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The Gift of United Church Camping

by James Patterson

Some say that in the United Church, we are
“the questioning people of God” In camps and
residential learning centres, our church fosters such
faith development. A questioning faith invites us to
challenge and constantly renew our understanding
of God and the meaning of the life of Jesus—and
to recommit ourselves to living life fully, as we've
been called to do. Spiritual and faith development
is a pathway on which individuals discover the
nature of their own mystery, depth, and greatness—
in relationship to the divine wholeness of life. In
its camping programs, our church invites all to
experience the path of Jesus Christ, while at the
same time, respecting the faith pathways of others.

The life-loving, insightful, and questioning approach
to life characteristic of children and youth is the
very style to which we aspire as Christians. And
in the context of championing such a questioning
style, United Church camping programs are
important, even central, to our church’s outreach
to and nurturing of all youth. But how do United
Church Camps reflect the nature of our faith and
church? Those who lead our camping programs like
to think that they reflect the best of the church, and
that their magic is transforming.

1. United Church Camping is fun! In Toronto
Conference, where I work, four camps and
a fifth that is related through the CGIT
program serve 2,200 campers each summer.
Across Canada, 65 camps are operated by the
church; each one gifts its campers with pure,
unadulterated joy.

2. United Church Camping creates an
environment that promiotes spiritual
awakening. The routine of everyday life can
snuff out a child’s nascent wonder and slow
the kindling of a spiritual journey. Our camps
are set in the great outdoors; they kindle and
rekindle wonder as a matter of course. Skilled
youth lead children on a voyage of discovery
into the heart of a natural world—a natural
world that includes the mystery and promise
of their own interior lives.

3. United Church Camping awakens children
and youth to their special place and role within
creation, and models healthy stewardship.
At camp, both the natural world in which
campers are immersed and the spiritual open-
ness to which they are called reveal to them an
understanding of Christian stewardship. Camp
facilities are modest, rugged, and functional.
The organizations that operate United Church
Camps are models of good stewardship.

4. United Church Camping cares for the whole
person. We live in an age of specialization.
Institutions that deliver health care, education,
and justice focus on a narrow band of human
life. Camps minister to the body, mind, and
spirit. Such an approach is an integral part of
our understanding of the Christian faith, and
for more than 100 years we've translated that
faith commitment into fun, outdoor activities.

5. United Church Camping is inclusive; it creates
genuine community. Of all the challenges our
faith makes on its practitioners, the single
most radical is Jesus’ bold declaration that the
love of God is given freely to each of us. None
enjoy special status. At camp, children learn
the practical demands of such a belief. Our
differences are explored and celebrated so that

“Remember your creator in the days of your youth."
Ecclesiastes 12:1
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we might learn from them, and learn to thank
God for the quality of community resulting
from such enquiry. Since 1925, our camps have
actively broken down denominational and
faith-based barriers. A United Church Camp
models and teaches positive human values.
And camping creates happy memories, helping
community last a lifetime.

6. United Church Camping is an incubator,
encouraging a close relationship with God.
The centre of our church’s camping programs
is the call for campers to experience the love
of God within Christian community and
to hear the challenge of accepting a call to
follow in Christ’s footsteps—to understand
Jesus' life and to emulate it. This encounter
is an experiential one; campers experience
living a Christian lifestyle, and in reflecting
on that experience, gain a new appreciation
of their faith. As they find their footing in this
quest, campers receive guidance, support,
understanding, and mentoring.

7. United Church Camping grows balanced,
spirited leaders. A camp environment—both
physical and social—is so compellingly
balanced that campers regularly draw on
it to make important vocational decisions.
An article on camping in The United Church
Observer several years ago noted that if you
scratch a church leader, you'll find a United
Church camper. And it’s true—our last
Moderator, David Giuliano, and our current
Moderator, Mardi Tindal, were both campers
at Camp Big Canoe. At camp, young people
develop in character and in leadership ability
within Christian community. They learn to
assess their own skills and become disciplined
leaders in a complex world.

But what does this say of our church? How can
church camps help us understand our aspirations
for our church as a whole? Let’s revisit the seven
statements above, making minor alterations. If we
change “United Church Camping” to “Our United
Church,” we have seven new sentences that can
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expand our understanding of the importance of
camping programs:
1. Our United Church is fun.

2. Our United Church creates an environment
that promotes spiritual awakening.

Our United Church awakens children and
youth to their special place and role within
creation, and models healthy stewardship.

w

Our United Church cares for the whole person.

5. Our United Church is inclusive; it creates
genuine community.

6. Our United Church is an incubator,
encouraging a close relationship with God.

7. Our United Church grows balanced, spirited
leaders.

If our church could be described like this, could
we aspire to lead our nation and world to become
as generous to each of the most vulnerable of
its citizens as our Creator has been with us? In
occasioning such an institutional transformation,
we build a healthy new church for our 21st century.
United Church camping programs offer the gift of
hope to our beloved church—that after 85 years of
faithful service, we might rediscover the wealth and
wisdom of what we have already created.

James Patterson is Director of
Resource Development for the
Toronto United Church Council.
'This article was inspired by John
H. Redekop, “The Great Promise
of Christian Camping,” Mennonite
Brethren Herald, April 8, 2005
(www.mbherald.com/44/05/
index.en.html).
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