The Report of Lutherlyn for calendar 2009

I am deeply concerned about our church and its future.  I am concerned about our youth and their futures.  Collaterally, I am concerned about Lutherlyn, that amazing place and ministry that I was called to steward with you and for you twenty-five years ago this August.


2009 was a difficult year in the history of Lutherlyn.  It is with some anxiety that I write that statement.  Anxiety because our cultural rule is that we are only supposed to tell good news and spin everything to the positive.  I know that.  I also know that some of our church camps across the mainline denominations of this nation are closing.  At least fifteen in 2009.  In the echoes of their quietly closing doors, silent woods, and cold campfires, comes the plaintive question, “Why didn’t you tell us things were that bad?”


The good news is that Lutherlyn is still here, but hear this report as a wakeup call.  Yes, we served over 1,200 kids in summer camp and over 13,000 people in the course of the year.  Yes, the promises of the generations were kept.  The kids who came to camp reaped its benefits: they deepened their faith, worshipped in ways meaningful and powerful for them, met Christ in bible study and in the life around them, permitted themselves and others to be their authentic selves, experienced the witness of solid role-models, played outside, made new friends, served others, shared their gifts, pushed their comfort zones, explored their questions and concerns, were heard and valued, developed new skills, matured, and they had loads of fun doing it.  They grew. Life-changing adventures in faith were there for the taking in the sixty-first year of Lutherlyn.  Thanks be to God!  This we celebrate.


The bad news is that, if some current trends don’t change, Lutherlyn might not be here for very long.  What????  After all that good stuff?  Lutherlyn has been a rite of passage for four generations!  People have encountered Christ here and “owned” their faith as it became “real” to them!  People have met spouses here!  They have discerned the call to ministry here!  They have passed on the faith to their children here!  What do you mean it might not be here for very long?


 How bad are things?  After a sixteen year growth pattern from 1985 through 2001, summer camp attendance has declined in six of the past eight years since 9/11.  Operationally, we stayed within budget, but 2009 hit us with over $50,000 in unanticipated infrastructural expenses.  In spite of very conservative budgeting, staffing cut backs, negotiating lower costs with our utilities providers, freezing wages and a few of us taking pay cuts, accrued debt coming from previous shortfalls due to declining camper numbers, smaller class sizes attending our LEEP (environmental education) programs, and decreasing support from congregations, we have been spending more than we take in.  Our cash reserves are depleted.  We are maxed on credit.  Bright spot: The worship and music center will be completed this summer and we are very close to implementing two of those “new enterprises” that I wrote about last year in the Bulletin of Reports and in the Lutherlyn newsletter which, if they work, will help, but camp is in a very difficult situation.  


Beyond the financial issues, Lutherlyn and church camping, our church, our congregations, and our youth, are facing a kind of “perfect storm” of troubles.  They are related.


The media politicizes religion and hypes the fear factor.  You’d think that children are abducted in every neighborhood in America, on a daily basis.  Priest abuse scandals have damaged the trust people once placed in the church and those who serve within it.  School and sports schedules no longer honor time for church life.  The public discord within the Christian community has inspired many people to simply dismiss us as backward and out of touch with life and the very gospel we proclaim.


These days many parents will not allow their children to sleep away from home.  Many parents no longer value faith formation in their children and they see the church – worship, Sunday school, youth group, confirmation, and camp – as just more options in a world of options.  The majority of  kids do not “go out to play,” any more, in the way that previous generations did.  Some because they prefer computers and TV.  Some because mom’s would rather schedule play dates.  Some because organized sports are seen as a superior substitute.  Some because of fear.


Camp is expensive.  (Did anyone think that we, at Lutherlyn, didn’t realize that?)  Yet, our camp fees don’t cover the full cost of camp for any camper.  Some people can easily afford it.  Others can’t.  There are parents who find the cost unmanageable and yet do not take advantage of the campership program that is in place to guarantee that every child can attend.   Some are concerned that they will be asked to provide personal financial information, some fear that fellow campers will know that their child received financial aid.  Neither is true.  All it takes is a request and a pastor’s signature on the standardized campership form.  The last decade or so has taken a toll on the incomes of the middle class.  Income has simply not kept up with costs.  Lutherlyn has been subject to all the cost increases and has no choice but to raise fees (about two-and-a-half percent per year, on average) and to ask more of our donors.  (They contribute almost $200,000 per year, God bless them each and every one.)


Beyond fear and costs, another problem facing us is that we are simply short of children.  America is in a demographic valley and western PA is in a deeper one than the national scenario.  We will not see, again, the number of twelve-year-olds that we had in America in 2005, until 2018.  That said, there are a lot of our kids who have could have come to camp last year, but didn’t.  That fact is compounded by another fact: we have, by and large, lost the 18-35 year-old folks that grew up Lutheran – and left our church taking their generations with them.  We have lost them only partly because jobs in this part of the world have become scarce.  We have lost them because we have not respected them in our congregations.  No one thinks this is true in their congregation, yet that’s what our youth are telling me.  It’s as if we refuse to change, refuse to adapt, refuse to welcome the new ideas because we are certain that, eventually, our kids will become “us,” adopt our values, life-styles, and ways of thinking.  That won’t happen.  The “generation gap” of the 60’s and 70’s has become a cultural divide and it is deep and wide.  Culture has moved from analog to digital and the Electronic Generation will never go back.  


In a 2007 best seller called, unChristian: What a New Generation Really Thinks About Christianity and Why It Matters, David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons  (Kinnaman is president of the Barna Group which researches youth and religion) report that the vast majority of the 18-35 year-olds in America, who do not go to church are not “un-churched,” they are “de-churched.”  They have been in the church and left it.  They find it unwelcoming, judgmental, unloving, intolerant, anti-gay, tainted with an air of moral superiority, boring, irrelevant and out of touch.  How can I say this gently?  I can’t.  It’s too late for that.  This assessment is what I often hear about our Lutheran churches from our senior high and college-aged Lutheran kids.


What can we do about this?  

First we can stop being irrationally fearful.  The world is not now nor was it ever “childproof.”  Our children must grow into resilient adulthood, grounded in faith, but agile and adaptable, able to take care of themselves and make good, life-giving decisions as capable citizens and twenty-first century disciples.  “Be wise as serpents and innocent as doves,”  said Jesus as he sent his disciples out.  He didn’t say, “better stay home…there are wolves out there.”  God has not banned the darkness, but God goes with us through the valley of the shadow of death – even when it leads to actual death.  Fear not.


Secondly, we can remember and proclaim that our youth are important and that they need a strong faith – precisely because there are wolves out there.  We can listen to them and let our youth reshape our church into their church.  Yes, our church must give way to their church in order to be Christ’s church for a new time.  The church that they need now, and will need in their future, is not, and will not be, what it is now.  They are the pioneers heading into the new places and they must build the new order.  We can make it hard for them and offer them resistance and leave them a shattered church as their gift and our legacy, or we can make it easier for them by offering them opportunity, support, welcome, our resources, and encouragement as they push forward to create new wineskins for the always new wine of the gospel of Jesus Christ.  We can respond to them with a sense of adventure as they drive us toward the new and the unknown.


What has Lutherlyn got to do with this?  At camp kids “get it.”  They get the gospel.  They get what it means to build and live in a community of faith that listens to them, works to understand them, empowers them with a gospel that meets them where they are, that welcomes all, encourages all, that believes in them, works for the common good, sings, dances, serves others and loves God.  Camp can light the fire.  Get your kids to camp.  Send your kids to camp.  Bring your kids to camp.  It is the most fun, engaging, supportive, encouraging, experiential, opportunity they can have in which to form their faith.  This will empower them to form the church.  And in these days, it is their best opportunity to be with and get to know and befriend other Lutheran youth.


 When they get home, ask yourself:  Can they bring their fire into our worship?  Will I learn their songs?  Will I allow our liturgy to become the “work of new people in a new time?”  


If you have never been to Lutherlyn, or even if you  haven’t been here within the past five years, let me ask you this.   Suppose you inherited in your family, a timeshare property in a beautiful setting…would you own it, contribute to its maintenance costs and never use it?...never even visit it or check on it?  Never take advantage of its opportunities?  Congregational retreats?  Open House?  SummerFest?  Any of the many open invitations offered in the Three Season calendar?  You’d have to be crazy to have such a resource in the family and never use it, wouldn’t you?  You are an ELCA Lutheran living in western Pennsylvania.  Lutherlyn is not someone else’s.  It is yours.  It is ours – as is the ministry we do here, together.  It is a beautiful complex comprising 660 acres of forests, lakes, trails, streams and meadows bursting with opportunities.  Have you been here?  Have you seen for yourself?  Have you participated?  If not, do you really have any idea what you are missing?  Come and see.  It’s not too late…not yet.

Respectfully submitted,
Pastor Randal K Gullickson

