






t was June 1945,
and my well-worn
’31 Chevy limped
eastward on U.S. 2

toward Spirit,
Wisconsin. My goal

was Spirit Baptist
Church, where my education in
the ways of churches was about to
begin.

I found the church standing
among the fields in quiet, white
dignity. I felt comfortably in com-
mand, until that day in a tavern
called the Green Lantern.

Spirit Township was dry, and
the adjoining township was quite
wet. The Green Lantern pressed
close to the township line. As jun-
ior camp at Wood Lake
approached, I sought camper
prospects in the rural community.

I learned of a boy who had
come to the area recently, the foster
child of the proprietors of the Green
Lantern. Possessed of far more zeal
than knowledge, I betook myself to
the tavern on a bright July morning
to talk about camp.

The folks inside were friendly
and courteous. They were pleased
that I offered to take their boy to
camp. One thing led to another,
and I stayed to chat for some time.
Meanwhile, my now-familiar Chevy
waited patiently in front of the
Green Lantern in full view of all
who chanced by—and Tillie did.

Tillie, a woman of wide com-
munity interests, played piano at
the church. Her farm adjoined the
church property.

The winds of the storm did

not reach me prior to our Saturday
departure for camp, but upon my
return a week later, there were
winds aplenty! I came home aglow
to tell of a great week, but my
words were swept away. The pas-
tor, in the Green Lantern! In broad
daylight, for all to see! The church
was declared all but ruined.

Not many were listening when
I told of the evening when I rowed
close to shore on Wood Lake fac-
ing a small boy who lived in a tav-
ern. I can still remember the rough
oars in my hands, the gentle creak-
ing of oarlocks, the warm smell of
a northern lake in the summer.
The lad’s prayer was so simple, so
earnest and untaught. He just
asked Jesus to come into his heart.

That first summer as a student
pastor, I learned what I had sus-
pected ever since I found Christ at
a camp. Camp can be a pastor’s
best friend.

I also learned that if you
plan to visit the Green
Lantern, park out back!
Indeed, Jesus warned
His disciples to “be as
shrewd as snakes and
as innocent as doves”
(Matt. 10:16).

An Ally
I believe the local
church to be the heart
of God’s work. I’m
grateful for every form of
ministry that presents the
gospel to people. But the
value of all those efforts rests
on their relationship to the

church. No work, including camp,
will fulfill God’s purpose in the lives
of people without relating closely to
local churches.

It’s possible, though, that in
our zeal for local churches we have
taken some wrong turns. I can eas-
ily become jealous of any spiritual
influence that I don’t control, or
any distraction that might lure my
people.

I can become obsessed with
the average attendance to the point
where I become hostile toward any-
thing that might draw one of my
parishioners away when church is
in session. I may even overlook the
pronouns in that blessed promise
our Lord made, “I will build my
church” (Matt. 16:18).

personally involved in
camp, attending when

possible, and encour-
aging camp enthusi-
asm constantly.
“Bible Camp” Bill
never had to sell
me. I do every-
thing possible to
recruit and sup-

port camp boost-
ers, which is in line

with my perception of
the pastor’s role.
It’s hard, though, for lay

leaders to maintain enthusiasm
when the pastor is indifferent.

Keeping Camp Strong
Surely every pastor knows of several
good things he should be doing,
but isn’t because he simply runs out
of push. By some mysterious princi-
ple good causes fade, whether they
are choirs, youth groups, outreach
programs, or camping. The mix of
leadership and opportunity that led
to a surge of enthusiasm and
growth passes, and the magic is
gone. Most often you will find a
person at the core. A job change,
for example, called a family away
and momentum was lost.

But camping is too important
to leave dormant or dead. For a
time it may be necessary to load the
church program with camp. Ideas
include doing skits in Sunday
school, having Sunday evening
camp nights, having camping
themes for dinners, and putting up
camping décor in the fellowship
area (or even the sanctuary).

I once spoke at a banquet
where the leaders had transformed
the church basement into a camp.
Trees were propped in the corners.
A small tent, complete with glow-
ing campfire, occupied the far end
of the room. A canoe with paddles
and packs rested near one wall.
Photos, drawings, and last year’s
camp slides added their flavor. I
don’t know why they hauled me
across the country to tell stories!

Taking groups on a camp visit
in the off-season has promotional

value, too. Kids are wary of new
experiences and unfamiliar terri-
tory. Seeing the camp may make
them more comfortable with the
idea of spending a week there. If
you can move the whole group
camp-ward, your chances of suc-
cess with shy individuals are
greatly increased.

Fall, winter, and spring
retreats, especially for older
campers, can strengthen the camp-
ing tradition in your church. One-
day outings for several churches
might be arranged. Family camp
offers special promotional benefits.
Children and youth who enjoy
camp with their parents and make
friends with other kids at camp are
likely to sign up for next summer
on their own.

Dealing with Dollars
In addition to the challenge of pro-
moting camp is the issue of fees.
Some families are relatively poor,
and they simply can’t afford camp,
no matter how much they believe
in it. Other families have enough
money, but they are indifferent to
camp values and unwilling to pay.
We can easily write off such fami-
lies, but if our purpose remains to
meet spiritual needs, getting kids
to camp reaches beyond the ques-
tion of ability to pay.

Consider what you invest in an
evangelistic outreach or other major
church program. Count all the
costs: travel, honorarium, entertain-
ment, promotion, utilities for the
building, guest musicians, and so
forth. It adds up to quite a sum.

Now measure the results, not
only at the moment, but down the
line. Compare the fruit of a
church event with camp. I don’t
suggest that these events are not
worthy; I only plead that the cost
of helping youth and families get
to camp be put into perspective.
Camp help is surely an acceptable
missionary investment.

Churches have adopted many
plans to help with camp fees. Some
churches offer a week at camp to
any youngster who wishes to go.

Parents are asked to give what
they can, and the church writes a
check for total registrations. Other
churches pay a fixed percentage of
all fees, with extra help as needed.

We have tried the camp barrel
plan, allowing parents to drop
camper registrations into a con-
tainer with whatever they can pay
toward the cost. We invite every-
one to give toward camp costs,
helping all who wish to enjoy a
week at camp.

Assorted incentives have been
employed to motivate youngsters
toward camp. Some churches and
camps honor Bible memorization
or faithful Sunday school atten-
dance with camp scholarships.
Camps may assist by offering reg-
istration discounts for recruiting
new campers. A long list of pro-
motion and incentive ideas can be
gathered from churches that
believe in camping.

Money is most often not the
major problem. Often more schol-
arship help is available than there
are campers willing to use it. Yet
we have more camp prospects in
our churches than available camp
space could possibly accommo-
date. One study by a denomina-
tion strong on camping found that
fewer than 25 percent of its chil-
dren and youth of camping age
attended any camp.

Life holds so many appealing
distractions that millions of boys
and girls from our churches miss
the benefits of camp each year.
That is a challenge each church
must face.

Still, when I look over my
congregation and hear their com-
ments, I realize that more have
been touched for Christ through
camping than through any other
activity we offer as a church. A
friend like that deserves all the
support I can muster. -

All Scripture quotations taken from the
HOLY BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL
VERSION Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984
International Bible Society. Used by per-
mission of Zondervan Bible Publishers.

by Lloyd Mattson
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