Special Interview “From the T.O.P.”

with Rev. Ed Simmons, Executive Director of Mountain T.O.P.

Introduction:  This printed interview has been included in an attempt to convey a personal message to the participating adults. Experience has shown that the key to an effective week of ministry is the preparation level of both the youth and adults. This interview will hopefully add to the preparation level.

QUESTION:
Why is adult preparation so important to the success of the camp week?

ANSWER:
The Mountain T.O.P. journey has involved many adults who have consistently provided their counsel and support. Without them, this “laboratory” of putting faith into action could not exist. Sadly there have been some adults who have come not understanding their role or their purpose. The behavior of the contributing adult is significantly more positive than the adult who is more focused on their personal comfort or being in control-- not willing to be a responsible follower.  Based on discussions with both, the major problem is lack of preparation, understanding, and willingness to partner with other adults and the Mountain T.O.P. summer staff.

QUESTION:
Why is it so difficult to influence adults to prepare?

ANSWER:
I think the secret is in the recruitment of the adults chosen to come with the group by the Youth Director or the contact person.  The adults-to-youth ratio requirement is difficult to obtain, especially for groups that are adult-poor in their normal youth program throughout the year. I think in order to sign-up the required number the prospect is told, “All you have to do is drive a car-I'll take care of the rest.” This is only partially true.  Without the whole truth, adults are signed-on without the necessary understanding.  They are set up to fail! They never realize the importance of preparing until it is too late.  When our staff gets confronted with “I'm not going to work in this dirty place!” or “I'm in charge of the work team - what is this YRG stuff?” there is little doubt that they are not prepared.  The youth members of the YRG are crippled, and more than likely, they will have a bad experience on the site and in camp – which becomes a missed opportunity to help youth grow in faith and maturity.

QUESTION:
So what advice do you have for selecting adults?

ANSWER:
Adults should have the ability and willingness to interact with youth and model values of servanthood. Parents are good sources if the parent and child have a clear understanding of their roles, especially for the youth's sake. Young adults with small children make good candidates due to their desire to relate to teenagers in preparation for their own growing child.  The YRG concept is powerful because of the opportunity for renewal and throwing away old labels.  Adults that enjoy “participation” rather than “observation” are excellent camper prospects.  I have made myself available to talk with many of the “difficult” adults.  In most every case, the individual was frustrated and embarrassed at not being prepared.  It is important that all participants become “partners” with the staff and the camp community at-large. This requires conscientious leadership on everyone's part.

QUESTION:
Does this concept ever fail?

ANSWER:
Sure! This is especially true when certain adults are acting “childlike” themselves.  Taking charge of the situation becomes impossible.  There is a difference in having fun and acting stupid.  The youth should never forget that the adult is a responsible adult.  This means exercising multiple roles based on the situation so that everyone has the opportunity to have a great experience.  Another personal philosophy that has served me well is “It is fun to be a Christian!” Enjoyment and fellowship in worship, work and play become the mortar of building a focused and lasting community experience.  This is quite different than allowing youth to be disruptive, take life-threatening risks, or attacking anyone's self-worth. A desire to be liked can override an adult taking the responsibility to stop or correct a disruptive situation. 

The Youth Renewal Group (YRG) is a very powerful, spirit -led model.  The YRG allows youth to become renewed in their spiritual walk through new friendships and adult modeling.  It works, if youth are allowed to experience self-discovery rather than a continual bossing and directing.

QUESTION:
What is the relationship between the adults and the staff?

ANSWER: 
Typically, it is very healthy.  However, if adults come to camp either not understanding their role or not willing to assume the appropriate role when needed, their lives, the staff's lives and the youth's lives will be miserable.  This is both a preparation issue and an issue of not accepting the staff as the primary leadership for the week.  The 7 to 8 young adults on staff at your camp have been intensively trained.  They are committed young Christians wanting to be excellent.  This staff experience has led many of our former staff into becoming ministers, youth directors, Christian educators, social workers, teachers, physicians, nurses, and attorneys. They return to Mountain T.O.P. with youth groups as they assume leadership positions in their local church. They are a powerful force for our church at-large.  This is a rare opportunity for all of us!

We have an obligation to be enablers for these young adults to succeed.  They not only need our camp cooperation, but they need our counsel - they deserve it!  They spend many long hours trying to ensure that your camp week will be life-changing in a Christ-like way.  The staff deserves the benefit of the doubt!

QUESTION:
What will be important for adults to do in order to be in partnership?

ANSWER:
It means joining the staff in setting the tone for Christian community by participating with enthusiasm and accepting the guidelines for the week.  I am not suggesting “blind” agreement, which is difficult with so many different “frames of reference” coming together for such a short time.  I do believe that acceptance with mutual understanding is important as long as what is being asked is not life-threatening or contrary to our Christian beliefs and faith.

Our staff will be expecting and asking for feedback from each participating adult.  Hopefully, each adult will be expecting and asking for their feedback.  Without timely mutual feedback, the community will break down through discomfort, disagreement, and misunderstanding.  Everybody loses! The worst thing is that the youth lose! Another missed opportunity!

QUESTION:
It sounds like adults do all the giving and no taking. Is there anything that adults should expect to gain?

ANSWER:
Most adults will give testimony to getting much more than they gave. What a joy to be a part of offering young people the opportunity to put their faith into action. I have a special place in my heart for each adult participant because of their sacrifice - time away from family, use of vacation time, living in rustic conditions, and carrying responsibility. Why in the world would they do this? I know they love the Lord and they believe in their young people. They want for them the “good” life. The adults that come prepared and demonstrate a good understanding of their roles always feel they received more than they gave. It is in the giving that one receives.

QUESTION:
Speak to the adults in terms of forming relationships with young men and women, based on society's heightened awareness of sexual harassment, abuse, and other types of misconduct.

ANSWER:
Seasoned youth workers know the fine line that one must walk in forming a nurturing relationship versus a misunderstood sexual relationship. Sometimes people, young and old, misunderstand the true intent of being kidded, telling off-color jokes, hugging and touching. In most recent years we have had more reported cases of young women being harassed by an unsuspecting adult camper.  There was no wrongdoing in any of the cases legally. All parties were scarred emotionally, however. 

Society is quick to judge! Youth are more aware, as they should be, of conduct that is suggestive of violating their personal being. There is a difference in a Christian hug and a sexual hug. My message is to all adults, especially males, is to please be careful where and how you show Christian affection.  It can be misunderstood. Many times perception is the defended truth. Please note what we tell our young adult staff:  “Never put yourself in a potentially compromising situation.” Perception may be stronger than truth. These young adult staff members are placed on a pedestal and sexual attractions by younger campers is natural. Demonstrations of those feelings have no place in our community. 

As Jesus charged his disciples in the garden in Matthew 26:38 “...keep watch with me...” and then in verse 40, “And He came to His disciples and found them sleeping, and said to Peter, “so you could not keep the watch with me for one hour?” We are all asked to watch and pray - to keep the watch.

QUESTION:
Well, anything else?

ANSWER:
I do have one other comment. In reviewing the interview questions and answers I am struck that these same answers continue to ring true year after year. The need for the answers continues to exist. A few adults who return still seem clueless about the importance of their role and of preparing for the experience. I am continually amazed at the number of adults who gather for the adult meeting on Sunday each camp week and have not had the opportunity to read this interview. Some are still surprised at what is expected. Their leader has been very unfair to them, to the staff and to the mission. It is a perfect set-up for failure. I plead with the leadership of each group to prepare everyone, especially the adults. It is the single most contributing factor to a poor experience. 

As we enter this 2006 summer of ministry, I pray with thanksgiving and for wisdom as there will be opportunities available to either be missed or captured to touch a young life and make a positive difference. I ask everyone to join me in that prayer. Keep the watch!

