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Camp Reflection

Matthew Ting

This summer, | had the opportunity to counsel for D-camp and
Impact, two youth summer camps hosted by the Houston area
Chinese churches. To help run the camp, the youth ministry
workers at each of these churches solicit the help of volunteers to
be counselors. Essentially, a counselor eats with the campers, leads
small group discussions with a few other youth, has one-on-one
conversations with them, sleeps in the same room as them, and
basically shares life with your children for 3-4 days. Oftentimes,
these counselors are young adults who themselves grew up
attending these churches and going to these camps, and have
chosen to give back to their communities through counseling.

Parents might be inclined to think that camp is solely for the
benefit of their children — and ostensibly, it is. But from our
perspective as caretakers, we learn just as much from spending a
week with your children, as they do from the entire camp
experience. In many ways, despite being incredibly humbling,
physically exhausting, and emotionally draining, it is a way that we
see God move in our own lives. It is therefore my pleasure to share
some of the things that I've learned during my time counseling
rising 11th and 7th graders.

Coming into this camp, | felt rather ill-equipped and
unprepared to face these youth. | had previously counseled two
years ago as a graduating high school senior, leading a group of
rising 6th graders. However, the youth ministry had changed so
much, and there were now so many faces that | didn't recognize.
Additionally, | had never counseled for Impact before, and so | did
not know what | could offer to these rising 11th graders. It felt like |
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did not have that much more life experience than them, and that
my struggles were very similar to theirs — so | wasn’t sure how |
could share the Gospel in a way that could give them hope of a
future beyond their problems. | didn't know how they would react
when | tried to exert my authority, or if they would respect me
during our small group discussions and devotional times. | had no
idea how to earn their respect, or what to expect from them in
terms of how honest or open they would be in our conversations.

The one on ones are, for Impact campers, one of the main
attractions of coming to camp. It is a space where they finally feel
able to share what is on their hearts. They talk about things that
they are struggling with — whether it's doubts or addictions or
shame — in ways that they feel like they can't share with people
who know them already, like their family, friends and peers at
school. But to be honest, three of my one-on-ones were rather
discouraging. It felt like my campers were not being completely
open with me, and also that the power of the Gospel had lost its
meaning for them. | felt like | had failed in reaching the level of
depth that | desired, or in being as intentional in getting to know
my campers as other counselors. By the last day, | didn't know if
anything had been helpful or impactful for my campers. | wasn't
sure if the messages, or the small group discussions, or the
devotionals, or the worship songs, or even the free time and
activities that they did had even helped them to experience God in
any way. | felt like | had failed to care for my campers in the way
that | wanted to, and that | had not seen God move in their lives.

At the end of Impact each year, we celebrate the things that
happened during the 4 days of camp. Typically, everyone will
gather in one big group, and the hosts will ask the question “Raise
your hand if you made a decision to follow Christ during this camp.”
To my surprise, when they asked that question, one of my campers,
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someone who | was worried about during our one on one, raised
his hand. He was someone who | thought was not very engaged
during our discussions, and who had expressed apathy in his faith
during our one on one. | left our conversation feeling very
discouraged and heartbroken. But even despite all my doubts and
my lack of faith in him and in God, God still moved. Something at
the camp still resonated with him in some way that | didn't see. The
Gospel touched his heart in a way that made him want to commit
his life to Christ.

Right before he left camp, he said to me, “Thank you”. In that
moment, | was stunned and humbled. Thank me? | didn't even do
anything. In my mind, | had failed. In my mind, | had not done
enough to convince these youth that God was worth following. In
my mind, | somehow thought that their salvation depended on how
good | was and how good of a job | did. | had forgotten that it is not
by my own work, but by the work of God that people are saved. |
somehow believed that God’s work was dependent on, not
independent of, mine. | let my perception of the quality of my own
heart dictate what | believed God was capable of.

On the other hand, D-camp was challenging because of the
young age of my campers. Even though they had all grown up going
to church and being part of Sunday School, it seemed like they had
not been through enough life experiences for the truths they
learned to mean anything. | found myself avoiding them and trying
to get rid of them as soon as | could. At night during the counselor
meetings, | grumbled and made fun of them, even though looking
back, they weren’t misbehaving — just immature. Every of these
kids were quite bright, and had a solid foundation and grasp of the
Gospel. The only thing they were missing was the life experience to
make those truths more real to them. Yet | selfishly chose not to
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spend time with them. | withheld my attention and love and care
because of my own doubts.

And so, on the last day of camp, when they did an activity
where we cast our sins and burdens into a metaphorical fire, |
found myself praying to God to forgive me for not loving my
campers in the way that he did. | thought of the passage in
Matthew chapter 19, where Jesus tells His disciples to let the
children come to Him, “for the kingdom of heaven belongs to ones
such as these.” Even though these children were perfectly capable
of grasping the Gospel, it was by my own fault that | did not make
more of an effort to explain it to them or try making it more
relevant to their lives. | doubted if they would understand what it
truly meant. | thought they needed to have a certain level of
experience before they could understand its role in their lives. How
helpless | truly am, and how little | am able to love people in the
way that the Gospel compels me to! And so with only three days
that | could spend with the youth, | found myself on my knees
giving their souls up to God, because | knew that they were only
safe in His hands. And even though | felt like | had failed, | had a
sense of peace, because | knew that they truly were better off in
the mighty arms of our Father. Praise God that our best and only
option is surrendering to Him!

And so, | would say that there is one main thing | learned from
counseling for a full week. Reflecting on the experience after camp
was over, | was reminded of the passage from 1 Corinthians 2.

“1 And so it was with me, brothers and sisters. When | came to
you, | did not come with eloquence or human wisdom as |
proclaimed to you the testimony about God. 2 For | resolved to
know nothing while | was with you except Jesus Christ and him
crucified. > | came to you in weakness with great fear and trembling.
* My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive
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words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power, > so that
your faith might not rest on human wisdom, but on God’s power.”

| care about representing Jesus well, so | seek to have cogent
answers to questions, fun and thought-provoking questions, deep
discussions, and sensible explanations of my own faith. Yet, as |
counseled this past week, struggled, doubted myself, and
experienced uncertainty in whether my words were enough to
share the Gospel, | realized that | did indeed fail to represent Jesus
perfectly. But, as long as we know “Christ and Christ crucified,” we
can be assured that the faith of these youth isn’t dependent on
human wisdom and philosophical arguments, but truly the power
of God. Praise God that the power of the Gospel is not diluted by
how imperfectly we love and share it. Praise God that the power of
Jesus Christ and His blood and resurrection does not depend on
how much we love Him, but how much He loves us. Praise God that,
even though we can try to give our campers icebreakers, snacks,
good conversations and our honest thoughts, that these things are
only a drop in the ocean that is the Gospel. So no matter how
young or old we are, no matter how eloquent or reserved, no
matter how much we think we're capable or limited in our ability to
love God, none of His work ultimately depends on us. Praise God
that the outcome of a conversation does not depend on how we
feel after it. Praise God that our only course of action is to entrust
things into His hands, and that that is far better than anything we
could come up with. Praise God that when we are weak, then He is
strong.
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