Our “harvest” 
is the simple act of spreading the seeds of faith to our campers. We 
might not see the result, but we can be steadfast knowing that the 
job we are doing is important. These kids are our future, so take joy 
in setting them up for success, both in their lives and for the future 
of your camp’s ministry! 
 
Almighty Lord, give us strength when our spirit fails. Guide those who 
spread the message and those who hear it. Amen. 
 
What are the little things that make a big difference for the campers, 
and how can you be joyful doing them? 
 

 
  

WE EK 3 

SATURDAY 

S A M  WOLF  
Program Manager, Camp of the Cross (ND) 



 
 
 

Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not rely on your own insight. 
In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths. 

P R O V E R B S  3 :  5 - 6  

  
I'm a fan of former President Gerald Ford.  After studying and reading 
more about the Watergate era, the more I came to appreciate Ford.  He 
did what he felt he needed to do when he assumed the presidency:  he 
pardoned Richard Nixon.  That was a tough and unpopular decision, but 
as we look back now, we know it was the right thing to do.  
  
This Bible verse was Ford's favorite.  In fact, from a young age 
throughout this life, he prayed this verse every night. I've visited Ford's 
presidential museum in Michigan and this verse is display prominently 
in a few places in the museum.   
  
When we have something that we particularly don't want to do, it is easy 
to say that we are not going to do it.  It is easier for us as humans not to 
take it head-on but rather ignore it and try to "take the easy way out."  
Ford did not go the easy route.  He did what he thought was best, even 
though it probably cost him re-election.  
  
There are times in life when we may have to do something that is the 
right thing to do but may be difficult. We should trust in God and God 
will lead us on the right path.  Everything will turn out okay.  
  
Trust in the Lord with all your heart and do not rely on your human 
insight.  What words to live by!   
  
Make straight paths for me, O Lord.  May I do the right thing even when it is 
difficult. Amen 
  
Write your favorite Bible verse on a piece of paper.  Hang it somewhere 
where you are reminded of God's love for you.     
 
 
  

POS T CAM P WE EK 2 

THURSDAY 

C H A D  HERSHB ERGER  
Executive Director, Camp Mount Luther 

Summer staff, Camp Mount Luther 1990-1994 
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