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SUMMARY 
 

This dissertation explores the history of religious camps and retreat centers in order to provide 

fresh insights into the history of environmentalism in the United States. Ecumenical 

Protestantism and the ecology movement both changed the calculus of American morality in the 

1960s and 70s. Exploring the growth of Protestant outdoor ministries, we find that these 

institutions reacted to ecological critiques with temperate but gradual reforms. The dominant 

paradigm of environmental stewardship shaped the discourse of moral environmentalism in 

serious but limiting ways. Camps, by virtue of their "natural" settings and sizable acreage, give 

us a new way to interrogate the history of spirituality and ecology. This dissertation uses archival 

material, case study visits, and oral histories to gain better understanding of religious 

environmentalism in the Anthropocene. 
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Epigraph 

“Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you 
will drink, or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more than food, and 
the body more than clothing? Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap 
nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more 
value than they?”1 

 
Introduction 

 The Special Committee on Camps and Conferences (SCCC) of the National Council of 

Churches of Christ in the USA (NCC) had some troubles in the summer of 1952. Like the NCC, 

the SCCC had predecessor institutions so it was not exactly new but rather a new configuration 

of denominations and administrators that was in the process of sorting out a new institutional 

identity.  

Dennis Savage, the executive secretary of the SCCC, wrote to Ed Schlingman, its 

chairman, about the concerning reports he was hearing from the field. Louise Davis had 

generated some prescriptive camping material for use in the ecumenical Protestant summer 

camps and retreat centers and Savage thought, “It looked mighty good, but I did not see much of 

the Christian gospel which I felt ought to be there.” Some camp directors from a series of SCCC 

training camps reported being dissatisfied with the quality of the instruction, including an 

especially bad time in Indiana. “I do not know what happened there and haven’t received the full 

story,” Savage reported, “They were really disappointed.” But almost half of the missive was 

committed to recounting a troubling anecdote from a camp in Arkansas. One participant told 

Savage that there had been a shy “negro girl” who had trouble expressing herself in camp. But 

just as they had finally drawn her into a conversation to share her experience from home and take 

a leadership role, Maurice D. Bone (aka “T-Bone,” another member of the SCCC executive 

 
1 Matthew 6:25-26 
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board and Schlingman’s eventual successor as chairman) interrupted the girl “to point out a 

beautiful bird which had just flown by.” According to Savage’s eyewitness, this was alarming to 

the group and the source of much dissention. “The group felt that he had been very insensitive to 

her feelings in his thirst for nature study. As a matter of fact, this was their criticism of the camp. 

They said he was very fine, the camp was fine, etc., but that we tended to overemphasize nature 

and forget God is in human nature, which is even more important.”2 The three issues Savage 

raised in this letter correspond to three important features of the environmental history of outdoor 

ministry. 

First, what is the appropriate amount of Christian gospel which should be included in 

“camp material?” Protestant camps and conferences are ministry formats that are explicitly and 

intentionally situated in outdoor locations. They draw on the rich history of recreational 

organized camping in the United States in order to achieve educational and ecclesiastical 

objectives that are not available in congregational ministries. Blending camping and Christianity 

required practitioners to make decisions about when and where to incorporate ethics, scripture, 

denominational theology, ecumenism, and community-building. Some argued that these should 

suffuse all activities and be explicitly processed to ensure the campers and conference-goers got 

the point. Others thought that less formality allowed examples of Christian living to emerge 

more organically. The degree to which a church camp was explicitly “religious” was nebulous, 

diverse, and negotiable. 

Second, the tragically disappointing camp in Indiana highlights how even not-for-profit 

camp administrators continually had to respond to market pressures from their constituencies. 

Institutions like the SCCC and the American Camp Association (ACA) strove to provide a 

 
2 Dennis Savage to Ed Schlingman, [17 Jun 1952], Presbyterian Historical Society, NCC RG9: Christian Education, 
B15F3, “CCC Miscellaneous.” 
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centralized clearinghouse for best practices and professional standards. They disseminated 

handbooks and periodicals, they hosted training sessions, conferences, and workshops, and they 

consistently endeavored to articulate and meet the concerns of the organized camping movement 

in the United States. In the period between 1945 and 1980, the social and religious 

transformations of American society meant that this youth-centered industry captured an 

important and understudied aspect of American culture. 

Finally, and most important to the interests of this dissertation, Savage’s comments about 

divinity, camping, society and nature are especially revealing. Anyone who has taken children 

out into the woods can attest to the fact that spotting wildlife is an especially frustrating 

endeavor. Children tend to be most excited by the prospect of seeing animals, particularly large, 

charismatic, mammals. Birds, bugs, and frogs will do in a pinch, but a group of kids is usually so 

loud that they scare off exactly what they’re looking for. Except as an example that camping was 

always embedded in a sociohistorical situation, Savage labeling the girl “negro” shouldn’t 

mislead us here: Maurice Bone was a vocal advocate for Civil Rights and interracial camping.3 

The question then becomes, should a camp leader interrupt one shy child in order to provide the 

whole group with an encounter with nature? Remember, the bird was on the wing and this 

needed a snap judgement. For Savage, the answer was an easy ‘no’: “God is in human nature, 

which is even more important [than nonhuman nature],” and Bone’s “thirst for nature study” had 

corrupted the real educational opportunity of the moment - the encouragement of the shy camper. 

The Gospel of Matthew tells us that Jesus used metaphors from nature in order to teach moral 

lessons, but Jesus also suggested that humans are of more value than birds. The complex options 

 
3 E.g., Maurice D. Bone, “Civil Rights Movement,” Camping Magazine, (June 1968), 24. 
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of human beliefs regarding the natural world is a central concern for this dissertation and 

attention to church camps between 1945-1980 reveals how dynamic those beliefs were. 

 Why do people hold the moral beliefs that they do concerning the earth? Why do they 

have divergent ideas about the role of humanity in the ecological order? People who share the 

same pew on Sunday morning could have radically different ideas about the definitions of 

“subdue,” “dominion,” or what it means “to keep and to till.” One might be the chairman of the 

congregation’s “Green Team” and fight the good fight to convert to compact fluorescents and 

install bike racks or even organize an annual Earth Day worship service. And the other could be 

the congregation’s treasurer working to coax that dinosaur furnace through one more winter and 

repave the parking lot. While most other congregants will shrug and say, “we love to have a 

diversity of opinions,” and the world burns. 

 I don’t mean to minimize the important work that individual Protestant environmentalists 

have achieved in their congregations and their communities. I’ll even concede the impressive 

work that Protestant institutions have done to provide resources and promote discussion on these 

issues. What this dissertation shows is how environmental stewardship became the dominant 

paradigm for the Protestant environmentalism, why that is a flawed and fractious model, and 

why it has stalled at that point. 

 This dissertation uses outdoor ministries – ecumenical Protestant church camps and 

conference centers – in order to assess that tradition’s environmental ethics and morals. During 

the period under review here (1945-1980) the average American camp was 331 acres, meaning 

that camps had a significant ecological portfolio to manage. The ACA President-elect 

confidently asserted that, excepting the Federal government and the very largest logging 

companies, American camps combined to represent the largest land-holding entity in the United 
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States. The whole US organized camping industry grew from 5.5 million campers per year to 7.8 

million during the 1960s and formally affiliated NCC-member camps accounted for hundreds of 

thousands of those campers each year.4 I argue that Protestant attitudes toward the environment 

are most practically expressed in these circumstances, where Protestant institutions are actively 

managing the landscape, crafting it to their priorities, and using it to teach their children. 

Protestant attitudes toward “nature” changed in the period after World War II. Although 

they inherited older forms of environmental awareness based on material and economic 

conservation of resources, they initially viewed nature as an inert backdrop for institutional 

development akin to a neatly manicured college campus. In the context of the Cold War, 

campgrounds became the scene for a nationalist-inflected performance of frontier democracy and 

self-reliance. As we will see, organized camping is always a nostalgic activity, but during the 

early 1970s the moral value of the campground changed from frontier nostalgia to wilderness 

nostalgia. After the ecological revolution wrought - in part and incompletely - by the publication 

of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962), outdoor ministries gradually adapted their concept of 

economic stewardship to apply to environmental stewardship. Environmental stewardship, 

furthermore, is a limited and conservative form of environmental ethics in which Protestant 

environmentalism has been mired since the late 1970s. By defining ecological integrity as a 

niche ministry and an elective individual responsibility (adiaphora), midcentury Protestants 

emphasized individual conscious over covenantal community and facilitated the decline of their 

own institutional vitality. 

 
4 “An Accounting to ACA Members,” Camping Magazine, (May 1969), 5; John J. Kirk, “Camping Can Be Unique 
if We Only Let it,” Camping Magazine, (June 1969), 9; “Rev. Edward L. Schlingman, SCCC to Max C. 
Fleischmann Foundation of Nevada,” [ 9 Oct 1953], Presbyterian Historical Society, NCC RG 9 Christian 
Education, B14F33, “CCC Minutes,” 7.  
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 In the course of determining this, I have uncovered new and important insights about 

church camps and retreat centers as a ministry format which help explain broader trends in the 

social history of American religion. The educational and didactic priorities of midcentury 

Protestant catechesis exemplified in outdoor ministries reveal a seed of inflated individualism 

and simplistic nationalism that facilitated a conservative rejection of both institutional authority 

and progressive social reforms. Or, even, an antiauthoritarian and antinomian self-reliance that 

translated to an apathetic shrugging-off from traditional institutions. Some camp practitioners 

could object that camps emphasize community through their emphasis on shared fellowship, 

important friendships, intergenerational relationships, shared songs, or camp traditions while I 

say it came to be all about individualism. My answer to this observation is two-fold. First, this 

dissertation demonstrates that in midcentury church camping, these communal features were 

routinely subsumed to a discourse about individual moral and spiritual formation indicating that 

the community development activities were merely means to the end of individual development. 

Second, this is a foundational paradox of our frontier mythology. Nobody is really an island onto 

themselves and yet an American might imagine themselves standing at the Cumberland Gap a la 

Daniel Boone or trapping in the West like Jeremiah Johnson. Somehow, just because we function 

in community does not require that we subscribe to communitarian ethics.  

 Finally, one additional significance that I hope readers will draw from this dissertation 

concerns my objective to find something useful to say to practitioners. In conducting the research 

for this project, I had the opportunity to speak with camp counselors, camp directors, board 

members, volunteers, pastors, and national outdoor ministry administrators. I usually asked them 

what would be useful to know about the history of the outdoor ministries since 1945. Several 

administrators observed a recent trend in the effort to “outblob” one’s neighbor. A blob is a 
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popular water-play apparatus. A large inflated bladder of air floats in a body of water and the 

visitors take turns climbing aboard, jumping on from some height, and bouncing one another off 

the blob and into the water. The logic of the youth recreation arms race requires increasingly 

complicated and expensive attractions to provide high-adrenaline, Instagramable, opportunities 

at camp. I think this dissertation tells some of the background of that trend, which started in the 

1970s with the prepackaging of easily transferrable curriculum and games. What began as 

collaborative information sharing quickly succumbed to educational entrepreneurialism in a 

leisure marketplace. In addition to a historical perspective on a current trend, this dissertation 

also describes an alternative course. Certainly, the midcentury camp directors’ nostalgic 

antimodernism was itself constructed and based on its own set of assumptions. But if there are 

any institutions left that can afford to be a prophetic and countercultural voice for slowness, 

simplicity, reflection, and reformation maybe they’re the nation’s outdoor ministries. 

There are several scholastic debates pertinent to the argument of this dissertation and it 

would be beneficial to clarify my interventions beforehand. Camping and nature have especially 

fraught genealogies and require additional precision. The word camp has two dominant 

meanings today. One is camp as an adjective in the realm of fashion, film, and aesthetics akin to 

kitsch and another is a noun derivative of the military sense of a body of people encamped 

together as if on campaign. It is this later sense that we are concerned with here.  

Although children’s summer camps were initially designed to emulate military 

encampments and some retain that aesthetic more than others, the primary usage of camp in this 

dissertation is definitely as transferred from the military sense: “The temporary quarters, formed 

by tents, vehicles, or other portable or improvised means of shelter, occupied by a body of 

nomads or men on the march, by travelers, gipsies, companies of sportsmen, lumbermen, field-
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preachers and their audiences, or parties ‘camping out’; an encampment.” This definition is 

close, but still problematic, since most summer camps are not meant to be temporary. But the 

Oxford English Dictionary acknowledges that camp can also mean, loosely, “quarters.” Of 

course, camp can also be a verb in this usage as in to camp or camping. 5  As the children of the 

post-war baby boom have grown older and less tolerant of rusticity, camps have also been 

investing heavily in resort-style amenities so that even the pretense of impermanence has slipped 

away. Regardless, in the case of American camps, focusing on the domiciles is only helpful in an 

etymological sense in order to introduce the genealogy of meanings. As of 2020, there are 

approximately 14,000 institutions in the United States that would describe themselves as a 

camp.6 

Much more significant than the built facilities are the spatial and programmatic 

dimensions of the camp. The Lutheran theologian Jacob Sorenson defined church camps thus: 

“Camp is a set apart space that facilitates relational encounter between the self, the other, and 

God.”7 Furthermore, Sorenson briefly acknowledged the importance of an environmental 

dimension to camp, writing:  

There is a consensus that the outdoors are important to camp, but there is wide 
variability in the duration and quality of the outdoor experiences. The above 
definition is expansive enough to include inner-city camps and mountain 
wilderness excursions under the same proverbial canopy. There is an assumption 
that the set apart space includes interaction with God’s creation. We can say that 
this interaction involves somewhat more than a potted plant but is not the unspoiled 
wilderness of Shangri-La.8  
 

 
5 Oxford English Dictionary, “camp, n.2,” oed.com 
 
6 Kyle Winkel [American Camp Association], correspondence with author, 13 Apr 2020. 
 
7 Jacob Sorenson, “A Theological Playground: Christian Summer Camp in Theological Perspective,” PhD Diss., (St. 
Paul, MN: Luther Seminary, 2016), 5. 
 
8 Sorenson, “A Theological Playground,” 7. 
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Admittedly, camps come in many shapes and sizes. An inner-city camp that spends a significant 

amount of time outdoors on the lakefront or in city parks might justly call itself a camp. There 

are also thousand-acre backcountry behemoths. But a basketball “camp” that takes place entirely 

within a gymnasium is clearly not what we’re talking about here. For the purposes of this 

dissertation, I will amend Sorenson to emphasize the environmental aspect and define camp as 

an outdoor space set apart to facilitate relational encounters among creatures and with the 

Creator. I have adopted the religious language of creation/Creator here in order to serve church-

camp practitioners. Sorenson wanted to bracket the environmental factors in order to emphasize 

the programmatic differences, but such a divorce is artificial and counterproductive. Humans are 

always embedded in their physical landscape and that context grounds programming. 

Furthermore, rather than neglecting the environment or taking it for granted, camp directors 

should be considering it a vital part of their total mission. This environmental emphasis is 

defensible on at least three grounds: etymological, historical, and practical. 

First, as mentioned above, the word camp (as in an American children’s residential 

summer camp) is transferred from the military sense, which came to English from French camp 

in the sixteenth century but is ultimately derived from the Latin campus, meaning “level field.”9 

At root, a camp is about the campground as much as it is about anything else. The camp is the 

site where the relational encounters can be facilitated, but even on days in midwinter when there 

are no visitors, the camp remains. 

Second, Sorenson acknowledges that there is “consensus that the outdoors are important 

to camp.” This consensus was urgent and hard-won and demands fuller attention. Historian 

Leslie Paris described the consolidation of organized camping in the first half of the twentieth 

 
9 Oxford English Dictionary, “camp, n.2,” oed.com 
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century, “Change itself was a constant throughout the generations, but the rate of change – 

indeed, a culture of change – appeared to be intensifying rapidly by the late nineteenth century. 

Many adults feared that something vital had been lost in translation: a familiarity with the natural 

world, a slower pace, a rootedness in the land.”10 The nostalgic impulse to return to the land, or 

rather to send one’s kids back to the land for character-building, remained a significant aspect of 

camping throughout the twentieth century and depends on the environmental dimension of the 

campground.11 

Finally, a functional definition of camp requires an explicit environmental perspective as 

a matter of practice. Admittedly, the interpersonal relationships are often foremost in the minds 

and motives of church camp visitors. But if this was sufficient, would there be a significant 

advantage to an outdoor camp as compared with, say, a week-long lock-in retreat at the church 

building or in the conference room of a local hotel? Therefore, a camp being simply “a place set 

apart” does not capture the fullness of what a camp is. I contend that it is meaningful that the 

space that is set apart is an outdoor space with natural amenities to encourage exploration, 

contemplation, and restoration. Furthermore, the environment or “creation” – including 

nonhuman creation - is a subject of concern for many religious communities and ought to be 

incorporated into the matrix of relational encounters that camps facilitate. 

To be sure, there is a high degree of diversity in American camps. They are located 

throughout the continent and feature all the breadth of forms that the North American landscape 

offers with myriad flora and fauna. Camps enjoy a variety of assets and employ a variety of 

 
10 Leslie Paris, Children’s Nature: The Rise of the American Summer Camp, (New York: New York University 
Press, 2008), 8. 
 
11 For example: Betty van der Smissen, “Camping – The Outdoor Ministry of the Church,” Camping Magazine, 
(January 1964); John J. Kirk, “Camping Can Be Unique: If We Only Let It!” Camping Magazine, (June 1969); Lois 
Goodrich, “Give Campers the Thrill of True Outdoor Living,” Camping Magazine, (November 1958). 
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rental/ownership strategies. So, while some camps may manage more or less acreage of 

campground, this does not in itself make them more or less of a camp than their peers. Here, we 

are interested in the space itself and the ways that camp-goers utilized the outdoor space. 

Church camps have traditionally been seen as ancillary ministries that support the local 

churches. Pastors and parents sent their children to camp for an intense and extended exercise in 

Christian community, leadership development, or spiritual growth. However, these sites, by their 

very nature, were designed to stimulate reflection, gratitude, and awe in “rustic,” “primitive,” or 

“wild” spaces. The significance of the frontier in American history allowed Christian camping in 

the outdoors to tap into a deep-rooted American nostalgia while it simultaneously trained the 

next generation of American church leaders as campers and counselors. Understanding the 

influence of outdoor ministries within American Protestantism can help us understand a 

neglected feature of American popular religion.  

Church camps are uniquely suited to help us interrogate the relationship between 

Protestant Christianity and American environmentalism. On average, each site manages 

hundreds of acres of physical space, and these camps are spread out nationwide. By looking at 

camps from different denominations and paying attention to their land management choices, we 

can appreciate how religious institutions balanced economic and ecological constraints in the 

second half of the twentieth century. Furthermore, these places also taught hundreds and 

thousands of people each year. Their programming choices included varying degrees of 

naturecraft and environmental education. The way they taught Christians to understand the world 

and their role in it is pertinent to the intellectual and moral scaffolding of American 

environmentalism. 
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Finally, church camps and retreat centers can help us understand American spiritual 

ecology in the Anthropocene. For forty years, historians, theologians, and philosophers have 

debated the culpability of Protestantism for the ecological crisis. Now, as human impact 

continues to corrupt the global environment, it is important that scholars widen their lenses and 

listen for the stories of an active Earth. By attending to the places where Protestants have most 

actively managed water and woods, we can better understand the influence of theological or 

scriptural models of care. 

Church camps and retreat centers have filled many roles in American religious history. 

As centers of education, hospitality, recreation, and reflection, they took on significant emotional 

weight in the lives of their constituencies. The history of these formative spaces will also shed 

light on the dynamic social history of American Protestantism. In addition to science education 

and the ecology movement, camp directors and counselors had to formulate responses to 

communism and McCarthyism, gun violence, drugs, patriotism, the Vietnam War, race, liberal 

government, and gender. Church camps provide a new access to the moral history of American 

Protestantism in the twentieth century. 

 Another problematic issue with regards to a functional definition of church camp 

concerns the question of how to determine religiosity. In some instances, this is more apparent 

than others. As of 2020, thirty-eight percent of camps in the American Camp Association’s 

database have a formal religious affiliation.12 It should be noted, however, that the single-largest 

affiliation factored into this category is the Young Men’s Christian Association, which is not 

always as explicitly religious in practice as the name suggests. In some places, it has rebranded 

as “the Y” to intentionally obfuscate its religious origins. If you bracket the YMCA and the 

 
12 Kyle Winkel [American Camp Association], correspondence with author, 13 Apr 2020. 
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Jewish Child Care Association as blended institutions, that still leaves nineteen percent of ACA 

camps with a formal denominational affiliation.13 This dissertation examines the records of the 

National Council of Churches’ Camp and Conference Committee as the most clearly and 

explicitly devoted to denominationally affiliated camping. It also uses the archives of the 

national Lutheran, Methodist, and Presbyterian denominations for the same reason.  

 But attending to the history of those explicitly denominational institutions quickly 

revealed a much larger Protestant camping movement. As suggested by the previous paragraph, 

religiously affiliated camping is a significant component of the American Camp Association, 

almost reaching forty percent depending how one defines religiosity. The ACA was established 

in 1910 and is the leading authority in American organized camping. They have traditionally 

divided their membership into three subsets: private camps, agency camps, and religiously 

affiliated camps. But as we will see, some private camps have religiously motivated directors and 

teach explicit religious lessons, some agencies like the Fresh Air Fund were instrumental in 

founding the first Jewish camps in North America, and some nominally religious camps provide 

limited religious resources for their campers.14 

 Furthermore, during the period under review, the Committee on Camps and Conferences 

of the NCC was explicitly and formally partnered with the ACA. The NCC nurtured the 

relationship by focusing on the formal division of the ACA at both the national and regional 

levels into so-called “Kindred Groups” with shared interests:  

As the church camp movement has grown, interest and participation in the Kindred 
Group for Protestant Church Camp Leaders has also increased. Many people look 
to this Kindred Group meeting and to the ACA for guidance. Hence, ACA looks to 
the Committee on Camps and Conferences of the National Council of Churches to 
take responsibility, along with others, for leadership in this field… It is the desire 

 
13 Kyle Winkel [American Camp Association], correspondence with author, 13 Apr 2020. 
 
14 JCC Camps, “Who We Are,” jcccamps.org 



 

 

14 

 

of the CCC to take its fair share of responsibility in working with the ACA on both 
the national and regional levels as we serve our constituents.15  

 
In addition to institutional collaboration, there was significant overlap in leadership. The NCC 

enjoyed permanent privilege of placement for CCC personnel on the Committee on Spiritual 

Values of the ACA.16 

 This collaboration was not unidirectional either. ACA National Conferences hosted 

biblical scholars to give keynotes on religious themes, ACA Presidents wrote editorials and 

Camping Magazine routinely printed articles about the religious themes and spiritual values of 

camping, and ACA literature aimed at general camp guidelines emphasized the importance of 

“moral and spiritual virtues.”17 This is all in addition to the formal committee work and the 

significant population of religious camps in the membership described above. 

The intense institutional, administrative, intellectual, and rhetorical collaboration that I’m 

describing here is part of what the historian David Sehat called America’s “Moral 

Establishment.”18 Although I draw on the clearest and most explicit denominationally affiliated 

sources when available, restricting the investigation to those cases is unhelpfully myopic. 

Denominational church camping is only the most visible manifestation of Protestant camping in 

the United States. The campground has been a vital site of moral instruction and an inclusive 

 
15 Committee on Camps and Conferences, “Relation of the Committee on Camps and Conferences of the National 
Council of Churches of Christ in the U.S.A. to the American Camping Association,” [n.d.], Presbyterian Historical 
Society, Philadelphia, PA, NCC RG 9 “Christian Education,” B14F32 “CCC Mailings.” 
 
16 Special Committee on Camps and Conferences, “A.C.A. Relationships: Appendix F,” [1951], Presbyterian 
Historical Society, Philadelphia, PA, NCC RG 9 “Christian Education,” B14F33 “CCC Minutes.” 
 
17 For example: “Headline Speakers Who Will Address the Major Sessions at ACA Convention,” Camping 
Magazine, (March 1952); “Spiritual Values Stressed in Talk,” Camping Magazine, (May 1950), 21; Kenneth B. 
Webb, ed., Camping for American Youth: A Declaration for Action, (Martinsville, IN: American Camping 
Association, 1962); Frank A. Lindherst, “Camping Keyed to Spiritual Values,” Camping Magazine, (May 1948), 12; 
Ernie Schmidt, “The Four Skills,” Camping Magazine, (September 1965). 
 
18 David Sehat, The Myth of American Religious Freedom, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011). 
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vision of this phenomenon yields a much more representative analysis. Not all ACA camps were 

church camps or even religious camps, just as not all Protestant camps were ACA members, but 

the sources indicate a significant and sustained overlap between those two institutions in the 

decades after World War II.   

 Historians have also debated the meaning and composition of Protestantism in American 

culture. American Protestantism is a porous and nebulous thing, with regular consolidations and 

divisions motivated by a variety of social, theological, and demographic issues. Yet, in spite of 

all this dynamism or maybe because of it, for most of American history it held sway as the 

seldom-disputed moral center of American politics, education, economics, and jurisprudence. 

Despite shifting labels and changing access to power, there have been two broad camps of 

American Protestantism: the establishment and the reformers. By “ecumenical Protestant” in the 

Post-World War II period, I mean the “liberal” or “mainline” churches affiliated with the 

National Council of Churches in Christ. In addition to the NCC itself, I specifically focus here on 

the predecessor denominations of today’s Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, the 

Presbyterian Church (USA), and the United Methodist Church. 

Significantly, this dissertation does not address the experiences of evangelical camps or 

retreat centers. Just as the National Association of Evangelicals and Christianity Today provide 

evangelical alternatives to the ecumenical National Council of Churches and Christian Century, 

the evangelical tradition erected their own camping institutions and cultivated their own leaders 

and ideas. One important manifestation of these efforts is Christian Camping International, 

which traces its origins to a November 1950 meeting at Mount Hermon Conference Center in 

California where Fulton Lytle, Walter Warkentin, and Graham Tinning laid the groundwork for 

the Western Conference and Camp Association. Over the next decade, the WCCA absorbed 
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several other regional evangelical unions including the Evangelical Camping Association of the 

Midwest, the Fellowship of Christian Camps in Canada, and the Midwest Christian Camp 

Fellowship. The rapidly expanding consortium was renamed the Christian Camp and Conference 

Association in 1961 and organized into five geographical regions. The CCCA absorbed the most 

significant eastern group of evangelical camps, the Association of Bible Conferences and Camps, 

in 1962. The group was incorporated as Christian Camp and Conference Association 

International in 1963 and shortened to Christian Camping International in 1968 due to expanding 

participation in Canada, Central America, and Japan. Throughout the 1970s, CCI continued to 

expand with a new headquarters in Yorkville, Illinois, and a restructuring along national lines as 

the mission field continued to expand in the United States and abroad. Today, the CCCA 

(renamed since 2005) is the largest evangelical camping association in the world.19 

 In addition to the historical significance of the establishment churches, this dissertation 

focuses on ecumenical Protestant camping for three additional reasons.  First, ecumenicalism and 

evangelicalism are both rich traditions that require careful attention and explication. Second, 

generally speaking, these traditions have radically different approaches to social and political 

questions such as those raised by environmentalism. Given the subject-specific approach of this 

work, conflating the institutional and intellectual histories of ecumenical Protestant camping, 

evangelical Protestant camping, and American environmentalism would muddy the waters to 

indeterminacy. Third, the current wave of American evangelicalism crested in the 1980s, 1990s, 

and 2000s; after the period under review here. As one benchmark, Jerry Falwell founded the 

 
19 Frances FitzGerald, The Evangelicals: The Struggle to Shape America, (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2017); 
William Martin, With God on Our Side: The Rise of the Religious Right in America, (New York: Broadway Books, 
1996); Bud Williams, “Organizational History of Christian Camping International,” [Feb. 1991], Wheaton College, 
Special Collections, Christian Camping International (SC-55), B45: Forms (Business) – maps, F4: “Christian 
Camping International – History (Williams, 1991); Christian Camp and Conference Association, “Vision, Mission, 
Values,” ccca.org. 
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Moral Majority in 1979. Running through at least the second Bush presidency, a study of 

evangelicalism and environmentalism would necessarily be a study of a different period in 

American history. Still, American evangelicalism was an active subculture in America during the 

post-World War II period. There are a few notable instances of evangelical engagement with 

these issues and those are noted where appropriate. Finally, the major social restructuring of 

American religion provides constant background pressure to the affairs described in this 

dissertation.20  

Another significant field addressed in this dissertation is U.S. environmental history and 

the patterns of human interactions with the rest of the biogeochemical world. The term nature 

needs careful definition at the outset of this dissertation. I concur with those poststructuralists 

who point out that the city is of the earth and that the even remote polar climate is shaped by 

humans.21 However, nature retains an objective reality of its own and is not reducible to human 

construction. The philosopher Donald A. Crosby defines nature as “the creative matrix from 

which all things arise and to which they return, the complexity of orders and powers by which 

these things are upheld and by which each of them, or each type of them, attains its own peculiar 

attributes and capabilities.” He emphasizes that this definition is consistent with the Latin 

etymology of the word from the root nasci, “meaning ‘to be born,’ ‘to spring from,’ ‘to arise,’ ‘to 

be produced.’” 22 Since humanity is derived from nature and since nature is a generative and 

relational system, it’s no more relevant to belabor the social construction of nature than it would 

be to debate the physicality of the human animal. Both are objectively true and neither implies an 

 
20 Robert Wuthnow, The Restructuring of American Religion: Society and Faith since World War II, (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1988). 
 
21 William Cronon, ed., Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature, (New York: W.W. Norton and 
Co., 1996); Bill McKibben, The End of Nature, (New York: Random House Trade Paperbacks, 2006 [1989]). 
 
22 Donald A. Crosby, A Religion of Nature, (New York: State University of New York Press, 2002), 21. 
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irredeemable subjectivity. From Crosby’s perspective, and I find it convincing, humanity’s 

naturalness illustrates that human culture is merely another product of nature. Humanity’s 

peculiar ecological task or occupational niche has been to be the animal that produces culture or 

civilization, with all its attendant implications for discovery, memory, morality, and 

philosophy.23 This particular role does not set humanity apart from nature but rather emphasizes 

humanity’s deep intimacy and immanence in nature. 

What’s more, E.O. Wilson has suggested that a recognition of the naturalness of the 

human condition illuminates certain aspects of human psychology which were otherwise 

ineffable. Wilson argues that humans have an “inborn” predilection for wonder and curiosity 

with nature that catalyzes additional discoveries that catalyze greater wonder ad infinitum.24 This 

innate tendency to focus on life, which Wilson calls biophilia, suggests a strong positive affinity 

between humanity and nature.  

Yet life is only one facet of nature, which includes significant abiotic forces as well. 

More than affinity, there is evidence that nature serves religious functions in the human psyche. 

The sociologists Todd Ferguson and Jeffrey Tamburello found that certain locales with a high 

number of natural amenities - such as pleasurable weather and dramatic vistas - often serve as 

spiritual resources. Therefore, those amenities suppressed participation in traditional religions for 

a certain percentage of the population that were satisfied by spirituality in nature.25 The human 

inherence with nature is not necessarily a mainstream orthodoxy and for that reason I will more 

 
23 Crosby, A Religion of Nature, 93, 107. 
 
24 Edward O. Wilson, Biophilia: The Human Bond with Other Species, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1984), 10. 
 
25 Todd W. Ferguson and Jeffrey A. Tamburello, “The Natural Environment as a Spiritual Resource: A Theory of 
Regional Variation in Religious Adherence,” Sociology of Religion, 76:3 (2015), 295-314. 
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often use words like “environment” or “landscape” in order to reserve nature for the dualistic 

voice of midcentury camp directors. 

While I mean nature to be as described above, the subjects of this dissertation reflect a 

different perspective characterized by a more Enlightenment view of nature as the background 

for divine action and human salvation. This doesn’t necessarily preclude an ethic of care but is 

based on anthropocentric moral foundations. The theologian H. Paul Santmire characterized the 

tension, arguing that pastoral leaders needed to be more vocal about the independent integrity of 

nature in order to counteract the “default” anthropocentrism and “at best” an ethic of responsible 

stewardship. Santmire is one of the theologians most concerned with illustrating the 

anthropocentric assumptions of the stewardship model.26 Although theologians and certain 

dedicated thinkers have been dealing with these issues for decades, and Santmire himself 

promotes “integrity” as the proper corrective, the congregational clergy and the laity have lagged 

behind on these issues. This dissertation is in part about how responsible stewardship emerged as 

a model of environmental ethics in the 1970s, but between 1945-1980 church camp visions of 

nature retained this anthropocentric orientation and projected nature outwards as a distinct sphere 

of divine activity apart from human redemption. 

Therefore, having described this definitional chasm, we still need a way to talk about the 

places where people went to hear a stream or count the stars. The nature/culture dualism has 

deep resonance in American culture, as illustrated most dramatically in shifting moral attitudes 

toward wilderness. Roderick Frazier Nash tracked the development of wilderness areas from 

 
26 H. Paul Santmire, “The Two Voices of Nature: Further Encounters with the Integrity of Nature,” in Eco-
Reformation: Grace and Hope for a Planet in Peril, Lisa Dahill and James Martin-Schramm, eds., (Eugene, OR: 
Cascade Books, 2016), 75. 
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hostile wastelands to Edenic playgrounds in his seminal Wilderness and the American Mind.27 

These definitions were always infused with religious metaphors and narratives. While seldom - 

though occasionally - located near officially designated wilderness areas, church camps and 

retreat centers are generally built out there in remote areas beyond the streetlights and off the 

beaten paths. This doesn’t make them any less constructed or the performances any less scripted, 

but we can respect their intent and acknowledge that they are seeking something vital that they 

called nature. The important tension to keep in mind is that what camp directors meant by nature 

is included in what we might mean by nature today. The significant distinction is not as much 

about nature as it is about humanity. Even though we don’t define nature as merely “out there” 

we certainly do include those areas within the cosmological field of nature. Camp directors’ 

ideas about getting “out in nature” may seem quaint to some, but if all things are nature then 

campgrounds are nature as well.  

The intellectual revolution from anthropocentric and instrumentalist views of nature to 

Santmire’s independent integrity, Sally McFague’s ecofeminist panentheism, or Crosby’s 

religion of nature was launched by new inquiries into spiritual ecology during the ecological age. 

In 1967, the historian Lynn White Jr. took to the pages of Science to argue that religion and 

culture, rather than technology or population, was the root of the ecological crisis; Western 

Christianity is particularly insidious in this regard; and any solutions to the ecological crisis need 

to be likewise religious.28 This argument spurred a fountain of creative scholarship in theology, 

environmental humanities, and the social and natural sciences. Sociologists debate the 

determinism of religious ideas on human behavior, religious studies and theologians debate 

 
27 Roderick Frazier Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2014 [1967]). 
 
28 Lynn White Jr., “The Historic Roots of Our Ecological Crisis” in Science, 155:3767 (March 1967), 1203-1207. 
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White’s portrayal of Christian culpability, and philosophers and ethicists debate the implications 

for our understanding of the human condition and moral commitments, to name a few of the 

many directions his work has developed.29  

Historians working at this juncture of religion and nature have debated the validity of the 

argument. For instance, Mark Stoll has argued that American Calvinism was especially fecund in 

its production of environmentalist adults, especially in the Progressive-Era conservation 

movement but even into the 1960s, when critiques like White’s accelerated a withdrawal from 

traditional religious institutions among American environmentalists. The activist David Brower, 

for example, described himself as a “dropout Presbyterian.” Robinson Jeffers, Robert Frost, 

Edward Abbey, Rachel Carson, Annie Dillard, David Forman, John Denver, and Lynn White Jr. 

were all raised in the Calvinist tradition.30 The argument goes that religious upbringing 

influenced environmental ethics and therefore Western Christianity was not necessarily as 

detrimental as White claimed. White himself left open the possibility that religions could be 

reformed to attend more carefully to environmentalist potential. While the roster of 

environmentalists raised Calvinist is impressive and - especially in the case of John Muir - the 

rhetorical debt is significant, the fact that so many of them in the 1960s were led out of the 

church suggests that there was some dissonance between Christianity and environmentalism. 

Although Inherit the Holy Mountain tested the Lynn White Thesis by looking back at 

religious environmentalism before 1967, Stoll also wrote an essay reflecting on the thesis’ 

reception among American Christians after 1967. Some Protestant theologians such as Joseph 

 
29 Todd LeVasseur and Anna Peterson, “Introduction,” in Religion and Ecological Crisis: The ‘Lynn White Thesis’ 
at Fifty, LeVasseur and Peterson, eds., (New York: Routledge, 2017), 9-10.  
 
30 Mark Stoll, Inherit the Holy Mountain: Religion and the Rise of American Environmentalism, (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2015), especially 183. 
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Sittler and Jurgen Moltmann were already working on environmental issues before 1967, and 

after White’s essay mainline Protestants took up the critique and queried their own culpability. 

Denominations and ecumenical institutions drafted policy statements and initiated some 

resource-sharing programs to promote care for creation. As we’ll see in this dissertation, it’s only 

at this point in the 1970s, two decades after the Echo Park Dam controversy, a decade after the 

publication of Silent Spring, and after Lynn White that an ecological perspective begins to 

permeate camping curricula. As Stoll explains, “Particularly among liberal Protestants and 

former Protestants, the conviction took hold that any solution to the environmental crisis must 

include religion, or even proceed from religion. Essentially a restatement of liberal-Protestant 

postmillennialism, green-religion ideology grew from White’s contention that, if Christianity 

caused the ‘ecological crisis,’ a greener faith could also solve it.”31 Conservative Protestants, on 

the other hand, when they got around to considering it, interpreted White’s critique with more 

hostility. The environmentalist critique of Christianity, as well as the popularity within American 

environmentalism to embrace Eastern, pagan, and indigenous religions was additional anathema 

to conservatives. An evangelical environmentalism, still a minority position, emerged much 

later.32 

 Stoll summarizes his assessment of White’s argument by reiterating that since many 

leading conservationists and environmentalists were Calvinist, it could be that White was 

entirely mistaken. He also concedes that it might be significant that none of those 

environmentalists were churchgoers as adults. But ultimately, “we should simply conclude that it 

 
31 Mark Stoll, “Sinners in the Hands of an Ecologic Crisis: Lynn White’s Environmental Jeremiad,” in Religion and 
Ecological Crisis: The ‘Lynn White Thesis’ at Fifty, LeVasseur and Peterson, eds., (New York: Routledge, 2017), 
52. 
 
32 Stoll, “Sinners in the Hands of an Ecologic Crisis,” 54. 
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is high time to abandon the White thesis altogether. The notion that an ancient, complex, and 

sophisticated religious tradition like Christianity bears the burden of guilt for the modern 

environmental crisis is a red herring across the path to sustainability.”33 Before we shelve the 

White thesis, however, I think there is some additional evidence to consider. 

 First, I think Stoll is right to emphasize that the diversity of Christian tradition across the 

world and over two millennia is a problem for White, even acknowledging White’s clear focus 

on Latin Christianity. Furthermore, no monocausal explanations for the ecological crisis are 

entirely satisfactory.34  

 Still, Stoll’s rebuttal to White is asymmetrical. Even if we grant, for the sake of 

argument, that a Presbyterian childhood makes a person post hoc more receptive to an 

environmentalist occupation, it does not follow that Presbyterianism is an environmentally 

positive philosophy. First, the elite Reformed environmentalists he describes could be examples 

of cherry-picking: Stoll acknowledges that Andrew Carnegie and the lumber baron Robert Dollar 

were also committed Presbyterians with a much different environmental legacy.35 And those 

industrialists remained Presbyterian whereas the environmentalists became disaffected with the 

church, which is a second problem. Third, Stoll’s argument is strongest about the ecologically 

positive tradition within Calvinism, but the same challenge of diversity and complexity he levels 

at White applies to himself. If it’s inaccurate for White to reduce Christianity to its Western, 

Enlightenment, anthropocentric and instrumentalist tradition, it’s also inaccurate for Stoll to 

reduce Christianity to its liberal Calvinist environmentalist pantheon. 

 
33 Stoll, “Sinners in the Hands of an Ecologic Crisis,” 56. 
 
34 Jeffrey C. Ellis, “On the Search for a Root Cause: Essentialist Tendencies in Environmental Discourse,” in 
Uncommon Ground, William Cronon, ed., 256-268. 
 
35 Stoll, “Sinners in the Hands of an Ecologic Crisis,” 49. 
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But most critical for our purposes here, even if Presbyterianism nurtured environmentalist 

individuals, it doesn’t tell us how American environmentalism influenced Presbyterianism, or 

ecumenical Protestantism for that matter. It is telling that those denominational statements, 

ecotheological interventions, and professional conferences and panels all emerged after Echo 

Park Dam, Silent Spring, Lynn White, and Earth Day. This dissertation argues that the focus in 

spiritual ecology on elite thinkers, theologians, activists, and politicians is the real red herring. 

Those individuals, by virtue of their leadership roles, are outliers almost by definition. Closer 

attention to practical ministry decisions like those made in church camps and retreat centers 

yields a more accurate picture of how midcentury American Protestants thought about and used 

nature. The Camp and Conference Committee of the National Council of Churches was already 

aware of the ecological critique in 1962, as evidenced by a speech delivered to a national 

workshop by a representative from the State of Michigan. That this intervention came to them 

from outside the church and that it was only engaged marginally and languidly indicates some of 

the complex social and intellectual dynamics at play here.  

For the sake of clarity, I do not contend that post-1967 Protestant environmentalism is 

merely cosmetic greenwashing. Protestantism, as the name implies, is a vibrant tradition that 

often rejoices in its historical tendency to embrace self-critique and continually reform its 

institutions and doctrines. The retrieval of neglected ideas and the formulation of new ones in 

light of new challenges is an important feature of these communities. In fact, it’s because of this 

optimistic interpretation that I don’t believe it’s entirely necessary to argue that any form of 

Christianity (let alone all of Christianity) has been environmentally friendly all along or that they 

should share the credit for the rise of environmentalism. A stronger case can be made by 

examining how religious institutions responded to the ecological crisis. 
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While camping was transformed in the second half of the twentieth century, Protestant 

environmentalism coalesced around an ecological interpretation of stewardship. While I have 

reserved my comments on stewardship until this point, I have intentionally signaled that I find it 

to be “limited.” The theologian H. Paul Santmire and the ethicist Larry Rasmussen have been 

most illuminating on this point. They argue that stewardship is confusing, anthropocentric, 

outdated, and imperialistic.36 

Stewardship is clearly preferable to exploitation and waste. However, stewardship lacks a 

coherent theological definition. Santmire directs our attention to the promotional materials for 

ExxonMobil and other extractive industries, which frequently employ the term in order to 

describe their careful attention to their business and their resources. Biblically, the term 

stewardship is exclusively applied to household management and in Jesus’ parables it’s applied 

explicitly to economic management. Santmire further reports that when stewardship is discussed 

in the congregational setting, it is most frequently in the context of budget preparation or to 

encourage congregants to steward their resources in a way that includes tithing. According to 

Santmire, “stewardship chiefly has to do with fundraising, that is, with the economy of money, 

good planning, wise management, productivity, and growth.”37 This close association with 

business makes certain applications of stewardship antithetical to responsible care for the earth. 

In any case, the term is so capacious and burdened by such a pecuniary legacy as to render it 

ineffective for the challenges of the Anthropocene. 

 
36 H. Paul Santmire, “On the Ambiguities of ‘Stewardship,’” in Ritualizing Nature: Renewing Christian Liturgy in a 
Time of Crisis, H. Paul Santmire, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2008), 251-257; Larry L. Rasmussen, Earth 
Community, Earth Ethics, (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1996), 230-236. 
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Furthermore, even if the qualifier of “environmental stewardship” was sufficient to 

overcome the previous issue, the model of stewardship remains anthropocentric. As Rasmussen 

points out, its scriptural foundation is based on a reading of Genesis 2:15. Instead of the 

traditional English “to till and keep,” environmental stewardship is based off an interpretation of 

the Hebrew (l’ovdah ul’shomrah) as “to serve and preserve.”38 Again, this interpretation is more 

accurate and more responsible ecology, but it retains a privileged place for humanity as divinely 

appointed caretakers set apart from the rest of nature. Theologians and faithful Christians who 

take evolutionary science seriously must question the logic of humanity enjoying a privileged 

place at all; but even by acknowledging the ethical imperative of our incredible technological 

capacity to disrupt the biogeochemical system, “stewardship” does not resolve the matter of 

serving and preserving the earth for what ends.  

Santmire argues that in North America - where the intellectual influence of Calvinism is 

especially strong - Max Weber’s insights about the “Protestant work ethic” remain instructive.39 

John Calvin established a theological tradition where the elect of God demonstrated their 

soteriological status by fruitful economic productivity and the accumulation of wealth, to the 

glory of God. Couple Calvin with the atomism, mechanism, and technicism of the Enlightenment 

and in the popular construction stewardship is at best about using nature wisely but it’s 

unavoidably about how humans use nature materially. 

Finally, Rasmussen shares that thinkers from indigenous communities have observed that 

stewardship, no less than dominion, suggests a managerial impulse to uplift and improvement 

 
38 Rasmussen, Earth Community, Earth Ethics, 232. 
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which was mobilized to justify exploitation and dispossession. The paternalism of stewardship 

rests on a cosmology where humanity was created as the capstone of creation. 

Santmire suggests that pastors restrict use of “stewardship” to its financial applications 

and employ the term “earthcare” for environmental purposes. He also thinks that “partnership” 

could be a generative replacement for “stewardship.”40 Before I review how I’ve used 

stewardship in this dissertation, I would like to emphasize that my motivation for raising this 

issue here is to demonstrate the need for additional scholarly and congregational reflection on 

this question. I agree that stewardship is insufficient. This dissertation studied church camps in 

order to describe one venue in which environmental stewardship became paradigmatic in the life 

of the church and in the vocabulary of Protestant environmentalism. 

Part of my own critique of stewardship is that it is more than anthropocentric, it is 

individualistic. Santmire argues that the scriptural foundation where most Christians encounter 

stewardship is in Jesus’ parables (Matthew 25 and Luke 16). Both of these feature financial 

stewards who are entrusted with money from their lord, so the economic aspect described above 

is clear. But the lesson from Jesus and from congregational pulpits is that there are “good 

stewards” and “bad stewards.” The good stewards are thrifty, diligent, and faithful where bad 

stewards are lazy, cowardly, and stupid. In the case of environmental stewardship, there are those 

who waste and those who conserve but it’s a personal moral issue either way. Consider the case 

of “litterbugs” (Chapter 6) where pollution was cast as a cute peccadillo instead of an industrial 

blight and the success with which American environmentalism was made a matter for personal 

piety. Compost your scraps, recycle your plastics, ride your bike more. Stewardship cannot 

generate the collective action needed in the Anthropocene. 

 
40 Santmire, “On the Ambiguities of ‘Stewardship,’” 256. 
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For that reason, I would contrast “anthropocentric stewardship” with “biophilic 

immanence.” One way forward could be achieved by blending Donald Crosby’s argument about 

the metaphysical ultimacy of nature with E.O. Wilson’s argument about the inherent human 

tendency toward biophilia. Sallie McFague has argued that love is a much more productive 

model than management.41 Resource stewardship is flawed as described above. Aesthetic appeals 

to “awe” or “wonder” are limited because they’re simply another service or psychological 

resource that nature provides for human benefit. But love implies relationality, vulnerability, 

mutuality, respect, service, and presence. Scripturally and theologically, there are many more 

resources to define the implications of divine love than there are for stewardship and for one 

prime example, “love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. 

It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, 

but rejoices in the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all 

things.”42 What would Protestant institutions and environmental behaviors look like after taking 

that as its point of departure rather than wise instrumental use? Theologians like McFague and 

Santmire have been working on these issues for decades, and church camps and retreat centers 

provide an ideal space for Christians to engage their critiques and suggestions with intention and 

in practice. If the goal is to develop an environmental ethic based on loving nature, the church 

camp or retreat center is much better endowed than the typical congregational church. 

 The period after World War II was transformational in many ways, two of which concern 

suburbanization and demographic expansion. Wartime savings and economic expansion - 
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coupled with unprecedented access to education and occupation - meant that American families 

were able to pursue a manufactured idyll of domestic stability and autonomy.  

 The expansion of the Eisenhower Interstate System contributed to what historian 

Christopher Wells has called “car country,” and the landscape of the American countryside was 

molded to meet the desires of a driving public.43 Easy automobile access from homes in the 

suburbs to jobs in the city and recreational resources in the country meant that Americans could 

live in quiet enclaves away from the noise, pollution, and crime associated with city living. 

These suburbanites were motivated by a combination of push and pull factors including - but not 

limited to - a desire to live closer to “nature” and a desire to avoid unwanted neighbors in the 

city. 

 Access to favorable mortgages backed by generous government insurers meant that many 

of these new suburbanites were White Anglo-Saxon Protestants or the children and 

grandchildren of recently Americanized European immigrants. These Protestants – and their 

Catholic or Jewish neighbors - brought their heritage and their faith with them and the period 

saw new church construction and an expansion of Protestant congregations in suburban areas 

where housing starts were also going up. Community planners accounted for churches along with 

schools, strip malls, and golf courses. And these young American families had children, and the 

so-called baby boom was on. With suburbanization and demographic growth came a need for 

new and more responsive theological and moral instruction. Sunday schools, youth groups, 

children’s choirs, and church camps and conference centers propagated across the country. 

 The economic opportunity and material abundance of postwar America also meant that 

many Americans were liberated to consider – and even fight passionately for - important social 
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reform. It meant that historical prejudices and systems of oppression came under intense scrutiny 

and were rolled back in substantive ways. And it also meant that a large and growing segment of 

the American people were able to exploit the land for material and recreational purposes in ways 

that had previously been inaccessible to them. 

 The Black Freedom Movement, women’s liberation, the Red Power movement, and the 

gay rights movement are all examples of historically marginalized people who organized 

significant protests and achieved milestone reforms during this period. People also organized 

around issues such as anticommunism; and when anticommunist fervor led to a series of 

catastrophic missteps in Southeast Asia people rallied against that. Some then protested against 

the antiwar movement. Others fought for new protections for the environment or they dreamed 

of building a great society. Some crusaded for Christ and others remained a silent majority. Over 

the period covered in this dissertation - which focuses on the relatively ordered chaos of 

children’s camps - was a whole disordered chaos, the ripples of which shape our lives and our 

ideas today. 

 The church camps and conferences which I describe herein sought to produce a nostalgic 

experience. In the 1940s and 1950s it was Davy Crockett’s frontier and in the 1960s and 1970s it 

was David Brower’s wilderness. But in the context of the second half of the twentieth century, 

we can also see that these camps were the frontier of the status quo. They were places carved out 

for the children of the so-called “White flight,” structured by Protestant morality, a particular 

view of American history, and specific ideas of what American society should be. That’s not to 

say it was uniformly conservative. We will see that the status quo included a decided liberal bent 

and an assumption of perpetual progress, but these camps were meant to be places of peace, 

reflection, instruction, and certainty in an increasingly uncertain world. 
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Martin Luther King, Jr. once famously observed that “eleven o’clock on Sunday morning 

is one of the most segregated hours, if not the most segregated hours, in Christian America.”44 It 

is important to note that, generally, the subjects of this dissertation are middle-class White men. 

This dissertation focuses attention on Lutherans, Methodists, and Presbyterians because they 

operate many of the nation’s ecumenical Protestant church camps. In 2014, White people made 

up 96, 94, and 88, percent of those denominations, respectively.45 White campers in 

coeducational facilities were presumably a balance of male and female youth, and counselors 

were intentionally recruited to balance young men and young women, but camp directors and 

national camp administrators were predominantly men with several crucial exceptions.  

This was the situation in 2014, and as King said American religion was even more 

segregated between 1945-1980. It was during this period, with tireless work of the people in the 

Civil Rights movement, that many public institutions were being gradually desegregated. 

However, this also led to retrenchment and investment in private schools, suburbanization, 

racially exclusive clubs, and religious institutions. 

To some extent, race must have influenced the institutions and ideas that I examine here. 

However, it is not my central category of analysis. When constructing the research agenda, I 

found active and well-documented national institutions of outdoor ministry organization in the 

Lutheran Outdoor Ministry Network, the United Methodist Camp and Retreat Ministries, and the 

Presbyterian Church Camp and Conference Association. I did not find an equivalent organization 

in the African Methodist Episcopal Church or the AME Zion Church (the foremost Black 
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ecumenical Protestant denominations). However, AME and AME Zion are members of the 

National Council of Churches, so if there were significant outdoor ministry activities in those 

churches, they should have stood out in the NCC records; but that was not the case. 

I raise this issue at the outset in the interest of transparency and clarity. When camp 

directors describe the campground with nostalgia for the national frontier, I interpret this as a 

rejection of modernity and urbanity. In part, this is because those are the terms that the directors 

used. They were not shy in their criticism of industry, materialism, and the city. In the late 1960s, 

there are instances when their references to “urban youth” are clearly encoded racism, and I 

discuss race at those junctures. In most instances, they seem to legitimately be critiquing 

civilization itself. They do a lot of handwringing about “gadgets” for instance. All histories are 

circumscribed somehow, and in the effort to answer “what do church camps tell us about the 

intellectual history of ecumenical Protestantism and environmentalism” there are important 

religious, racial, class, and national identities that are not applied as independent categories of 

analysis.  

This dissertation is structured chronologically in order to emphasize the dynamic shifts in 

how camping professionals understood and interpreted nature between 1945 and 1980. The 

second chapter begins with the Toledo Conference on Camps and Summer Conferences of 1946, 

hosted by the International Council of Religious Education. In the aftermath of World War II, in 

the onset of the Cold War, American camping leaders saw their camps as vital training grounds 

for democracy. Camp directors borrowed from a cultural legacy of antiurban, antimodern, and 

frontier aesthetics as they shifted away from viewing nature as an inert campus for ecclesiastical 

education. They decided that approximating the frontier provided the best mechanism for 
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preserving and promoting “American values,” foremost of which was the opportunity to 

“practice democracy” through the new paradigm of small-group church camp organization. 

 Chapter three starts with the Byndenwood Workshop on Campsite Development of 1952, 

hosted by the National Council of Churches’ Committee on Camps and Conferences. As 

American outdoor ministries embraced the democratic priorities outlined in chapter two, they 

also had to address the physical layout of the campground itself. These efforts forced camp 

directors to make practical decisions about the landscape and enact their environmental values. 

In the years before 1962 this primarily meant efficient conservation. The extent to which they 

harvested their woodlands, dredged their waterfronts, dammed their streams, and built up their 

habitable structures reveals a great deal about how they lived on the land and allows us to assess 

the influences between Protestantism and environmentalism. It was also during this period that 

American camps were swept up in McCarthyistic anticommunism and their association between 

contemporary American society and frontier democracy was tested. 

 The fourth chapter describes a philosophical threshold in the history of outdoor ministries 

and Protestant environmentalism. Beginning with a series of Conversations on Conservation in 

1957 between concerned units of the NCC and leading secular environmentalists, the apparatus 

of ecumenical Protestantism was confronted with early forms of post-World War II 

environmental critiques. Their responses illustrate that while a minority of outdoor recreationists 

were concerned about environmental protection, there was insufficient support within the NCC 

to mobilize on this issue. Meanwhile, the American Camping Association began to interrogate 

their role in resource conservation. The justifications and assumptions of camp directors and 

camp chaplains reveal how they used outdoor ministries to illustrate new or different lessons 

than they would normally make in the congregational setting.  
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1962 is a pivotal year in the general history of environmentalism as well as the particular 

history of Protestant outdoor ministries. 1962 was the year when Rachel Carson published her 

famous expose of the pesticide DDT, Silent Spring, and changed the national discourse around 

environmental protection. Although modern environmentalism built from antecedents in the 

movements to conserve resources and protect scenic areas, Silent Spring encouraged people to 

see environmental hazards as immediate and intimate features of their daily lives. The popularity 

of Silent Spring is significant in its implications for American society and culture. Although 

there were precedents and precursors, 1962 provides a break after which Americans could no 

longer claim ignorance of the environmental problem. Although it took another eight years to 

organize the sort of grassroots energy that led to Earth Day 1970, Silent Spring marks the end of 

innocence and the beginning of negligence.  

At the same time, the National Council of Churches held a weeklong workshop on 

“Camp and Conference Philosophy, Objectives, Methods, and Procedures.” This conversation 

summarized and codified almost 20 years of assumptions that Protestant camp and retreat 

directors had held and also signaled the new era of professionalization and standardization that 

would follow. Chapter five begins with the story of Camp Hanover, which was both a model 

camp of the new frontier model of decentralized camping and the site of the NCC’s organizing 

efforts. Structuring the narrative to pivot on 1962 illuminates the dynamism of a value-driven 

philosophy and an institutional movement such as Protestant environmentalism. As outdoor 

ministries entered the 1960s, they confronted changing social conditions, including a new 

anxiety about abundant leisure. 

The conflicts and controversies of the late 1960s is the subject of chapter 6. The 

posthumous publication of Rachel Carson’s The Sense of Wonder – concerning children and 
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nature - in 1965 forced the camping industry to confront Carson’s interventions and legacy. The 

way they did so is indicative of a carefully moderate approach to social criticism. Most church 

camp counselors were recruited from the country’s colleges, and the generational dynamics 

between camp directors, camp counselors, and the campers themselves provided friction on 

issues such as “loyalty” and the war in Vietnam, the role of firearm training at camp in an era of 

political violence, and recreational drug use. Camp directors also debated the Civil Rights 

movement, the War on Poverty, and the role of abundant leisure. Ecological environmentalism 

was but one among a series of issues that outdoor ministries faced in the late 1960s and this 

wholesale upheaval shaped the way that camps encountered environmentalism (and society) in 

the 1970s. 

Chapter seven begins with Earth Day 1970. The highwater mark of American 

environmentalism led to dramatic legislative and institutional action, and there were signs of 

enthusiasm from some segments of the camping world. However, the response from camp 

leaders was slow, incomplete, and occasionally hostile. Camping Magazine editors belittled a 

student member who was concerned about the ecological behavior of an advertiser, and it took 

over a year after Earth Day for Camping Magazine to dedicate an issue to the ecological crisis. 

Even after Earth Day, camping professionals remained more concerned about campus radicalism 

and the psychology of college-aged camp counselors. As the Nixon administration and the new 

Environmental Protection Agency appropriated environmentalism, camp administrators 

gradually claimed the mantel of environmental education. 

However, chapter eight demonstrates that the flavor of environmentalism after 1973 

became increasingly personal and elective. Outdoor ministries retreated to individual morality as 

the preferred response, rather than some of the more progressive options articulated in the late 
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1960s. Beginning with a series of case studies from camps across the country, chapter eight 

illustrates how aesthetics, entertainment, and escapism became hallmarks of outdoor ministry. 

Camps were under pressure to compete in an expanding leisure market and church camps 

rationalized the programming by producing prepackaged and centralized curricula for use in their 

denominational camps and retreat centers. The discussion includes the patriotic fervor of the 

National Bicentennial Campfire initiative, an examination of the McDonaldization of camp 

programming which standardized post-Earth Day environmentalism and mitigated the influence 

of the camp counselor, and a 1978 Environmental Stewardship Conference hosted by the Camp, 

Retreats, and Outdoor Ministries committee of the American Lutheran Church in order to 

illustrate the multiple ways that an ascendant individualism established mainstream Protestant 

environmentalism through church camping. As camp directors responded to the critiques of the 

ecology movement, they settled on a conservative form of environmentalism, which has become 

known as environmental stewardship. It promotes a certain form of efficient conservation and it 

retains some logical flexibility, but it is limited by its emphasis on individual and elective 

responsibility. 

In order to provide a robust and multiperspectival narrative, I drew evidence from four 

types of sources that incorporated several different research styles. I built a broad foundation for 

scholarly analysis by using archives, case studies, oral histories, and periodicals. 

First, I harvested the official archives of three foundational Protestant denominations: the 

Presbyterian Historical Society, the General Commission on Archives and History of the United 

Methodist Church, and the General Archives of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. 

These three denominations own and operate the lion’s share of ecumenical Protestant camps and 

retreat centers. The historical record of the National Council of Churches is also housed at the 



 

 

37 

 

Presbyterian Historical Society. I searched the archives for documents related to camping and 

environmentalism. These institutions all had dedicated camping and retreat ministries at the 

national level from the mid-1940s. 

Unfortunately, ecclesiastical bureaucrats are also predictably boring. Committee minutes 

and wonkish policy positions cannot accurately capture the vim and vigor of children at play on 

the campgrounds. For that reason, I also included six case studies from camps and retreat centers 

across the country. Many camps maintain a disorganized collection of loose ephemera from their 

institutional history. These informal archives included newsletters, directors’ reports, board of 

directors’ minutes, photographs, promotional brochures, and capital campaign documents. They 

were usually stacked in bankers’ boxes and Rubbermaids or tucked in the back of filing cabinets. 

By collecting and using these documents, I propose to ground the larger history of American 

society and environmentalism in the practical aspects of lived religion in outdoor ministries. 

During these visits, I conducted almost 20 hours of oral history interviews with the 

people who attended and contributed to these camps. Their stories are not usually captured, even 

in the institutional record. They gave me a chance to hear about the meaning and value people 

attributed to their particular outdoor ministry and to ask some explicit questions about ecological 

and theological connections.  

Finally, I found a wealth of meaningful commentary and reflection in the pages of the 

camping industry’s leading periodicals. Camping Magazine is the official organ of the American 

Camping Association and the International Journal of Religious Education has also published 

useful articles about debates concerning methods and objectives. By collecting a diverse range of 

sources at a variety of ecclesiastical levels, I was able to explore the history of religious 

environmentalism as well as the changing logics of outdoor ministries.  
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In the final analysis, I hope this project will be useful to practitioners as well as 

academics. While individual camp directors often care about the environment, they are not 

primarily concerned with environmental theory or even institutional histories beyond their own 

camp. Rather, they deal with the budgetary limitations of not-for-profits with aging and 

shrinking constituencies. They are struggling to provide adrenaline-pumping activities like 

ziplines, high-ropes courses, and blobs to compete in the youth leisure marketplace, and they are 

facing changing facility demands from adult users. Understanding the intellectual and physical 

consequences of the last shift in environmental consciousness will help us all appreciate the 

ongoing struggle to come to terms with the ethical and religious values at play in the 

Anthropocene and the opportunity that church camps have to contribute to that discourse. 

 By examining the conduct of church camps and conferences in the period before, during, 

and after the ecological era (1962-1973), we gain a more representative perspective of how the 

American Moral Establishment reacted to the environmentalist critiques. We can better 

appreciate how their view of nature was initially tied up in nostalgic and nationalist ideas about 

the American frontier and how those concerns were gradually replaced by an environmentalist 

nostalgia for the untrammeled wilderness. That is to say, camps were not always explicitly about 

the environment, but they were always about nature. Understanding how ordinary Protestants 

thought about nature is the correct footing from which to perceive modern religious 

environmentalism. The default paradigm of responsible stewardship and its attendant 

assumptions of individualism and anthropocentrism are fit into the larger trajectory of atomized 

American morality and spirituality. 
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Chapter 2: The Foundation of Modern Church Camping 

505 Jefferson Ave., Toledo, Ohio is a two-tone rectangular prism of Italian Renaissance 

Revival that was built as the style was fading from popularity in 1927. Two brick towers full of 

guest rooms rest on a four-story stone base that once housed a ballroom, lounge, dining room, 

and reception area. The style’s popularity in the Gilded Age contributed to the building’s 

grandeur while it was home to the Commodore Perry Hotel. The Commodore hosted luminaries 

such as Harry Truman, Jimmy Stewart, Elvis Presley, Bob Hope and Jack Dempsey. The 

conference room was adorned with scenes of charging bulls, valiant toreadors, the Puente de San 

Martín, and the Toledo Cathedral. The ballroom featured murals of scenes from Don Quixote.46 

Beneath these icons of bravery, endurance, charm, optimism, and idealism, a group of 

ecumenical Protestants endeavored to alter the landscape of American outdoor ministries. 

The foundation for modern church camping and retreats was laid at the Commodore 

during the International Council on Religious Education’s “Conference on Church Camps and 

Summer Conferences” during the first weekend in October 1946. Among the most important 

items on the agenda were establishing some definitional clarity between camps and conferences, 

articulating some standards for curricula, and establishing the relationship between church 

camping and the wider organized camping industry. Furthermore, the conference also addressed 

standards in campsite selection and development and a coherent philosophy of camping, which 

are both discussed in more detail below. All told, this was a busy and productive weekend of 

discussion, debate, and reflection. By bringing these disparate institutions together and 

promoting such an unwieldy agenda, church camp leaders demonstrated the necessity for 
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County Public Library, toledolibrary.org; “The Commodore Perry Closes,” 17 Aug 2017, Toledo History Box, 
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sustained, institutional, ecumenical collaboration in church camps and conferences to the 

Protestant establishment. 

By the middle of the twentieth century, there were two dominant models of outdoor 

ministry: summer conferences and small group camping. The paradigmatic shift from 

conferences to camps in the aftermath of World War II was midwifed by camp administrators 

and industry professionals who were enthusiastic about camping’s potential to train children up 

in the practice and value of democracy. Where conferences were hierarchical, sectarian, and 

formal, camping was more democratic, ecumenical, and informal. As camp administrators 

advocated vociferously for this new format of decentralized camping, religious leaders and the 

organizers of outdoor ministry responded with equal enthusiasm. By analyzing the debate over 

the relative benefits of conferences versus camps, and especially noting the rhetorical 

significance about claims to democracy, we can see that early Cold War conditions facilitated the 

rapid and substantial - if incomplete - transition to decentralized camping among American 

Protestants, which is significant in how it reflected and accelerated a transition from institutional 

structures of hierarchical authority to individual morality and democratic ideology. This is an 

early change in the interpretation of nature from the conference campus to the camp frontier. By 

teaching campers to engage nature as individuals in small groups rather than as an institutional 

church, they provided richer and deeper personal experiences but prepared the ideological path 

for treating the environment as an elective and niche moral issue. 

Camping appealed to younger and more impressionable kids and it allowed leaders to tap 

into Postwar America’s nostalgia for the frontier, which became increasingly popular in the age 

of TV’s Lone Ranger (1949-1957), Davey Crockett (1954-1955), and Bonanza (1959-1973). 

Nature-as-frontier provided the promise of a training ground where children could live out 
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democratic principles under the nurturing guidance of dedicated camp counselors. This fostered 

pride and purpose of mission among midcentury camping leaders. This movement towards 

small-group, decentralized camping was industry-wide, and this included the subset of organized 

camps devoted to Protestant ministry that offered an intentionally religious and moral 

interpretation for this transition. Howard W. Oxley, Director of Education for the Civilian 

Conservation Camps in the Department of the Interior and Chairman of the ACA Workshop on 

the Role of Camping in Government, reported that during World War II there were 

“approximately 5,000 camps of all kinds,” that served around 3,000,000 children annually.47 

A functional and contemporary definition of American democracy is useful here. 

President Dwight Eisenhower once said, "Basic to our democratic civilization are the principles 

and convictions that have bound us together as a nation. Among these are personal liberty, 

human rights, and the dignity of man. All these have their roots in a deeply held religious faith -- 

in a belief in God."48 In particular, we should attend to the elements of individualism and 

religiosity in Eisenhower’s formula. After the massive mobilization against fascism and in the 

context of Cold War anti-communism, America’s self-esteem was strongly dialectic. In 

opposition to Soviet teleology and atheism, American democracy was explicitly nostalgic and 

religious. Camping flourished in this environment. 

Conferences and camps both had a long history in the United States, but conferences 

were traditionally the more popular format for religious education. In a summer conference, 

groups of youngsters from area congregations were brought together at a central campus, usually 
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on a rural and bucolic situation, and they were taught in a series of lectures by “faculty” derived 

from local clergy. Outside experts were occasionally enlisted to function as keynote speakers. 

The children were subjected to rigorous schedules with formal lectures, interwoven with 

recreational opportunities and quiet periods for reading and reflection. This style of ministry had 

roots in institutions like the Chautauqua Institute in Upstate New York and the Lyceums that 

were popular among adults in the nineteenth century. In the case of summer conferences, adults 

did much of the planning and implementation of the program for the benefit of the children. 

By the time of the Toledo Conference in 1946, the emergent style of outdoor ministry 

was “decentralized” or “small-group” camping. Rather than unified lectures for scores of young 

adults, the decentralized camping movement sought to break the program up into small units of a 

dozen or so kids with two dedicated counselors per unit. In this format the program became 

immersive and holistic. Every activity was guided by the counselor but initiated by the children, 

which provided the potential to be interpreted and reinforced according to curricular objectives. 

Like conferencing, organized camping had a long history in American culture, reaching back to 

the Gunnery School on Long Island during the Civil War but the new scale and order were 

consistent with mid-twentieth century trends toward rationalization and professionalization.  

One manifestation of the camping industry’s postwar anti-modernism was its critique of 

consumerism and the affinity it felt for conservation. The historian Samuel Hays argued that 

postwar environmentalism was a product of consumer culture and the way it freed people to 

pursue certain “quality of life” issues. Roderick Nash, similarly, pointed out that wilderness 

protection was usually a project of the urban elite. Definitional divergences between 

conservation, preservation, and debates over the meaning of wilderness were not foreign to 

camping professionals and understanding their perspective on these issues helps frame the 
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perspective of church camp leaders as well. Mark Stoll described how traditional Protestant 

ambivalence with regards to the natural world were transformed by romantic and transcendental 

philosophies until a more positive aesthetic appreciation of the natural world emerged over the 

course of the nineteenth century. Additionally, conservation had always found happy 

communion among Calvinist communities dedicated to values of thrift and diligence. Whereas 

twentieth-century urban and suburban elite, as the beneficiaries of consumer culture, may have 

been the vocal and political power behind the nascent environmental movement, rurally situated 

camping professionals were an influential missionary wing that taught their children about 

conservation and the spiritual values of the environment.49 

 Conferences and camps both occurred in similar spaces. They were intentionally set in 

locations that were removed from the everyday concerns of the home and the neighborhood. 

They provided spaces for intensive and intentional focus on religious education. The residential 

campground provided that opportunity. However, the philosophical difference in educational 

practice required dramatic revisions to campground and facility design. Whereas the natural 

environment became a positive foundational component of the camping format, it was the 

negative attributes of solitude and tranquility that were paramount for conference organizers. In 

the early Cold War period, the environment of outdoor ministries served as a backdrop for 

nostalgic nationalism and frontier democracy rather than any nascent ecological awareness. 

When church camps and conference centers valued nature, they did so for romantic reasons. 

When the ecumenists met in Toledo, Elizabeth Brown of the Methodist Church provided 

the personal greeting and orientation to the robust and ambitious conference schedule. Worship 
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services, plenary speeches, expert panels, musical exhibitions, and a full day for working groups 

and their presentations sought to organize what had been a diffused, organic, and improvisational 

industry. Such church camp leaders as Reynold Carlson, Joseph Bell, Rodney Britten, Lois 

Blankenship, and Ed Schlingman also participated. 

Elizabeth Brown worked for the Methodist General Board of Education from 1934 until 

her retirement in 1967. She served on the Executive Committee of the NCC’s Committee on 

Camps and Conferences from that committee’s inception in 1949. Brown held regional and 

national offices in the American Camping Association during the late 1940s and 1950s including 

the chair of the ACA’s National Leadership Committee. Brown eventually won the ACA’s 

Distinguished Service Award in 1971. Brown wore her hair short and wavy, styled back from her 

cordiform face. Thin lips and eyebrows emphasized the resolve in her gaze and few figures were 

as crucial to the foundation of ecumenical church camping at the national level than Elizabeth 

Brown. Her guidance was critical to the establishment of the NCC’s camping unit and the 

philosophical transition from conferences to camps.50 

Joseph Bell, of the Youth Department of the Methodist Church, gave the Friday 

afternoon plenary at the 1946 Toledo Conference on the topic “What’s Happening in the 

Summer Conference Movement?” and used as his point of departure the growing clamor to 

define “when is a camp a camp, and when is a conference a conference?” Some of the benefits 

are shared between the two formats: twenty-four-hour exposure to Christian living over a period 

of a week or more and an emphasis on fellowship and leadership development. But Bell makes 

repeated references to study, worship, inspiration, planning, and the more cerebral and 

contemplative opportunities of the conference format. The argument being that whereas camps 
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are exciting, engaging, and active, “conferences are attempting to provide leadership, directly 

and indirectly. Through classes, special features, skill groups, deliberate efforts are being 

fostered to develop more and better leaders,” an argument that reflects the explicitly didactic and 

hierarchical structure of the conference format.51 While the conference organizers sought to 

nurture Christian leaders, they were in effect replicating the established structures of power and 

authority.  However, Bell noted that in 1946 there was already “increasing interest in an 

interracial fellowship in conferences.” As ecumenical Protestants gradually embraced the Black 

Freedom Movement, church camps and conferences became an intentional venue for 

experiments in integration. Again, this was often encouraged from above through the established 

structures of ecclesiastical authority. 

 The 1946 Toledo Conference also engaged with a memorandum on camp and conference 

curricula which had been distributed earlier that year from the International Council of Religious 

Education. This document articulated five clear premises for such curricula.  

First and foremost, the authors wanted to emphasize, “the camp is designed to enrich and 

supplement, not to take the place of any phase of the year-round program in the local church,” 

signaling some of the anxiety that was felt at the time about the rapidly growing camp 

movement.52 In the written introduction to the conference, the Association General Secretary for 

the International Council of Religious Education, Gerald Knoff, noted that, “in the church 

camping movement we are seeing the flourishing growth of one of the youngest children in our 
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Christian education family. It may be that the child will outstrip in useful service his older 

brothers and sisters, the church school, the vacation religious education, the weekday work, and 

the rest.”53 It was generally acknowledged that the intensity of 24/7 camp life provided 

educational and social opportunities with which few other ministry formats could compete. 

Another essential feature of camp curricula was “living out-of-doors.” Living intimately 

in one’s environment through the “natural surroundings” and “rustic physical facilities” provided 

campers with the opportunity to know God as creator more fully, appreciate “the laws governing 

his universe,” and find “true Christian values in an age of superficiality.”54 In the immediate 

postwar years, as church camping was expanding rapidly, a nascent Protestant environmentalism 

was already recognized as a central pillar of the project, but it was environmentalism of a 

particular kind. This sensitivity was predicated on an aesthetic of appreciation, based on 

scientific inquiry, and articulated in explicitly anti-modern language. These themes continue to 

shape outdoor ministry and Protestant environmentalism in important ways. 

The keynote address on the first night of the conference was dedicated to the issue of 

collaboration with the wider organized camping industry. Elizabeth Brown and Arthur O. 

Phinney of the National Committee on Camping for the Protestant Episcopal Church 

collaborated to present an essay that Brown wrote, “Camps and Summer Conferences in the 

International Council of Religious Education Program, and Possible Cooperation with the 

American Camping Association.” Brown noted that in the present bureaucracy of the 

International Council on Religious Education (ICRE), there was no dedicated group working on 
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camp and conference issues. Rather, there were occasional ad hoc conversations being held 

between the various age groups that frequently used outdoor ministries. The ages that were 

involved were typically children and adolescents, which left staffers dedicated to adult 

conference-goers out of important conversations and also prevented any systemic or intentional 

contemplation of the movement as a whole. Brown and Phinney further suggested that there 

were specific needs for interdenominational cooperation in order to share resources and ideas, 

provide mutual support for experimentation, and establish standards for programs and campsites. 

In order to achieve those ends, the authors recommend a dedicated interdenominational 

committee devoted to camping and conference issues, which started as the ICRE’s Special 

Committee on Camps and Conferences and eventually became the NCC’s Committee on Camps 

and Conferences.55 

Furthermore, in arguing for the creation of a dedicated committee for religious camping, 

Brown had to address the newly established Church Relationship Committee of the American 

Camping Association, which had been established that same year.  Founded in 1910, the ACA 

was a pioneering institution in the professionalization and promotion of organized camping in 

America and many church camp directors where already members of that institution. The new 

Church Relationship Committee was organized to “[provide] officially for relating matters of 

church camping to the total organization,” Brown reported, “This committee is inter-faith with 

Jews, Catholics and Protestants participating.” Brown noted that selecting committee members 

from the forty denominations of the ICRE, other unaffiliated denominations, Catholics, and Jews 

must be a difficult task. Therefore, she recommended that the ACA be encouraged to select the 
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Protestant members of their Church Relationship Committee from the personnel that were also 

serving on the proposed camp and conference committee of the ICRE. To her mind, this would 

have the benefit of simplifying lines of communication and ensuring that experienced and 

qualified camping professionals were contributing to both institutions.56 This also had the 

fortunate effect of consolidating power within the field of Protestant camp and conference 

ministries. The ICRE and its member denominations retained the authority to select those who 

would establish industry standards.  

American Baptist Rodney M. Britten shared one of the earliest statements on camp 

philosophy at the 1946 Toledo Conference. Rodney Britten was born in Minnesota in 1904. By 

the mid-1940s, Britten was Director of Camps and Assemblies for the Board of Education of the 

American Baptist Convention and a leader within NCC church camping. He was frequently on 

the road working with church camps around the country and eventually operated a private 

consulting firm with his colleague, Maurice Bone. As his work kept him on the move, he also 

moved his home around the U.S. and spent time in Texas, Oregon, and Florida. His Toledo 

statement in 1946 articulated a sense of opportunity and urgency that was felt by many in the 

camping movement. Britten interpreted the rapid growth of camping as the most dramatic 

transformation in religious education since the introduction of the Sunday School and argued that 

American churches that invested in camping had a special opportunity to shape the moral and 

spiritual development of children in a “unique world.” In addition to its attention-getting and 

self-assuring functions, such an introduction underscored the gravity of the occasion and the 

potential influence of a well-organized and coherent movement. 

 
56 Brown, “Camps and Summer Conferences in the International Council of Religious Education Program…,” 
UMC, GCAH, 2358-2-1-13: “Conference on Camps and Summer Conferences ICRE 1946.” 



 

 

49 

 

 Second, Britten turned to defining the difference between camps and conferences. As 

mentioned earlier, camps were imagined to be about living outdoors in a 24-hour practice with 

Christian community. “In a word, a Christian camp is a Christian community located so as to 

take advantage of the natural beauties of God’s out-of-doors and to provide an adequate setting 

for a maximum experience in Christian living,” Britten wrote, effectively condensing church 

camping to environment and community. Conferences, on the other hand, were about training 

older teens and adults for specific “Christian service responsibilities.”57 We can summarize 

Britten’s distinction by saying that church camping was about a “maximum experience” and 

conferences were about “specific training.” As we will see, a liberal environment that 

encouraged camper-directed exploration eventually became central to the project of camping and 

thereby underscored an emerging ideal of freedom and individuality in the postwar Protestant 

youth. 

 The focus began to shift from institutions to individuals due to pressure from 

demographics, competition within American religion, and geopolitics. As the population of 

children boomed in the late 1940s and those children grew up throughout the 1950s, there was an 

increased enrollment in traditional institutions. Measured by both membership and attendance, 

religious behavior in the United States was at an all-time high.58 This is the demographic boom 

that triggered the rapid expansion of church camping in the first place. However, a new demand 

for youth services also led to increased competition for attention and investment. In order to 

serve the oncoming wave of young participants, religious institutions developed a variety of 
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services designed to capture and retain interest such as Sunday Schools, youth groups, children’s 

choirs, and camps. Appealing to individual interests yielded short-term gains, but it would 

ultimately prove counterproductive. As the political scientist Robert Putnam summarized it, 

“privatized religion may be morally compelling and psychically fulfilling but it embodies less 

social capital.”59 This competition for youth engagement was exacerbated by renewed efforts at 

evangelism from evangelical Protestants. Torrey Johnson and others incorporated Youth For 

Christ in July 1945 with Billy Graham as the organization’s most prominent field representative. 

YFC sought to energize young evangelicals by updating the cosmetic features of evangelical 

religion and mobilizing new media formats for the postwar audience. Organizers capitalized on 

the entertainment aspect of revivalism with garish outfits, popular music, quizzes, testimonials, 

celebrities, magicians, animal tricks, charismatic preaching and patriotic pathos; what the 

sociologist William Martin described as “a sort of evangelical vaudeville.”60 The egocentrism of 

evangelical theology meant entertainment services were sufficiently effective and the ecumenical 

church camping industry needed to ensure their programs were also “fun.” The third major force 

that influenced the shift from institutions to individuals in church camps was the context of the 

Cold War. Perceiving the USSR as monstrously communitarian and totalitarian led churches to 

emphasize individuality and freedom in their programming. Rather than forcing young people to 

learn denominational history or esoteric theology, camps and conferences offered more elective 

programming and cultivated the young person’s sense of individual interest and self-expression. 

As Rodney Britten outlined such philosophical distinctions at the Toledo Conference in 1946, 

these nascent pressures were still building out at sea and the foundations that camp 
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administrators built in the late 1940s determined how they weathered the ideological storm 

ahead. 

 Britten argued that the fundamental social and cultural condition which Protestant 

campers brought with them was one of tension. American society was a cauldron of tensions - 

political, racial, class, and religious tensions, among others – and the foremost was the perpetual 

striving for economic improvement. Although some people thought children should be 

introduced to these tensions and taught how to navigate them, Britten argued that maximum 

experience in Christian community was a salve that could mitigate the moral and spiritual 

corrosion of those tensions in order to “reinterpret our community values in terms of present-day 

needs.” So, although Britten imagined church camping as a community activity with benefits for 

the corporate church, this therapy was affected by alleviating those tensions in the psyche of the 

individual camper. 

 In order to effect this change, Britten argued that the entire life of the camp from the 

kitchen staff to the counselors, needed to be “radiantly Christian,” by which he meant openly, 

excitedly, and practically Christian. The American religious heritage, he argued, was vague and 

practical Christianity had not developed beyond the “pioneering stage.” In order to reach its full 

potential, church camps had to practice Christian community in all things at all times and make it 

clear that Christianity was a viable and “livable” philosophy for camp organization.61 This 

emphasis on practical expression as a philosophical tenet meant that church camps were often 

more program-oriented than landscape-oriented. These were not discrete categories, but the out-

of-doors was usually taken for granted as the backdrop for the performance of Christian utopia.  
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 Britten identified one key problem with identifying a philosophy of camping in the 

distance between teaching and learning. While the specific skills that counselors “taught” might 

not be immediately relevant to the camper’s life outside the camp, the process of “learning” was 

ultimately more important because it put specific values into practice. Those values included 

one’s cultural heritage, the camp experience, and the experience of living in Christian 

community.62 This section of Britten’s argument actually deemphasized or at least clarified the 

role of programming. Programming was not essential in the specific of the lessons or the 

curriculum that it delivered. Rather, the crucial and unifying feature of church camping was the 

way that campers learned certain values. 

 The most important mechanism for expressing these values was the democratic nature of 

the camp environment. Camper-to-camper and camper-to-counselor relationships were the venue 

for decision-making that featured independent thinking, group negotiation, and responsibility 

taking. Where these interactions and behaviors could be conducted with reference to Christian 

(Biblical and historical) examples, they could reinforce how Christianity could shape the lives of 

American Protestants in the twentieth century.63 

 Britten also described the process by which democratic living facilitated camper learning 

in the Christian camp. The camper went through three stages in their camp experience: 

expansion, differentiation, and integration. The principle of expansion described how campers 

explored the campground, its staff, and its cultural heritage. Differentiation described how the 

camper made “adjustments” to his or her worldview that allowed them to understand the new 

experiences he or she was having. And integration was the way they incorporated those new 
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adjustments into their understanding of themselves, their community, and the world. Britten 

argued that it was the camp counselor’s job to guide the camper through this process and that 

each stage was structured on the preceding one. Like a pyramid, the camper had to explore 

widely in order to find suitable adjustments: not every encounter the camper had with the out-of-

doors or with their heritage would fit their personality. Then, not every adjustment could be fully 

retained and integrated into the camper’s daily lives.64 

 According to Britten’s philosophy, the most important feature of the camp environment 

was its simplicity. The absence of “gadgets” or “artificial conveniences” and their substitution 

with “the basic elements of living” meant that the most fundamental assets of the camp were the 

relationships between people: between campers, between staff members, and between campers 

and staff. Britten’s vision of this community was quite utopian: there were no artificial divisions 

between groups of people; there was safety and security, “democratic equality” and sense of 

belonging. Britten reiterated that in this environment, with this egalitarianism, the specifics of the 

curriculum became secondary. Overly fixating on what was being taught would impose a 

hierarchical and paternal model whereas focusing on the learning process and the three stages of 

camper learning would permit more organic and camper-driven growth.65 

 Britten’s idea of the most effective approach started with the needs of the individual 

camper. Those could be physical, spiritual, emotional, mental, or social but generating a range of 

explorations to fit those camper needs allowed the campers to kick-start the learning process 

from their own experiences and personalities. In order for this to work, however, the camp 

director had to abandon the trendy idea that camps were meant to be entertaining. Constructing a 
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program of entertainment, like a program of instruction, meant imposing a predetermined 

schedule with defined objectives. Building a camper’s experience from the interactions and 

relationships of the camper with their peers and their counselor, on the other hand, allowed for a 

more organic expression of the Christian community.66 

 Britten concluded with a practical endorsement of the unit plan of organized camping as 

the most effective format for enacting this philosophy. Based on small groups, it allowed 

campers to express themselves and allowed counselors to adapt the program to fit their campers’ 

unique needs and interests. One or two dedicated counselors with a wide range of skills guided 

each unit rather than shuttling campers between specialists (recreation counselor, swimming or 

waterfront counselor, arts and crafts, nature, etc.). This allowed them to create more meaningful 

relationships and guide the learning process more effectively.67 

 Rodney Britten’s statement on church camping and conference philosophy focused 

almost exclusively on church camping and explicitly endorsed the decentralized unit model as 

the emerging paradigm of organized camping. His vision of nature as an inert backdrop for 

community development also reflected the dominant anthropocentrism of his era. Although this 

perspective in 1946 was inherited from much older intellectual traditions, the cultural and 

economic conditions wrought by postwar prosperity would stimulate an ecological critique in the 

decades to come. 

His role in articulating this philosophy first and most prominently, at the first major 

ecumenical conference on camping and conferences, meant it set the tone for the development of 

church camp philosophy in the decade that followed. Although church camping was attentive to 
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the conversation of camp philosophy and values in the wider camping industry, Britten remained 

a powerful voice in ecumenical camp leadership over a long career. By considering alternative 

visions and elaborations from within and without the church camp subculture, we can see how 

the category of democracy consistently overshadowed other values in expressions of camp 

ideology. 

The ICRE’s 1946 Church Conference on Camps and Summer Conferences in Toledo 

established the institutional apparatus and set the agenda for postwar innovations in organized 

religious camping. Precisely because the agenda that Elizabeth Brown set was so inclusive and 

ambitious, the newly established professional committees had their marching orders clearly 

articulated from the beginning. The continuing interest in the definitional tension between camps 

and conferences included important rhetorical commitments to freedom, democracy, and 

citizenship; the role of the campsite as a physical landscape; and a clearly articulated philosophy 

of outdoor ministries would occupy most of the movement’s leaders over the next fifteen years. 

Papers such as Bell’s, Brown’s, and Britten’s were important for the arguments they 

conveyed as well as for the institutional authority that they claimed. Perhaps most obvious in 

Brown’s appeal to collaborate with the ACA, the religious educators at the Toledo Conference 

were intentionally carving out an institutional hierarchy for ecumenical Protestant outdoor 

ministries. In time, this authority was most visibly vested in the National Council of Churches 

and each camp’s denominational structure. These administrators were constructing a rationalized 

system that eventually became capable of advocating for best practices, guiding philosophies, 

and paradigmatic shifts in ministry format. However, the foundation of these structures was an 

ongoing process and, in many communities, the most effective institutions remained the local 

congregation and the regional (synodical, episcopal, presbytery) outdoor ministry. 
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Despite the enthusiasm of national camping leaders for decentralized camping, it took 

time to convince local religious leaders so the traditional conference format remained popular for 

those camps developed at the end of World War II. Methodist Camp Aldersgate in Rhode Island 

and the Lutheran Lutherdale Bible Camp in Wisconsin provide two cases of postwar conference 

development. Sources at Aldersgate reveal important insights about the mechanics of conference 

regimens, as well as ideological commitments such as pedagogy and the value of pluralism. 

Lutherdale demonstrates the technicalities of other operations such as site selection, the labor of 

construction, and provisioning. Together, they constitute an important portrait of the 

development of outdoor ministries in the late 1940s. 

 The history of Camp Aldersgate provides one enlightening example of the early postwar 

conference format. The Methodists purchased Camp Aldersgate of North Scituate, Rhode Island 

in the summer of 1944. At the time of acquisition, it was composed of one hundred acres of 

remediated farmland and woodland, which an Episcopalian church in Providence had already 

been operating as a camp. The Methodists also inherited a farmhouse, garage, barn, multipurpose 

building, and assorted equipment. The farmhouse, garage, and multipurpose building were 

clustered at the south end of the property near the road along with large open fields for sports and 

games. The property is bisected by a seventeen-acre artificial lake and wetland. The boys’ cabins 

were located along the lake, as was the dining hall and outdoor chapel. The woods were farther 

north beyond the lake, where the girls’ cabins were cloistered. The early administrators imagined 

that the woods on the north and west sides of the lake would be used for nature trails until they 

could be developed into two additional housing units.68 This layout accomplished several things. 
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Putting the administration buildings near the road ensured the camp was accessible to the 

growing number of postwar motorists while also limiting traffic through the camp. This made the 

camp modern and convenient while maintaining the primitive aesthetic and limiting that form of 

risk to children at play. Discrete and gender-segregated housing sought to control pubescent 

sexuality while encouraging fellowship between same-sex conference-goers from different 

congregations.  

 Camp newspapers from Camp Aldersgate, such as The Corny Chronicle or The 

Aldersgater, provide a unique glimpse into the lived experience of the postwar Protestant 

conference and reveal a surprising informality. These daily bulletins were produced by the 

conference-goers themselves and are full of gossip, innuendo, and braggadocio, as well as more 

banal reports about the weather, schedules, and admonishments to keep the campground clean. 

 One activity that was provided for the entire camp was the “morning watch,” which took 

place at 7:40 a.m. The dean – the volunteer chief administrator for the week – would provide a 

devotional meditation to establish a theme for the day. On the first day of one 1946 conference, 

“the dean gave an inspiring talk on where to worship God, and how. He made His Presence felt 

in the trees, the birds, the flower, and the lake. We thank you dean for that inspiring talk.”69 

Attendance at the morning watch was encouraged but was not compulsory.70 

 Time was more completely regimented in terms of types of activity. There were periods 

for waking and sleeping, classes and lectures, meals, quiet reading or reflection and recreation. 

There were a variety of options available in each period, but the administrators enforced the 
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schedule in order to ensure that all conference goers participated in the range of conference life. 

For example, no one was permitted to stay in their cabins during the sports period, but they could 

choose to play baseball, softball, badminton, volleyball, horseshoes, or other sports and games.71 

Options for classes included “Why is the Bible Important?,” “The Significance of the Church,” 

“The Life of Jesus,” and “Boy and Girl Friendships.”72 The regimentation of time and the 

limitations placed on recreational opportunities enhanced adult control over the life of the 

conference while providing a social playpen in which conference goers could exercise a limited 

self-determination. 

 Camp newspapers also reveal the fascinating ways that race and ethnicity were reified in 

the midcentury Protestant conference. One edition of an Aldersgate conference newspaper 

reported that the “Aldersgate Players” drama group had, the night before, staged a production of 

a pageant “Americans All,” prepared by the National Conference of Christians and Jews. 

“[Americans All] sought to put over the important thought that whatever our origin, all of us, 

loyal citizens, are Americans.” The play had such roles as a personification of America, an 

American boy and girl, Walt Whitman, “the Negro girl,” an American Indian, a “Pilgrim 

maiden,” a “Hebrew,” a priest, and an “oriental.” There was also a related survey that described 

the ethnic composition of the conference as a whole, with the predictable preponderance of 

Northern Europeans, and a story about the role of gospel singing in antebellum slave religion.73 

The composite portrait is of a midcentury Protestant camp that actively strove to promote ethnic 
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tolerance and harmony within the paradigm of Americanist assimilation, while foreshadowing 

the emphasis on patriotic loyalty in the early Cold War, and without necessarily confronting the 

legacies of prejudice and oppression that accompanied that history. Still, it is significant to note 

that as a matter of curriculum, Protestant camps were engaging with social issues and promoting 

a vision of tolerance and community that included racial as well as ethnic minorities. 

 The landscape, schedule, and content of Camp Aldersgate provide one perspective into 

the life of the midcentury Protestant conference. These were more regimented than camps and 

were designed to foster a sense of community and camaraderie among area Methodists while 

simultaneously teaching them about the heritage of the church and promoting service and 

leadership throughout life. 

The establishment of Lutherdale Bible Camp in Wisconsin provides additional insight 

into the relationship between theological and ideological commitments and physical camp 

construction. Formally established in 1944, Lutherdale developed in the conference format after 

World War II.  A historian of Walworth County, Wisconsin observed, “In a pre-glacial age… the 

rock floor of the southern tiers of Wisconsin counties was of latest formation and uplifting from 

the dark waste of waters. As to the backward-stretching segment of eternity, geology is at one 

with Genesis.”74 The region was a rocky granite island in a vast inland sea. As the climate 

cooled, glaciers crept across the area, smoothing out the jagged peaks while carving rolling 

moraines in their wake. The Delavan Lobe of the Lake Michigan Glacier cut the Darien and 

Elkhorn moraines across the land that would become Walworth County and as the last glacier 

receded, it deposited its load of clay, sand, gravel, pebbles, and boulders across the landscape. Its 
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melting rushes striated the earth in rivers, streams, valleys, and deep pools and lakes.75 After 

millennia passed, the diverse flora and fauna of the eastern forest emerged and one night in 1948, 

nestled under the mighty oaks and soft pines, during a church workers’ training programming, 

the Lutheran theologian Gerhard Frost concluded, “God has kept this spot since the time of 

creation for just such a camp as Lutherdale.”76 Providence and cosmology mattered to the 

founders and provides a useful perspective from which to interrogate the physical development 

of the campground. 

The construction of Lutherdale Bible Camp exhibited not only the motivations of mid-

century Protestants but also their mission priorities with respect to the land. Ultimately, it was a 

desire for economic and programmatic independence that stimulated the construction of 

Lutherdale and the campground was perceived as a blank canvas upon which the founders could 

establish their outdoor ministries.  

 The geographic location was one of the major selling points as the founders set out to 

raise the money they needed to buy and build their camp. In an early fundraising publication, the 

camp described the various distances to Beloit, Milwaukee, Madison, Mt. Horeb, Wisconsin, 

DeKalb, Illinois, and Chicago and concluded that “Lutherdale is strategically located to serve our 

territory well.”77 The natural landscape of the camp itself was situated within the human 

landscape of urban development. The Lutherdale Association imagined itself as a service 

organization that had a specific territory to which it was responsible and from which it could 

expect patronage and monetary support. The first chairman of the board of directors, Alfred O. 
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Storvick, wrote that the Association set an initial fundraising goal of $50,000 to get the camp off 

the ground. This included the purchase of the land and the “necessary building and 

improvements to conduct a well-ordered Bible camp,” roads, water, restrooms, cabins, kitchens, 

and meeting spaces.78 Records detailing the specific returns of this initial campaign are lost, but 

it took three years before the camp was ready to officially welcome visitors. 

 The Lutherdale Association, led by President Storvick and Vice-President Rev. Norris 

Stoa, discovered an opportunity in the summer of 1947 that allowed them to purchase war 

surplus at discounted prices. Storvick and Stoa flew to southern Illinois to purchase two 

disassembled barracks to serve as the first dining-hall and auditorium. The trees from 

Lutherdale’s own property served as the rough-hewn floorboards. The camp purchased three 

960-square-foot tents from the Navy to serve as dormitories for campers. Storvick wrote:  

Through the kind cooperation of Luther College in Decorah, Iowa, and with the 
sanction of Military authorities, we were able to qualify for the purchase of bunks, 
mattresses, pillows, wool blankets, folding chairs, towels, etc., at a ridiculously low 
price. As I remember it now, the bunks cost 50¢ each, mattresses - 25¢ each, etc. 
We were able to purchase enough equipment to supply the camp for somewhere 
around $1800.79 

 
The combination of the property’s natural resources and privileged access to government 

materiel allowed Lutherdale to furnish their camp in two months. The effect was a religious 

camp that aesthetically reflected the closure of the world’s largest armed conflict. Swords were 

beaten into plowshares and Lutherdale was equipped to open their ministry. 

 Before campers could arrive, however, there was still the labor of assembling those 

materials, cutting the floorboards, clearing the brush and laying the pathways that would lead 
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campers through their week. An early board member, Waldo R. Wold, recalled those early 

workdays, “Every weekend possible was planned and organized for hard work. Tasks were 

carefully laid out and assignments made for the day. The men from the congregations of Chicago 

and the Illinois Circuits were especially faithful in coming to work at Lutherdale.”80 The work 

weekends reflected prevailing gender norms while undermining class expectations. “It was 

something of a sight to behold laymen and pastors in work gloves, stripped to the waist because 

it was hot, hammering, shopping, carrying rocks for foundations, sweating profusely getting the 

Bible Camp ready.”81 Whereas the labor of constructing the edifices and landscaping the grounds 

was clearly the domain of male volunteers, the efforts of the clergy were especially noteworthy. 

The buttoned-up decorum and hierarchy of post-war Protestantism was inverted at camp, where 

the work required and the exposure to the elements meant that mission democratized the camp 

through labor. It is significant to note that the camp was founded on volunteerism, with regards 

to the donated funds, cheap equipment, and volunteer labor. The coming together of people and 

resources permitted the camp to emerge as a spartan but functional space for Norwegian 

Lutherans to establish their own ministry in the woods of Walworth County. 

 Despite the rugged experience of building the camp and the utilitarian conditions of the 

early camp, the Association capitalized on post-war expectations for technological and ordered 

development. Their promotional material bragged that they had secured the surveying and 

architectural input of George W. Simmons, Jr, “chief landscape architect for the State Planning 

Commission of Wisconsin.” They also included a picture of Simmons’ development plan and 
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enthused about “what careful and scientific planning can accomplish.”82 This optimism in 

technology is indicative of the type of project these founders were undertaking. Although they 

harbored no illusions about the primitive conditions of their campground, they were fully 

invested in a concept of progress and refinement that would lead to a well-ordered and 

scientifically planned facility.  

As part of the same campaign, a brochure was distributed that featured a cover image that 

evoked these very themes. Corpuscular rays stream down unto the camp’s chapel, while children 

race to a pristine lakefront. Trees dot the landscape, seemingly to offer shade in those few places 

where it might be desirable. The paths are bright and curve graciously from the lake to the top of 

the hill. The brochure concluded with the following description, “The location is a gently sloping 

terrain, beautifully covered with hardwood… facing the glorious sunsets over Green Lake of the 

famous Lauderdale Lakes.”83 Although Lutherdale was constructed from an old pasture, it was 

designed from its beginning to evoke a well-ordered, mission-oriented landscape. 

The lived experience of the local church camp and retreat center was a different 

experience than the organizational efforts of ecumenical committees or the professional 

discourse of the camping industry. Local camps were where the rubber met the road and real 

ministry was practiced. At the same time that national ecumenical and professional institutions 

were charting their course in the post-World War II United States, groups of congregations were 

coming together to enact their own ideas of outdoor ministry. By considering these angles we 

can see how the philosophical transition from conference to camp was nurtured by discounted 

war material that could accommodate more flexible landscape design and smaller groups. We 
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can see how volunteer labor and an optimistic vision were mobilized with the same pioneering 

vocabulary that was later applied to children’s camp experiences. Whereas adults performed 

frontier nostalgia by felling trees, raising barns, and building the camp facility, children 

performed frontier nostalgia by cooking over an open fire or learning how to canoe. As camp 

constructions continued to accelerate across the country consistent with increases in housing and 

congregational growth, the camping industry sought to provide guidance and direction in the 

pages of its periodicals. 

One of the most prolific voices in camp design was Bradford Sears, a professor of 

landscape architecture in the College of Forestry at SUNY-Syracuse. He wrote articles in 

Camping Magazine and the International Journal of Religious Education, and he was a 

participant at the NCC Special Committee on Camps and Conference’s Byndenwood Conference 

in 1952. 

 Sears’ primary message was the importance of master planning, and his early writing also 

reveals a more holistic approach to campsite development than the church camp administrators’ 

approach. In a 1947 article for Camping Magazine, Sears argued that the camping experience is 

essentially comprised of two factors: the program and the physical space. Significantly, he did 

not limit himself to the facilities, but he meant the entire campground. He described the 

importance of features like accessibility, the size of the parcel, the relative size of open and 

wooded areas, the importance of forest cover for privacy, variation in topography (which are 

interesting but could lead to problems with erosion), woods that are too thick could get swampy 

and dangerous, some clear and flat ground could be useful, are the neighbors farms or hotels, all 

these factors including winds, rainfall, insects, and others featured in his article as items to 
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consider when selecting a campsite.84 He took an inclusive view of the landscape and only turned 

to human modifications after appropriately thoughtful site selection.  

 Similarly, conservative assumptions or ambitions about masculinity informed the shape 

of nature programming in boys camps as well. One example was the Explorers’ Camp of 

Colorado, where administrators sought to build a special wilderness experience for boys with an 

“interest in science.” After developing a careful and balanced curriculum, the administrators 

found out this approach with “formal discussion groups and individual note books for recording 

of observations,” was ill conceived. Rather, by selecting knowledgeable counselors, the program 

could flexibly adapt to the boys’ interests. Over the four summers it had been taking place, 

campers had met with Navajo Indians and explored cliff dwellings in Mesa Verde, and they 

could “observe first-hand the age-old quest for gold [and] have a try at panning a little of the 

yellow stuff themselves from the La Plata River sands.” All sorts of flora, fauna, geology, 

astronomy, were explored at explorer camp through the interest of the boys and the knowledge of 

their counselors. Why? According to the author, H.E. Stork, “Adventure, exploration, and 

discovery appeal so strongly to the boys that leaders should exercise their best ingenuity to work 

out the program for their particular camp environment so as to include as much as possible of 

new trail blazing.” Stork claimed that this innate attitude of boys was being repressed at other 

camps, which were “in danger of becoming to [sic] luxurious… Too many camps lean toward 

inner-spring mattresses and famous chefs, when boys might better be rolling out their bedrolls 

under a spruce tree and rustling their own grub over an open fire.” The relationship between 

exploration, discovery, and wilderness adventure was entwined with assumptions about 
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American masculinity, including both the exaltation of a rugged intimacy with nature and a 

natural proclivity for scientific curiosity.85  

As camp leaders reiterated the gender constructions of American society, they bound 

them up with assumptions about the natural world. The camp setting was the perfect location for 

all these lessons - the argument went - because by shedding the artifice of civilization, the 

camper could embrace a more authentic identity. In this way, gender roles were made even more 

natural and embedded even more deeply. Furthermore, in the context of a Protestant church 

camp, these gender roles carried the additional sanction and moral authority of the camper’s 

religious tradition. 

 The land-use decisions imposed on the pre-ecological American campground reflected 

the conservation ethic of their particular administrators. In February 1950, there were over 4,400 

individual members in the American Camping Association, “from all types of camps.”86 These 

administrators performed a variety of socially and culturally embedded scripts mobilizing 

economic, aesthetic, and gender-specific assumptions about American life. Protestant camps 

were especially interested in articulating the moral imperatives for their land-use decisions and 

while they continued to articulate a nostalgic antiurban and antimodern sentiment, they also 

increasingly began to apply an ethic of stewardship to environmental resources. This was 

predicated on older definitions of stewardship as a conservative economic approach to efficiency 

of capital or labor resources, but in the context of church camps with hundreds of acres to 

manage, it began to be applied to the land as well. While the rhetorical commitments to 
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conservation were limited at first, they eventually bestowed an important intellectual vocabulary 

as ecological critiques became more mainstream in the 1960s and 1970s. 

Church camps and conferences grew rapidly after World War II as religious institutions 

sought to influence how parishioners spent their leisure time and especially provide recreational 

opportunities for children. These programs were frequently promoted in terms of their didactic 

and moral benefits as they sought to partner with parents to help form young people with 

upstanding “Christian character.” One set of articles in the May 1950 issue of the International 

Journal of Religious Education articulated the camp and conference ambition while 

simultaneously delineating the major pedagogical differences between the two formats. 

Reynold E. Carlson was educated at Berkeley and worked at YMCA camps in Northern 

California in the mid-1920s. After graduation, he worked various jobs as a high school teacher, 

principal, and National Park Service naturalist before joining the National Recreation 

Association in 1936. By virtue of these experiences, he was hired on the faculty of Indiana 

University in 1947, where he taught courses in recreation and park administration. Carlson 

worked diligently for the American Camp Association and helped develop the ACA headquarters 

at IU’s Bradford Woods facility in Martinsville, Indiana. Carlson was also instrumental in the 

early ecological discourse in organized camping. Carlson wore his thick, dark, hair at medium 

length and had narrow, dark, eyes on a square face.87 

Reynold Carlson wrote the IJRE article on behalf of church camps. Carlson also attended 

and presented at the Toledo Conference. Joseph W. Bell, of the Methodist Board of Education, 

wrote for conferences. In their introduction, they described the fundamental difference between 
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the two as a matter of objective. Whereas the camp sought to develop the moral individual, the 

conference aspired to build the church collectively. Naturally, these two impulses were 

intertwined, and there were more specific differences as to targeted ages and style of instruction, 

but the fundamental difference was between the camps’ perceived benefits to the individual and 

the conferences’ development of the group.88 

 Carlson outlined eight benefits that a camper at an organized church camp could expect 

to receive from his or her experience: self-reliance, physical fitness, new skills, accommodation, 

a democratic ethic, a spirit of service, understanding, and spiritual development. 

 The first three of these are typical of the justifications made for outdoor recreation in 

general. As a form of America’s frontier mythos, organized camping sought to recreate the 

conditions of rugged individualism and pioneering ambition that were imagined to be crucial to 

the American project. Self-reliance, physical fitness, and new skills in the outdoors were thus 

mobilized in reference to that shared cultural heritage. “[Youngsters] seem to have a deep-rooted 

urge to get away from the artificialities of civilization and to know life as their ancestors did,” 

Carlson observed. “In camp they get acquainted with the natural life of the woods, lakes and 

streams, learn how to build simple shelters, gather wood, build a fire, cook over a campfire, fish, 

swim, hike, and in other ways take care of themselves in the woods.”89 Carlson’s appeal to the 

vigorous life of the outdoors drew from a shared cultural cache about the meanings of 

wilderness, nature, and work that campsites met to varying degrees. Yet, it is significant that they 
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were foremost in the justifications that he provided to advertise the potentials of camping for 

religious education. 

 The second major theme in Carlson’s argument actually received the bulk of his attention 

and concerned the potential for camp programming to instill the virtues of empathetic 

citizenship. He argued that church camps taught children that they are responsible for the 

cohesive good of the group. Children needed to learn that they couldn’t get their way all the time 

and camp living required compromise, democratic coordination, mutual service, and empathetic 

understanding.  

 Finally, and almost as an afterthought, Carlson addressed the specific contribution of 

spiritual development that made church camps something different from the secular organized 

camps that made up the majority of the ACA. Still, the way Carlson described the spiritual 

effects of church camp implied that this was incidental or assumed. “No part of the program of 

the good camp is planned without reference to its effect spiritually. The spiritual values are by no 

means confined to those periods specifically set aside for worship; they envelop the whole camp; 

everything that happens is weighed in light of these values,” Carlson said, expanding the spiritual 

aspect of church camping to include the aforementioned physical and programmatic features that 

nurtured independence and cooperation.90  

Carlson’s view of church camps was significant. Not only was he a major intellectual and 

institutional leader in the camping industry, but he was selected to work on this article for 

religious educators and the same article was later reprinted and distributed several times by the 

Special Committee on Camps and Conferences of the National Council of Churches.91 Carlson 
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negotiated the tension between the individual and the group and celebrated a pervasive, if vague, 

spirituality. He emphasized the value of democracy in terms compatible with American civil 

religion, assumed a baseline spirituality among his audience, and made his point while safely 

avoiding any specific doctrinal issues within the church camping movement. 

Bell’s companion article was much more explicit about the benefits that would accrue to 

the church through the investment in church conferences. As the introduction indicated, the 

ecclesiastical focus of that format meant that more time could be spent developing such notions 

as “Christian character,” faith, leadership, and ethical living.92 Conferences were geared towards 

adolescents, young adults, and even older adults and were designed around a formal curriculum 

with guest speakers, workbooks, and devotionals. Formal worship was more common in 

conferences than in camps and the conference grounds were praised for the peace and solitude 

they provided for reflection rather than the physical challenges they provided for fitness or 

exploration. 

As camps and conferences developed through the initial postwar period, these themes of 

wilderness, democracy, spirituality, and ecclesiology gained sharper focus through the labors of 

multiple stakeholders. In 1951, the NCC’s Special Committee on Camps and Conferences 

estimated church conferences served over 300,000 young people each summer and including 

camping boosted that number much higher.93 The NCC and its camping committees sought to 

guide the burgeoning movement while individual directors used the ACA to articulate their own 
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visions of the ideal church camp. All the while the camp and conference grounds themselves set 

the stage upon which these terms would be explored. 

One of the earliest industry-wide synthesis of the new ideology of decentralized girls’ 

camp came in Vermont camp director Harry Brown’s 1950 article, appropriately titled, “A 

Philosophy of Camping.” Brown’s argument was premised on educational practices. While his 

philosophy was not religious, and his camp was not religiously affiliated, its publication in 

Camping Magazine indicates it was intended for the whole camping industry, secular and 

religious camps alike.94 

 Brown opened his philosophy by making a distinction between approach and objective. 

He wrote that although almost all camp administrators shared common objectives, such as 

physical fitness, recreation, skill development, socialization, and expanding interest in nature and 

the outdoors, their approaches to these ends were as diverse as the institutions that sponsored 

camps. Because camp directors, and especially those directors who operated season-long camps, 

had such a formative impact on the development of children, it was essential that they take the 

time to formulate a coherent philosophy of camping. 

 It is useful to remember that although very few church camps were run for an entire 

season and it was more common to find groups visiting for a week or two, church camp 

administrators explicitly imagined themselves as part of the educational program of the local 

congregation, which did have a year-round and continuous influence on the development of 

participating youth. 

 For Brown, the key to a coherent philosophy of camping was gaining clarity on “our own 

habits of thought, our understanding of the general principles governing human relationships, 

 
94 Harry E. Brown, “A Philosophy of Camping,” Camping Magazine, (June 1950), 7. 



 

 

72 

 

and our fundamental beliefs.” This would allow them to make sure that daily practices on the 

ground conformed to a higher and more consistent intellectual project. 

 Brown admitted that a unified theory of camp philosophy was too cumbersome for a 

magazine article, but in order to demonstrate the process he was recommending and stimulate 

debate, he proposed to philosophize on one issue: “whether or not free men can prove themselves 

capable of the degree of voluntary self-control necessary to the survival of freedom.” He argued 

further that the world was cleaved between those who believe in the “dignity” and “high destiny” 

of the individual and those who allow their actions to be “determined and enforced by those at 

the top.” Therefore, Brown’s functional thesis was that, “in any social group, the more 

individuals there are who have gained experience under freedom in assuming responsibility for 

their own behavior, the ‘better’ the group will be,” revealing the intellectual commitments 

typical to a Cold War mentality. The dualism of the world wrought between freedom and 

tyranny, the individual and the community, and responsibility or passivity all found expression in 

Brown’s example. Brown concluded his generalizations with an anthropocentric triumphalism. 

Humans had conquered nature through the application of reason, which they alone possessed. 

With that done, they could turn towards understanding themselves.95 

 Having established the problem and the opportunities presented by the world, as he 

understood it, Brown applied this philosophy to camping. The essence of his article was: if the 

world is as he described it, and “gaining experience under freedom in assuming responsibility” 

was the key to a “better world,” then how does the practice of organized camping contribute to 

that project? 
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 Brown outlined several conclusions that followed from his thesis: “gaining experience” 

meant that all practices at camp had the capacity to fit this philosophy. Since there was 

disagreement on the extent to which adult administrators must ensure the welfare of the children 

at their camp, he proposed that while some constraints on freedom for safety’s sake must exist, 

they should be as minimal as possible, and whereas an individual might fail in their efforts, they 

should be allowed to try. “It serves to lead toward an answer to the question, what is meant by 

‘freedom’ in camping?’,” Brown wrote. “We mean the freedom of the camper to try,” 

recognizing that failure was a feature of freedom permitted Brown to underscore the aspect of 

personal responsibility that was foremost in his philosophy. It’s easy to take responsibility for 

success and more important to learn how to take responsibility for failure. 

 Brown concluded his article with an example of the introductory lecture that he gave to 

his campers in order to illustrate how the philosophy influenced the conduct of a real camp. He 

was not suggesting a libertine experience where everyone does what she wants at the expense of 

her compatriots, but rather he issued the philosophy as a challenge. Within the limits of the camp 

and the harmony of the community, the campers would be afforded many opportunities for 

individual expression. Campers wouldn’t be told when to put on their coats or “dry their hair,” 

and there were really only three “regulations”: don’t go in the water without a counselor present, 

don’t take a horse out of the stable without a counselor on duty, and don’t leave the camp 

without permission.96 

 Harry Brown’s proposed camping philosophy contains many of the key assumptions of 

midcentury American society. Freedom was the most important component of a fully developed 

human being and learning how to be free was crucial to the development of a child. Brown told 
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his campers, “we think the most important thing that can happen to anyone is to learn how to 

make choices that will work out right. You can’t learn this without practice, anymore than you 

can develop your biceps without using them. So we believe in giving you all the practice you can 

get,” demonstrating his view of freedom and responsibility as strengths and camp as the ideal 

training ground for developing those strengths. The camp as a gymnasium for freedom was one 

significant model of camping philosophy, and while this view had implicit social and political 

assumptions, camp philosophers who had a more spiritual bent also shared it. 

 Some camp directors also emphasized a moral argument for conservation in the 

campground. Americans were especially wasteful, according to Frederick Lewis of the Herald 

Tribune Fresh Air Fund. “However they may admire us for other things, other peoples of the 

world regard us as leaders in needless, wanton destruction – some of it thoughtless, some 

deliberate,” Lewis lamented, expressing the mid-century’s assumption of American leadership in 

all things. Camps, however, had an opportunity to raise a new generation of conservation-minded 

Americans built on the sound leadership of the technical experts of their Soil Conservation 

Districts. Again, the solutions that were initially provided as part of this critique of modern 

consumerism simply meant more efficient production.97 

 While many camp directors claimed an affinity for conservation ethics and the morality 

of efficiency, this view of landscape use was generated in an older mode of production. The post-

war world with increased dependence on plastics, chemicals, and new sources of energy led to 

more critical approaches to production and preservation by the late 1950s and early 1960s and 

those critiques proved to be more controversial. For the time being, growth was the order of the 

day and campgrounds were as invested in that project as the rest of American society. 
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When American camping professionals met in the middle of April 1952 for the ACA 

National Convention in Chicago, they put this matter of camping and democracy front and 

center. And when they did, they underscored American democracy’s essential religious 

connotations. Dr. Lowell B. Hazzard, Professor of Old Testament at the Methodist Westminster 

Theological Seminary in Maryland, provided the keynote address on the subject, “Moral and 

Spiritual Values in Camping,” which simultaneously generalized and reinforced the religious 

aspects of American democracy. Although these themes were commonplace, Hazzard’s address, 

the venue of its presentation, and its subsequent publication in Camping Magazine, make it a 

useful example of the blending of camping, spirituality, and democracy in American thought 

during this period.98 

 Hazzard began by emphasizing the responsibility that camp directors had for shaping the 

moral development of American children. According to Hazzard, “no group of people in the 

country – preachers, teachers, or parents – has a greater opportunity to direct [American youth’s 

spiritual] orientation than the people who live with children and adolescents through camping 

experiences of the summer months.”99 This bold claim is surprising until one considers the 

history of ambivalence with which the camping community treated the domestic influence of the 

American home. As the landscape historian Abigail Van Slyck has pointed out, camp directors 

had always been suspicious of the perceived over-civilizing and feminizing influences of 

modernity, so that the critique of parents here is predominantly a critique of mothers.100 
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 Hazzard was also quick to obfuscate what he meant by spiritual values in light of post-

war American religious pluralism. “I am not dealing with the teaching of any religious group – 

Protestant, Catholic, or Jewish… I am thinking rather of that deeper thing which is basic for all 

of us, the orientation of our souls toward God and toward our fellow-men,” Hazzard clarified. “I 

am suggesting that, not tacked on but inherent in the very nature of camping itself, there is the 

opportunity for all of us to see to it that the young people in our care attain a deeply spiritual 

grounding for life.”101 Hazzard assumed his audience would subscribe to Trifaith pluralism while 

appealing to a general understanding of divinity and its accessibility though the camp setting.102 

 Hazzard’s argument for the positive spiritual influence of camping was built on three 

components: the advantages of the natural setting, cooperative fellowship, and necessary values. 

Through the unique combination these three elements, camping could develop morally upright 

Americans prepared for the challenges of the Cold War world. 

 The natural setting contributed to this project by instilling a sense of wonder that would 

teach children to appreciate and value the world by virtue of its aesthetic beauty. Furthermore, 

children could be impressed with the harmony and order of the world. Hazzard argued that the 

technological world that children inhabit distorted their view of natural and morally correct 

relationships. Demonstrating to them the ecological order and “balanced harmony” of the natural 

world would lead to a more stable and healthier worldview.  The artifices of civilization are 

disordered, and the wholeness of nature is divinely ordered. Third, the natural world inspires the 

creativity and innovation of the human spirit by exposing people to the infinitely more 

impressive creativity of God. Finally, living in intimate proximity to nature teaches flexibility 

 
101 Hazzard, “Spiritual Values in Camping,” 11. 
 
102 Kevin Schultz, Tri-Faith America: How Catholics and Jews Held Postwar America to its Protestant Promise, 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). 



 

 

77 

 

and adaptability. The capriciousness of the weather, in particular, provides a crash course in 

humility and resilience. Hazzard’s view of the natural world and its influence on character 

development reflects the combination of Victorian attitudes regarding the salubrious influence of 

the pastoral as well as Turnerian assumptions about the moral influence of the wilderness.103 

 Hazzard’s second pillar was cooperative fellowship, by which he meant the requirement 

of camping groups to work together in a collaborative way. “In camp, artificial distinctions melt 

away and we are who we are, persons, all having our own significance, no more and no less than 

our fellows, part of a beloved community,” including both the autonomy and significance of the 

individual and their responsibility to the greater community. Hazzard continued to define 

democracy as precisely this sharing of responsibility. Kids could be “pampered or dominated” at 

home, Hazzard argued, and camp required them to simultaneously to grow as individuals and be 

accountable to the needs of the group. “Democracy also means a leveling process in which, at 

certain points, the camper may even be able to teach the counselor, and all artificial distinctions 

drop away. In these days of the increasing importance of ‘brass,’ the leveling experience of camp 

where all wear the same kinds of clothes, and ‘No one,’ as Jesus said, ‘is called Teacher’ is all to 

the good,” argued Hazzard, using a distinctly Protestant formula to justify the egalitarian impulse 

of democracy in the camp setting. Cooperative fellowship extends to the counselor and models 

respect and mutuality in communal living. Part of the mechanism of camping that provided this 

amazing opportunity for cooperative fellowship was the performance of the frontier. “There is 

some controversy, I know, as to how primitive a camp should be. But while, perhaps, it need not 

always be completely primitive, the genius of camping is that it is raw. It is amazing how many 

good qualities are revealed in human nature when life is stripped down to its essentials,” Hazzard 
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observed, articulating ambivalence about modernity that would become even more explicit in the 

conclusion of his argument.104 Hazzard’s vision of cooperative fellowship as the bedrock of 

American democracy reveals a Protestant liberalism that is based on a tendency toward 

egalitarianism reinforced by an interpretation of Jesus and camping as a “leveling” corrective to 

the uncritical submission to the “brass.” 

 Hazzard concluded his argument by defining five “necessary values,” which encouraged 

positive spiritual development in the young people of America. First, camp is not secular or 

materialistic. For Hazzard, secularism meant an attitude of indifferent individualism and 

rapacious consumption. Camp taught children that there were things beyond themselves that had 

value. Fancy stuff did not define their value or the value of others. Second, camp was not 

militaristic. Hazzard argued that, “Many of the things upon which our Judaeo-Christian [sic] 

civilization is built – freedom, brotherhood, creativity – are threatened by militarism, with its 

regimentation, its barked orders, and its inculcation of the belief that love and goodwill are soft 

and the sword is the final arbiter in the relationships of men,” which is a more complex claim 

than Hazzard seemed to realize. The military tradition of organized youth camps had long been a 

subject of debate among camp directors and while he’s right that the postwar period saw a 

discernable movement away from that tradition, in order to promote a new period of juvenile 

innocence, this was by no means a settled subject. The argument that militarism is contrary to 

“Judeo-Christian civilization,” is likewise fraught. However, this antimilitaristic tendency that 

Hazzard identified was crucial to camp’s promotion of democracy. “The best way to combat 

communism and totalitarianism of all kinds is to implant deeply in the minds and hearts of youth 

a love for and a belief in democratic values, and to give youth the satisfying experience of living 
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by these values… The American camp is the best proof of the superiority of our way of life over 

the civilization of the concentration camp,” invoking both the memory of the recent war against 

Nazism and a critique of the Soviet threat. Third, camp counteracts the wastefulness of modern 

American life and instills values of conservation. Fourth, camp impresses children with examples 

of permanence in an otherwise transient culture. The stars and the hills teach stability and 

endurance. 105 

 Lowell Hazzard’s keynote address at the 1952 ACA National Conference provides a 

fascinating example of the assumptions and arguments that defined the spiritual rationale for 

camping in the post-war period. Nature, democracy, and Judeo-Christian values combined to 

make camp an arguably essential activity, which edified American youth for the spiritual 

struggle for freedom against communism. 

 The economic and demographic transitions of American society in the aftermath of 

World War II as well as the ideological pressures of the war against fascism and the emergent 

anxiety about global communism meant that religious leaders and camping professionals were 

motivated to reconceptualize their outdoor ministry practices. The transition from conferences to 

camps provides a valuable example of how the occupation and utilization of outdoor spaces was 

contingent on social and ideological forces. By 1952, the National Council of Churches became 

actively engaged in the question of physical development at their Byndenwood Workshop. 
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Chapter 3: Changing the Landscape of Church Camping 

During an October weekend in 1952, the Special Committee on Camps and Conferences 

of the National Council of Churches held a workshop at Byndenwood YMCA Camp outside 

Reading, Pennsylvania. The “Workshop on Campsite Development, Operation, and 

Maintenance,” was designed to facilitate a series of conversations that would lead to policy 

statements and guiding materials, which the NCC would distribute to Protestant church camps 

around the country. Topics included remodeling existing facilities, proposing new facilities, 

selecting a campsite, architecture and landscape planning, options for structures, selecting 

consultants, and general maintenance and operation. The NCC asked denominational offices to 

each send three representatives who could make substantive contributions to these conversations. 

Ideally, these would include an architect, a conference or camp director, and a contractor with 

experience in camps and campgrounds.106 

 The efforts of this conference demonstrate the underlying assumptions that church camp 

leaders held towards the physical environment and the role of the church in the physical world. 

The practical decisions that religious leaders made about using space, the structures they built 

and the amenities they included or excluded, reveal how they understood nature, divinity, the 

mission of Christianity, and the role of Protestantism in the American wilderness tradition. While 

programmatic decisions and the educational ambitions of the directors and counselors are often 

more visible and explicit, conferences like Byndenwood ’52 reveal that decisions about the 

construction of the physical campground also promoted specific didactic agendas concerning the 

transformation of nature from institutional campuses to an individualized frontier. These 
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decisions communicate important lessons about the value of nature and the place of humanity in 

the world. 

 Many of midcentury church camping’s leading personalities attended Byndenwood ’52. 

They were selected for their capacity to contribute substantively to the workshop’s project. These 

figures included Jim Ballinger, Maurice Bone, Rodney Britten, Elizabeth Brown, Ed 

Schlingman, L.B. Sharp, Robert Tully, Mary Venable, and the landscape architects Julian 

Salomon and Bradford Sears, among others. These figures were leaders in their denominational 

camping councils, frequent contributors to industry magazines such as Camping Magazine and 

the International Journal of Religious Education, and perennial members of the NCC’s SCCC. 

In places like Byndenwood and other workshops and committee meetings around the country, 

they shaped church camping as we understand it today. 

As the American population boomed and the middle class expanded in the aftermath of 

World War II, Protestant churches set out to meet increased demand for new suburban 

congregations and compete in an increasingly diverse and growing religious economy. In 

addition to widespread, if misguided, perceptions about urban irreligion and the preferable rural 

pietism, American society was undergoing a dramatic demographic and spatial transformation.107 

When the National Council of Churches’ Special Committee for Conferences and Camps applied 

to the Max C. Fleischmann Foundation of Nevada for funds in October 1953, they reported that 

in the five years between 1947 and 1952, the number of church camps increased from 850 to 

2,000. During the same period, the number of campers served each year increased from 80,000 
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to 190,000.108 Church camps were an increasingly popular method of meeting that demand and 

due to the Cold War logic of winning hearts and minds for democracy and the unsubtle concern 

about preserving the American Way of Life in the face of the communist threat, church camps - 

with their blend of nostalgic wilderness pioneering and Protestant morality - were rather 

cocksure of their sacred mission. 

 Religiously affiliated camps and retreat centers not only served as educational 

institutions, they also occupied physical space. In order to assess how administrators perceived 

the environmental impact of their camps, it is necessary to understand how camp administrators 

understood their place in the world; physically as well as socially. This chapter charts a mental 

map of their spatial imagination. At the bulls-eye center of the church camp administrator’s 

world were the camp facilities: whether to get a septic system or dig latrines, whether to build 

tents or cabins, should the dining hall be air-conditioned, how much automobile parking should 

the camp accommodate, should the kitchen be gas or electric, these practical and daily questions 

occupied the forefront of most camp director’s lives. Developing and maintaining a functional 

and vibrant camp on a limited budget required precise and thoughtful deliberation and as the 

industry professionalized, numerous best practice documents and resources leapt to guide the 

conversation. The National Council of Churches sponsored a formative Workshop on Campsite 

Development in 1952 and focused on precisely these types of detail-oriented issues. 

 The second concern of camp administrators leapt far beyond the boundaries of the 

campground and landed in the pulpit of the local congregation. After establishing a functional 

campsite, the camp administrator sought to develop a program that was vibrant and useful to his 

or her constituent congregations. These two concerns were obviously related and facilitating 
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relationships between the congregation and the camp was a hallmark of camp committee work 

throughout the twentieth century. 

 And yet, the point I’d like to raise here is that the distance between the camp 

administrator’s office and the congregational pastor’s office has traditionally missed a huge and 

important area in the map: the campground itself. The acreage outside the cabins and beyond the 

dining hall, the woods where the children played and the lake where they canoed or swam 

received only passing and sentimental attention before administrators focused on the business of 

dredging, damming, harvesting or building. Desperate to appear active and indispensable to the 

local congregations, camp administrators missed the essential opportunity of church camping: 

the inherent value of nature as God’s creation apart from human molestation. I think that, if they 

were pressed to, some might say that they provided opportunities for their visitors to reflect on 

those things, or that they taught children skills to survive in the wilderness, which fosters an 

appreciation for nature. But it’s only a marginal part of the historical record. Archival sources, 

periodicals, and oral histories all testify to the importance of flushing toilets and hogans, and 

they often open with prosaic allusions to sunsets or butterflies, but conservation, preservation, 

wilderness, and environmentalism are all uncharted territory on the mental map of midcentury 

camp administrators. 

Church camps are where the religious and spiritual life of the church meets the physical 

earth of the campground. The significance of the material space reveals itself in myriad ways, 

which can enhance or detract from the program. The embodied lives of the campers and the 

context of the ministry require constant attention to the nonhuman environment. While camp 

directors have usually acknowledged this relationship, the motivation for concern has yielded 

different regimes of care in different times. 
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 Rodney Britten, the American Baptist and NCC SCCC member who presented the 

statement on camp philosophy at Toledo in 1946 was once again a foundational figure at 

Byndenwood in 1952. Britten outlined the purposes and issues facing the meeting in an opening 

statement. He argued that the primary concern of the church camp is to provide a practical 

experience in Christian community. The campsite, in addition to the program, the staff, and the 

campers, combine to form such a community. Britten mentioned security and democracy as two 

essential features of such a community. Britten elaborated that decentralized camping was the 

most effective method of building such a community and that both “the worth of the individual” 

and “social sensitivity” were part of that project. Camps shouldn’t try to “duplicate the facilities 

that are already available to the church through its Sunday church school or worship space,” but 

rather they should provide opportunities for churchgoers that “are not at all possible in the home 

and in the church.” Britten then included a list of those unique opportunities such as practice in 

Christian democracy, a more egalitarian relationship with a community that included adults, 

individual achievement and the necessity of cooperating with other, and only finally, “the 

camper will discover for himself the mysteries of God’s great creation.”109 

 The workshop notes record that the response to Britten’s statement raised two key 

critiques. The audience objected that church camps should be “supplementary” (meaning 

subordinate) to education in the home and the church and “considerable attention was given to 

the criticism that comes at the point of misinterpreting the use of nature as pantheism.”110 These 

two objections reveal two pervasive issues in midcentury church camping that continue to shape 

religious environmentalism within American Protestantism. First, even camping professionals 
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hesitated to claim the full potential of their influence on the life of the church. This is a 

consequence of the way that church camps historically depended on congregational clergy for 

financial and institutional support. Second, the specter of pantheism was raised in order to 

undermine the crucial significance of the natural setting as the unique contribution of outdoor 

ministries. In practice, outdoor ministries in the 1950s more often used nature as allegory or 

iconography. 

 The scholars of religion and the environment John Grim and Mary Evelyn Tucker define 

pantheism as a belief that “identifies God, or the divine, as within the cosmos, giving rise to 

feelings of reverence for nature or awe in the omnipresence of the sacred. The usage may be 

positive, such as in Hinduism, where millions of gods are acknowledged as in the world, or 

contested and negative, as with some theistic objections that if everything is God, then the 

problem of evil is ambiguous.”111 Even beyond theodicy, the transcendence of God has 

traditionally been a feature of many theistic religions. When the camping professionals noted the 

danger of “misinterpreting the use of nature as pantheism” they were staking their orthodoxy in 

the long-running theological conflict between theism and pantheism. For these twentieth-century 

church camp leaders, God remained a transcendent Creator and could not be conflated with His 

creation. 

 Although this debate was as old as the conflict between Christianity and paganism in the 

Ancient World, its more contemporary manifestation was in the emergence of Romanticism and 

Transcendentalism in the nineteenth century. As Progressive-Era Americans celebrated what 

historian Evan Berry has called a “cult of Nature,” conservative and progressive theologians and 

clergy cautioned against taking the celebration of nature to excess. Throughout the twentieth 
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century, polemicists described the danger of confusing Creator with creation as neo-paganism or 

pantheism because it deemphasized the primacy of scripture, did not require a personal God or 

individual salvation, and undermined the authority of the established church.112 The two 

criticisms that church camp leaders discussed at Byndenwood, then, the problem of ecclesiastical 

authority and pantheism were related in the history of American religion. Should a camp go too 

far in celebrating the wonder of nature, they risked both alienating their congregational 

constituents and straying into heresy. Although the conference notes record that this issue was 

given “considerable attention” during the discussion phase of the Tuesday afternoon session, it 

does not preserve the details of that attention. We can surmise that they debated where to draw 

the boundaries between nature celebration, nature veneration, and nature worship. Furthermore, 

their affirmation of congregational primacy suggests that they were carefully conservative on this 

point so as to not overstate the unique religious benefits of being in nature. 

 After the key commitments and general problems were laid out, the workshop broke into 

small groups to discuss specific questions. The first question for the Wednesday morning session 

was “can we develop a conference and camp site on one ground?” signifying a conservative 

impulse to retain the older ministry format and develop a compromise approach that served both 

models. The report from that small group indicates the extent to which conferences had been 

subordinated to decentralized camping. The group concluded that due to the financial constraints, 

while one site could feasibly support both ministries, only one form of ministry could be 

prioritized. It was easier to adapt conferences to decentralized camping than vice versa.  

Furthermore, “there are many conferences that can best be held in college setups,” pointing out 

that the churches would be better served to develop campsites for their permanent ownership and 
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rent conference space when necessary. Decentralized facilities were easier to adapt to different 

age groups, different topographies, and different program features. Julian Salomon pointed out 

that church camps were circling back to primitive camping, which had been popular in the 

nineteenth century revivals, after a period of favoring comfortable accommodations for 

conferences in the 1920s.113 Part of the reason for this resurgence in primitive camping was the 

burgeoning population and new emphasis on youth education in the church. As children came to 

occupy center stage, assumptions about building character through trial and young people’s 

tolerance for certain deprivations of “pioneer experiences” permitted a more primitive aesthetic 

in outdoor ministries. 

 Elizabeth Brown, of the Methodist Board of Education and the NCC’s Committee on 

Camps and Conferences, chaired the second topic of conversation and asked to determine those 

features of the program that were basic to the facilities, i.e. what are the specific points at which 

the facilities influence the type of program that can be offered? The group developed a series of 

separate responses. First, the type of shelters in which the campers resided. The old debates 

about cabins versus tents are inadequate, the participants said, since both limit the camper’s 

ability to participate in the construction and maintenance of their shelters. Here, they’re 

imagining permanent canvas tents on raised platforms, as distinct from log or clapboard cabins. 

Rather than prescribing any specific best practice, the conference-goers listed types of dwellings 

that campers could help set up such as hogans, lean-tos, tepees, and covered wagons. 

Furthermore, they discussed the ideal layout of the decentralized village. Rather than give 

standard distances between units, they recommended that the topography be taken into account 

and principles of isolation and access should be balanced in the specific context of a given camp. 
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This group also returned to the problem Britten introduced regarding what to do with the 

inherited centralized conference spaces. This group’s solution was to maintain the old central 

spaces for those adult groups that didn’t care about getting out into the woods, then expand the 

decentralized camp through the acquisition or development of outlying areas. They concluded by 

discussing additional issues such as whether to house counselors with campers or not, whether to 

use ditch latrines or flush toilets, and whether or not to use bunk beds.114  

 The lack of resolution in this second group is indicative of the degree to which the 

decentralized model inspired local autonomy and contextual solutions. As national 

denominational camp leaders raised these questions, they found it increasingly difficult to offer 

universal solutions. Initially, this was by design. The vitality of the organized camping industry 

in during the 1950s was found in its ability to mobilize strong institutional structures like the 

national denominations with the flexibility and emotional investment of grassroots leadership. 

The national leadership routinely insisted that local leaders be tuned into the patterns and needs 

of their spaces and their communities while also providing a wide range of information sharing 

about standards and best practices. Later, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, this libertarian 

approach to camp management would become a source of anxiety and national leaders would 

seek to offer more coherence and uniformity in programming rather than in facilities. 

Maurice Bone chaired the third group and reiterated many of the points made by the 

Brown group. However, they paid extra attention to the needs of the central campus in the 

decentralized camp: the dining hall, administration building, parking lot, and maintenance and 

storage facilities. 
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Throughout this session, the conversations held at Byndenwood reveal a couple features 

of midcentury church camping. Significantly, there was a distinct lack of a conservation or land 

ethic. Rather, conservation issues of the 1950s come up only tangentially and superficially. For 

instance, the Bone group discussed detergents and noted “new detergents carry the fats and oils 

into the septic tank and seal the soil. Therefore, many camps find it feasible to use the traditional 

soaps rather than the new detergents,” and as far as camp chapels go, “we do not recommend the 

construction of a building to serve as chapel. In the first place, it defeats the purpose of camping 

in the out-of-doors and therefore seems to be an unwise use of funds,” and they suggested that 

the camp stream should not be polluted because it would obstruct visibility and safe 

swimming.115 These church camp professionals approached outdoor ministries as an extension of 

the congregation into the countryside and therefore they started from anthropocentric first 

principles. The camp facilities were selected and developed in order to maximize their 

expression of human values and trends in small group psychology. At the Byndenwood 

Conference, the only innovative input in landscape design and mature attention to the influence 

of the natural world came from the landscape architects and the wider camping industry rather 

than the church camping leaders. Within five years, Elizabeth Brown reported to the Executive 

Committee of the NCC’s Committee on Camps and Conferences that there were about 572 

functioning church camp properties within the NCC denominations and over 90 additional camps 

in development.116 

Part of the explanation for the divergence between Bradford Sears’ 1947 emphasis on 

holistic master planning and the camp directors’ ad hoc patchwork is the frequency with which 
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camps were developed out of inherited conference grounds, revival sites, or bequeathments. 

Since camp administrators were often dealing with a predetermined set of facilities at an 

established site, they might have felt they did not need to consider the landscape because it was 

already there and could not be changed anyways. Sears, perhaps responding to conversations he 

had at Byndenwood, addressed this objection in a 1952 article that came out a month after 

conference. “All camps are changing continually in personnel, in administration, and in 

appearance,” Sears wrote. “Buildings fall down, new ones are erected, improvements are always 

in order. Your camp today is quite different than it was 10 years ago or will be 10 years in the 

future. Why not plan that future so that when it comes you will have the camp you want?” Sears 

asked, encouraging his readers to take the long view and imagine the site as a unified project 

rather than a collection of unplanned pieces, as he had done in various camping periodicals since 

the late 1940s.117 

Although that holistic approach to site selection was Sears’ usual first step, by 1952 he 

was also emphasizing program as the primary mover. “Analysis of the projected program must 

come first [emphasis in original] and, as a result of this, planning of physical facilities within 

limitations of site and funds available,” Sears argued. However, here he’s explicitly talking about 

facilities so by “first” he means after site selection but before facility construction. The 

significance here is that whereas church camp administrators at Byndenwood were focused first 

and foremost on facility development, Bradford Sears’ perspective as a landscape architect had 

taught him that facilities should actually come last in the management of the campground. The 

most important feature of the camp was the campsite. The physical characteristics of the 

landscape set the stage for the program. The program was second and its priorities and ambitions 
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set the terms upon which the facilities would be developed last. Sears’ mental map of the 

campground actually recognized the site’s primary importance. 

 The codependent relationship between program and facilities was one of the instances 

where camp director’s ideas about the ecological landscape was most pronounced. As Bradford 

Sears emphasized the importance of site selection and natural amenities as an important 

component of program development, other camp leaders demonstrated how programming 

commitments shaped their relationship with the physical space. These elements worked in 

tandem to shape Protestant church camping in the twentieth century. The physical construction 

of the facilities was consistently interpreted in light of ongoing debates about the ideological and 

pedagogical ambitions of the outdoor ministry site. In light of the Byndenwood Workshop, we 

can understand how Protestant camp leaders articulated the relationship between the campground 

and the nostalgic yearning for frontier democracy.  

Elizabeth Brown wrote an article for the International Journal of Religious Education in 

1953 that used the familiar contrast between camps and conferences in order to define the 

separate stakes of each endeavor. She helped articulate how the formats related and diverged and 

articulated the explicitly Christian argument for camping as a democratic remedy to an artificial 

and technocratic culture. 

 She explained that conferences were the older format, born of the nineteenth-century tent 

revivals and civic lecture venues. Organized camping, by contrast, was a relatively recent 

development and only a quarter century at the oldest. Therefore, when limited resources or 

training were available, local churches that sought to provide camping often slipped into the 

conference format. The significant difference here was group size. Brown wrote, “in a zeal to 

extend camping some of its original values were sacrificed. Some leaders yielded to pressure for 
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enrolling large numbers. Many camps took on the characteristics of the more familiar 

‘conference’ type of program unsuited to these younger boys and girls,” signaling age as a 

second significant divergence between the two formats.118 

 Brown observed that group size and age combined to influence a third significant 

opportunity that camps provided which conferences did not. Smaller groups of younger campers 

enhanced a sense of adventure and simplicity. “In the best church camps, youth, born into a 

materialistic and secularized environment, often grapple for the first time with the basic 

problems of getting food and shelter. ‘Christian community’ takes on a new meaning. 

Cooperation is a ‘must.’ A Christian solution to a problem of human relationships becomes real, 

not an imaginary proposal discussed in a classroom,” Brown wrote, indicating the foundational 

assumptions which propelled the church camping movement. Stripping away the artifices of 

modern society allowed children to gain some experiences essential to desirable character 

development.119 

 Brown’s interpretation also included more explicitly religious language than Reynold 

Carlson’s had three years earlier. Brown attributed the cooperative element - which Carlson had 

applied to democracy - to Christian community. She also argued that rather than a general sort of 

anti-modern or anti-urban nostalgia for the forest, it was a deeply Christian anxiety about 

materialism and secularism that motivated church leaders to seek the simplicity of the woods. 

 After reflecting on the historical development and programmatic differences between 

religiously affiliated conferences and camps, Brown enumerated three specific areas that 

underscored how these formats complimented one another: setting, ambition, and organization. 
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 Both camps and conferences were residential activities set apart from the regular life of 

the congregation. Although conferences could ostensibly be held on college campuses or in hotel 

ballrooms, they were usually held on isolated and well-manicured “conference grounds.” As we 

have seen, these were sometimes used as campgrounds as well, with marginal woodlands 

providing the rustic or “natural” features. Lakes and rivers provided recreational amenities for 

both formats. According to Brown, however, there was a fundamental divergence in the way that 

camps and conferences used their “out-of-door resources.” In camps, the outdoors is an essential 

component and the “major thrust” of the program. The physical challenges of the camp 

experience provided for the experience of God through nature as icon or allegory, individual 

growth through the challenge of camping, and the attendant negotiation of Christian living in a 

group. For conferences, the greater value of the out of doors is not as a source of challenge but as 

a source of seclusion, peace, beauty, and inspiration. Naturally, these two features (challenge and 

peace) are not mutually exclusive but Brown’s point is that the camp and the conference develop 

and emphasize them in different degrees. 

 Second, Brown reiterated Carlson and Bell’s essential distinction: camps are for 

individual development and conferences are for cultivating future church leaders. The 

ecclesiological focus of the conference necessarily built off the foundations of individual 

Christian character instilled during one’s camping years, but we must remember that camping 

was the later development and these only became mutually reinforcing in the second half of the 

twentieth century. 

 Finally, the third significant divergence between camps and conferences was the 

organization of the attendants. As mentioned before, camps typically used a small-group model 

in order to provide campers more opportunities for individual expression and one-on-one 
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mentorship with counselors. Conferences used large-group formats for formal lectures, 

complimented by strictly individual periods of reflection.120 

 Brown’s essay outlined some of the major fault-lines in the religious conference and 

camping movement. Age, organization, environment, and ambition were the primary divisions 

but significant similarities meant that church leaders continued to see these two formats as two 

sides of the same coin. First and foremost was their shared heritage of occurring outdoors in 

nature, outside of the church building, and outside of strictly congregational parishes. Very few 

individual congregations had the resources to support a traditional church and a camp or 

conference ground. This inherent super-congregationalism meant that there continued to be an 

impulse toward collaboration and ecumenism. 

 As Elizabeth Brown concluded her essay, she argued that camps and conferences 

provided a unique opportunity for interdenominational cooperation, and she had reason to be 

optimistic. She referenced the “history-making” 1946 Toledo conference where eighteen “major 

denominations” and the national offices of “major youth agencies” sent representatives. The 

NCC’s Committee on Camps and Conferences was born of that Toledo meeting and - as chair of 

the conference program committee - Elizabeth Brown had been instrumental in organizing the 

entire affair.121 

 Brown’s article, therefore, is a useful indication of the ground that had been trodden since 

Toledo. Church camp professionals continued to debate the contours of camping and 

conferencing. The paradigm shift was ongoing, but it had progressed to the point that Brown was 

able to develop the argument in favor of camping and devote the main work of the article to 
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defending and promoting camping and its benefits to the congregation. As professionals such as 

Elizabeth Brown increasingly focused on camping, the time and attention paid to conferencing as 

a distinct format gradually diminished. Furthermore, contrasting Brown’s article with the twin 

pieces by Carlson and Bell indicates the range of vocabulary available in explicating Protestant 

outdoor ministries. Despite being published in the same Christian periodical, the three articles 

reveal a difference between explicitly religious and vaguely spiritual language with regard to 

camping and the consequence of those decisions.  

 Another writer seeking to give voice to the intangible ideologies of camping and one of 

the most prolific philosophers of camping was C. Walton Johnson. Johnson directed Camp 

Sequoyah near Asheville, North Carolina and wrote numerous editorials for Camping Magazine 

on the subject of camp philosophy and the spiritual values of camping. Johnson taught high 

school and worked for the YMCA after serving in World War I and founded Camp Sequoyah in 

the summer of 1924. Camp Sequoyah was devoted to turning boys into men in the nostalgic 

tradition of American pioneering. A hagiographic memorial to Johnson also notes that 

“Sequoyah was also where many heard of environmentalism for the first time, as they learned to 

harmonize nature and humankind.”122 Pedagogically focused on the child’s interests and 

experiences, the camp was innovative and received some national media attention, which 

attracted the support of notable authors and Native American leaders. Johnson owned and 

operated Camp Sequoyah from 1924 until his death in 1967.123 Johnson’s articles can be roughly 

divided into two categories, those that started from abstract principles and focused in on 
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practices, and those that started from practicalities and expanded to abstractions. Either way, he 

was generally attentive to both planes of the camping experience. 

 In 1953, C. Walton Johnson asked the readers of Camping Magazine, “What is 

Camping?” In poetic repetition, Johnson listed twenty-seven items that defined camping through 

the shared features of campers’ experiences. These illustrate the extent to which the abstract and 

the practical were woven together in Johnson’s philosophy. Camping was the combination of 

liberating experiences that children encountered in their time at the campground.124 

 These experiences included military and patriotic traditions like reveille and flag-raising, 

popular camp activities like canoeing and the “manly, pioneer skills of the woodsman.” But it 

also included the theoretical consequences of those practices such as “acquiring the 

independence, self-reliance, and satisfaction that comes from knowing how to take care of one’s 

own daily needs, and the needs of companions,” illustrating how Johnson blended the mundane 

and the philosophical. Mountain climbing and rustling grub were equated with physical, mental, 

and spiritual development.125 

 Johnson’s definition of camping also blended poetic descriptions of nature with a sense 

of Protestant spirituality. Rhapsodic descriptions of “dew drenched mornings,” “skies enriched at 

dawn and sunset with unspeakable glory,” flora and fauna, the “ember’s crimson glow” of a 

smoldering campfire, the “enchanted hour of twilight,” and (borrowing from Longfellow) “the 

infinite meadow of heaven, blossom the lovely stars, the forget-me-nots of the angels,” all 

functioned to draw in the reader through elicitations of their own experiences in camping. 
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Johnson knew his audience was made up of other camp directors who would have similar 

romantic attachments with the campground as a source of natural beauty. 

 However, he also continued by connecting these natural phenomena allegorically with a 

Protestant spirituality. “[Camping] is wondering at the mysteries of nature and the wisdom of the 

Creation; law and order, the interdependence of plant and animal, color, harmony, design, male 

and female, and the great PURPOSE back of it all,” explicitly emphasizing Creation and 

PURPOSE in order to underline the cosmological theology implicit in his sustained nature hymn. 

Again, he wrote, “[Camping] is acquiring a sense of belonging, of kinship, of partnership with 

nature and nature’s God,” articulating an anthropological theology that emphasizes an 

intermediary role for the human in the order of creation. Altogether, Johnson mentioned God as 

Creator four times in twenty-seven “Camp is” statements, the cultivation of the soul twice, and 

advocated lighting a candle on Christmas Eve to remember one’s time at camp.126 

 Johnson’s decision to publish this article in Camping Magazine, and the American Camp 

Association’s decision to publish it, reveals the extent to which the religious and secular camping 

movements were interwoven. Although we’re focused on the institutional camps of the 

ecumenical Protestant tradition, it’s important to note that the historical influence of the YMCA 

and other nondenominational institutions provided a crucial bridge between the specific 

institutional efforts and the general religious vocabulary and spiritual tone of the camping 

industry’s discourse. 

 Johnson concluded this 1953 article with a reminder to his audience about the higher 

spiritual aspirations of camping. “Let us not think of camping as so many games, swims, rides; 

as schedules and contests; or even as relief from city heat and noise. Camping is all these, but the 
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HEART and SOUL of camping – the great PURPOSE of camping – is infinitely more than 

these,” validating the pragmatic concerns of Camping Magazine and the nostalgic anti-

modernism and anti-urbanism that fueled many camp enthusiasts while simultaneously gesturing 

towards something else.127 For Johnson, camping was about making the connection between 

nature and Protestant spirituality. The regularity with which he was published throughout the 

period suggests that his philosophy resonated with the ambitions of many other camp directors as 

well. 

 During the 1950s, organized outdoor ministries were undergoing a paradigmatic shift 

from campus-like conference spaces to frontier-like campgrounds. C. Walton Johnson effectively 

illustrates how the ideology of Protestant spirituality was infused into the organized camping 

industry writ large and the ways in which those commitments crafted a vaguely aesthetic 

sensibility with regard to nature. This romantic vision of nature as expressive of divinity and 

camp as a resource for nurturing that vision was coupled with alternative views of nature, 

particularly that of material utility in the form of stewardship. This blend of aesthetic pleasure 

and utilitarian conservation shaped the ideological commitments of ecumenical Protestant 

environmentalism after World War II and continue to structure its expression today. However, 

both pleasure and usefulness are ultimately derived from their benefit to human beings and were 

eventually challenged with more ecological ideas about the world. 

Wartime concerns about resource conservation and a gradually reemerging sensitivity to 

environmental conservation provided another essential element of Cold War camping ideology 

that remains a crucial part of religious environmentalism today: stewardship. Stewardship was 

not a new concept in the early 1960s, nor was its application to environmental issues. John and 
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Ruth Ensign, the operators of Camp Hanover in Mechanicsville, Virginia, wrote a camp 

curriculum on Christian Stewardship in 1953 at the behest of the National Council of 

Churches.128 The Methodist Church even used the Ensigns’ book as the summer theme for junior 

high (intermediate) campers in 1961 and 1964.129 Looking at what these camp leaders taught 

their national and interdenominational audience about what it meant to be a Christian steward 

establishes a functional definition for the term at the beginning of popular ecological concern in 

the 1960s. Stewardship was part of the vocabulary of Protestant ethics and initially shared an 

intellectual affinity with Progressive Era economic concerns about conservation, efficiency, and 

productivity. As ecological discourse developed, stewardship would evolve in some ways and 

retard innovation in others. 

 The Ensign’s curriculum developed in a series of lessons that built upon one another in 

order to lead the camper to an understanding of stewardship and their responsibility for the 

natural world. It began with an introduction to the campground and sought to cultivate a sense of 

awe and gratitude. The first day was dedicated to an appreciation for the quietude and 

contemplative atmosphere of the camping format of ministry. Jesus sought time alone with God 

and so the child was invited to pause and consider the natural world as a venue for accessing the 

divine. By nightfall, they were encouraged to reflect on all the wonderful things they had 

encountered in the first day and consider their own humility before the grandeur of creation.130 

The camper was then led to consider their own dependence on God for their sustenance and the 
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way that nature functions in intricate cycles of mutual dependence. These cycles of dependency 

included the cycle of death, decay, fertilization, and growth.131 

 After this religious priming, the camper was introduced to practical policy issues of 

Christian stewardship through the problem of soil erosion. The Ensigns described the problems 

of overgrazing, forest mismanagement, and poor farming practices. They alluded to the Dust 

Bowl and attributed these problems to neglect for proper stewardship. “God planned His world 

to be beautiful and fruitful. He has trusted men with its care. Too many men have failed Him. 

Pause to think for a while about what you can do to help take better care of God’s earth,” they 

wrote.132 The authors encouraged the camper to consider how their lives in the city or their lives 

in the country depended on agriculture, where erosion might occur in a city park or along a 

country lane, the authors were training the camper to see the world as a resource that they had a 

stake in protecting. 

 The authors also included the full text of “the Eleventh Commandment.” Popularized by 

the Soil Conservation Service’s Walter Lowdermilk, the Eleventh Commandment was a 1939 

radio broadcast that described soil conservation as a divine mandate and argued that active steps 

to preserve soil fertility is a religious issue.133 Like most soil conservation measures, these were 

voluntary and educational. Lowdermilk’s ambition was to inspire farmers to reach out to their 

local Soil Conservation district office and learn more about how they could mitigate topsoil 

erosion. And the Ensigns’ use of the speech here was a convenient adoption of religious 

language in order to make a point about environmental stewardship. Lowdermilk was inspired to 
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write his Eleventh Commandment after touring the Levant, and the Ensigns likewise followed 

Lowdermilk with an extended “parable” about the Exodus narrative and Jewish agriculture after 

repatriation in the twentieth century. They concluded the parable by inviting the camper to 

consider the moral for their own lives, writing, “Think of your own home – in city, town, or 

country – and try to see just how this story affects the land you live on, the food you eat, and the 

water you drink. What must you do at home to try to keep God’s commands for caring well for 

His holy earth?”134 Again, it’s significant to note the second-person. From Lowdermilk’s “thou 

shalts” and “thou shalt nots,” to the Ensigns’ “what must you do,” the point of environmental 

stewardship was personal and individual even within parables about communities and cultures. 

 The Ensigns’ program then goes through a litany of lessons on the various good gifts of 

creation including fire, water, stars, plants, sunrises, stillness, gentle rains, and the mysteries of 

theodicy, the object was to provide a menu of contextual resources for the counselor to 

continually reinforce the beauty and goodness of the natural world, whatever the week had in 

store.135 

 Towards the end of the curriculum, the Ensigns expand the meaning of stewardship in a 

way that illustrates some of the problems with environmental stewardship. They wrote, “We 

have been thinking a lot about stewardship of the land and its resources, but we cannot stop here, 

for stewardship is something that affects every phase of a person’s life… God created you. What 

you do with your own body is just as important as what you do with the land you live on, or the 

things you use.”136 First, by talking a lot about stewardship of the land, they must have meant 

 
134 Ensign and Ensign, My Camp Book, 19-22. 
 
135 Ensign and Ensign, My Camp Book, 23-42. 
 
136 Ensign and Ensign, My Camp Book, 43. 



 

 

102 

 

literally the land as in the soil, because soil erosion is the only form of environmental 

stewardship addressed specifically in the preceding pages. There are a few references to forest 

conservation, but they reinforce the importance of trees in mitigating soil erosion. The following 

pages discuss the importance of taking care of one’s body, of cultivating one’s abilities and 

talents, of exploring courageously and learning new skills, and of caring for people all around the 

world.137 

 The Ensigns’ book provides an important example of pre-ecological Protestant 

stewardship. It builds on older forms of religious environmentalism such as sublime awe and 

transcendental access to the divine through nature. It clearly contains the seeds of a latent 

environmental stewardship in how it explicitly advocates for soil conservation in religious terms. 

However, it also contains remnants of older forms of economic or personal stewardship. 

Stewardship is a flexible term that can mean any form of conservative efficiency. The Ensigns 

used it creatively for soil conservation but they blunted that intervention by applying it to 

hygiene and psychology. The result is a prime illustration of how stewardship functioned to 

make care of the natural world an aspect of efficient productivity and individual moral election. 

 Like the Ensigns, Lois Goodrich was an apostle for decentralized camping, writing 

several curricula and pedagogical treatises in defense of the format. Goodrich wrote a summary 

of a special interest group meeting on decentralized camping that met during the 1954 ACA 

National Convention. Goodrich took the time to describe the process of decentralized camping, 

enumerate a list of thirteen benefits to the model, and provide advice on where to recruit a 

suitable staff of counselors. The eight years since Toledo ‘46 had not been long enough to settle 

the issue and enough camp directors needed prodding to require a special section and a report in 
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Camping Magazine. Among Goodrich’s list of benefits, she emphasized “getting close to and 

absorbing our natural surroundings,” and even made that the anchor of the list. However, she 

also included multiple explicit arguments about the benefits to democracy: “This small-group 

living gives a camp a chance to grow leaders, to give encouragement to initiative, creativeness, 

independent thinking and self-reliance… It is a living democracy – a practical application of 

democracy on a scale small enough that each individual is importantly involved in making it 

work,” articulating a vision of both leading and following that emphasized cooperation, 

innovation, and practical application. While the small group worked together to plan activities, 

prepare meals, learn about nature or theology, and recreate, they also enacted a vision of 

midcentury democracy that emphasized both individual initiative and communal responsibility. 

The attention to the benefits for democracy would take on a special salience in the summer of 

1954 when the Red Scare came to American camping.138 

 The writings of camp leaders like C. Walton Johnson, John and Ruth Ensign, and Lois 

Goodrich illustrate that during the 1950s ecumenical Protestant outdoor ministries spread the 

Gospel by developing ideas of personal spirituality and democratic citizenship. With the 

transition from the campus-like conference space to the frontier-like campground, church camps 

deemphasized the denominational institution and emphasized the aesthetic pleasure of enjoying 

nature and its revelation of the divine as well as the performance of certain antimodern nostalgia 

from America’s pioneer past. Although the landscape functioned as the backdrop for 

conversations about beauty or efficient stewardship, it was this ideological commitment to 

nurturing democracy that shaped the public ideological commitments of camp leaders during the 

height of the Cold War. America’s geopolitical position after World War II influenced how camp 
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directors thought about themselves and their work. Through the pages of their industry 

publications, popular newspapers, and in McCarthyite hearings, camp directors were forced to 

define their role in American culture by celebrating American individualism. In so doing, their 

Turnerian vision of American history and the campground as the site of education and ritual 

reenactment meant that camps focused on spiritual and moral development more than ever.  

 Herbert Philbrick was an advertising executive, Baptist youth leader, and undercover 

anticommunist asset for the FBI from 1940-1949. After revealing himself to testify in the Foley 

Square trial, he continued his anticommunist crusade in public and pressured camps to clarify 

their loyalties. On June 13, 1954, Herbert Philbrick alleged in his “Red Underground” column of 

the New York Herald Tribune that communists and subversives had infiltrated “camps, colonies, 

and resorts,” in order to recruit spies for the Soviet Union. He named eight camps and resorts in 

New York and Connecticut, including several that worked with children. Two weeks later the 

New York State Department of Commerce halted production of its annual list of children’s 

camps in order to conduct an investigation of 600 camps in that state after it found two camps in 

the Hudson Valley that were run by HUAC-identified communists. Governor Thomas Dewey 

called for public information-gathering on July 7 and a legislative investigation on July 20. The 

Tompkins-Rabin Joint Legislative Committee on Charitable and Philanthropic Agencies of the 

State Assembly retained Special Counsel Jacob J. Rosenblum on July 28. Rosenblum’s 

investigation conducted private inquiries throughout the summer and fall of 1954.139  
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On August 26, the New York State Department of Commerce announced that “no 

children’s camp will be listed in the 1955 directory… unless its owner, or director, submit a 

sworn affidavit that the camp does not advocate subversive activities.” These loyalty oaths were 

intended to purge communists from the state’s official list. Commerce Commissioner Harold 

Keller said, “Recently, we received reports that some camps in the state are under the influence 

of subversive elements. Our directory is intended to help parents choose a suitable camp for their 

children; we want no Communist-dominated camps in our book.” The directors of those two 

camps denied that they were communists and argued that, in fact, the Department of 

Commerce’s “investigation” was a solicitation for loyalty oaths. An ad hoc group of concerned 

New York camp directors argued that loyalty oaths were “morally wrong” and “impractical,” and 

launched a campaign of dissention. By December of 1954, the Commerce Department had 

received affidavits from about seventy-five percent of NY children’s camps, indicating that 

although some might have been uncomfortable with the imposition, the majority of New York 

camp directors opted to acquiesce to the state’s request.140 

 The ACA’s confidence in their role as the guardians of American democratic education 

made the accusation of subversion particularly odious. Frederick Lewis of the New York Herald 

Tribune’s Fresh Air Fund wrote an article on the inquiry for Camping Magazine and asked, 

“Where in American society is it more possible to carry into actual practice the tenets of 

democracy than in camp? Here is practically a handmade community. It can be most anything a 

camp director wishes it to be…,” revealing both the promise and the anxiety of camp leaders.141 

They imagined themselves to be nurturing future American citizens and guiding them into the 
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practice of liberal democracy and yet they were aware that the camp director, in an isolated 

location away from the intervention of parents, exercised incredible power over the moral and 

ideological formation of their campers.  

Lewis argued that of the 13,000 ACA camps in the United States, the number of 

communists in camping was dismissively negligible. Therefore, he laid out the dialectic thus, 

“On one hand are those who advocate strongly restrictive measures… even though some fear and 

hysteria might ensue from name-calling and occasional miscarriage of justice. The other group 

views this approach as the very denial of democratic principles, resists these measures because 

they threaten freedom itself, and regards disunity and fear bordering on hysteria as no answer to 

the threat of communism.”142 His repetition of “fear” and “hysteria” and his association of those 

terms with the rabid McCarthyites indicates some affinity for the more moderate anticommunists 

concerned with maintaining democracy while protecting democracy. 

He continued to argue that most camp leaders have never met a “communist-subversive 

person” and if they had, they would have dealt with them accordingly. “No group of people who 

have worked as hard as those in the camping profession to nourish the basic conditions of 

freedom and strength of our country could have done otherwise.” In response to a raising flurry 

of questions over the safety and education of children, relationships between camps and parents, 

and the role of the state in regulating and disciplining camp professionals, Lewis sought to 

elevate the ACA’s role as the guardian of the profession, its legal shield and ideological 

safeguard. “In this day of two major conflicting ideologies, with freedom literally fighting for its 

life throughout the world, what specifically, is each of us doing in our camps to demonstrate 
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what is expected of Americans if our way of life is to endure?”143 In light of an ongoing 

investigation and a general climate of anti-communist anxiety, he emphasized professional 

independence as a solution to government interference. 

In order to suggest how camps might promote American democracy in an age of Anti-

Communism, Lewis advocated for three concrete steps. First, they should educate their children 

in American history, civics, legal traditions, and cultural heritage. He is a little vague on what he 

means by these things, but he supports his suggestion with a quote from J. Edgar Hoover in The 

American Legion Magazine, so we can gather his vagary is meant to suggest an Anglo-centric 

triumphalist narrative. Second, camp directors should be informed of the ongoing state of 

international communism and its sympathizers in the U.S. in order to root out subversion in their 

own camps. Third, they should be aware of communist ploys to adopt divisive causes such as 

civil rights or peace in order to drive Americans against one another. “Those of us who love and 

honor our country intelligently as well as sentimentally know that we will only survive if we can 

continue to be self-critical of our mistakes and to permit freedom to express our self-criticism. 

Fear of being accused as communists by professional patriots who have risen to the communist 

bait has had a perceptible effect on freedom of discussion.” Camps were concerned with the 

instruction of children in intangible concepts such as democracy, freedom, patriotism, 

sentimentality, morality, and spirituality where these terms were open to debate and definition. 

Therefore, protecting some liberal practice of individuality and free speech was crucial to the 

organized camping tradition. 

 Lewis concluded with a rousing statement on the stakes, the opportunity, and the 

responsibility that he saw camp leaders playing in the dual fight against communism and anti-
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communist hysteria. “The stakes we are playing for are not those of a political party, or any 

advantage-seeking individual or organization. We in camping are an influence in the flow of 

history itself and on the ultimate place of the individual in human society.”144 Camping as an 

activity and the ACA as an institution transcended the petty concerns of individuals and parties. 

Lewis saw camping as a force of history that was tasked with the preservation of human dignity 

and prosperity. These lofty aspirations were Camping Magazine’s most impressive and enduring 

statement on McCarthyism and the Tompkins-Rabin inquiry, even after public testimony started 

the following August. 

By August 1955, the Joint Committee, chaired by State Senator Edward P. Larkin after 

the 1954 election, had identified twelve camps for public examination. They met four times 

during one week before suspending the inquiry on August 26. They devoted the entire first day 

to grilling Dave Greene, manager of Camp Lakeland and Camp Kinderland on 180 acres near 

Hopewell Junction in Dutchess County, NY. Camp Kinderland began as a program of the 

Workmen’s Circle, a New York City Jewish group committed to social and economic justice. 

Internal divisions over communism led to a defection to form the new, explicitly communist, 

International Worker’s Order and Camp Kinderland was left to the management of the Jewish 

People’s Fraternal Order.145  

Before Greene arrived in 1954, campers were taught Communist songs such as the 

“Bandera Rossa,” and counselors extoled the virtues of the Soviet system compared with the 

United States. Before working at Camp Kinderland, Greene worked as the recording secretary 

for the IWO (which the U.S. Attorney General labeled a subversive organization in 1947) and 
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the Joint Commission introduced evidence relating the camp’s history and Greene’s personal 

history with Camp Kinderland’s present administration. Greene steadfastly pleaded the Fifth. 

When Greene was presented with the opportunity to read his personal statement into the record, 

he explained the 33-year history of Camp Kinderland which he identified as “primarily Jewish,” 

but open to all campers. Greene continued, “to accuse this camp of subversion is a violation, a 

travesty, of the elemental rights of the American people.” As evidence, the committee presented 

marketing materials from Camp Kinderland which advertised its historic connection to the IWO 

and featured a camp tablecloth with a hammer-and-sickle design. The committee also took 

testimony from a former camper who shared that in 1947-48, the counselors taught them songs 

like the Soviet Anthem and a Spanish Loyalist ballad.146 

After the first day, devoted to David Greene and Camp Kinderland, the Joint committee 

met three more times before suspending their inquiry. Several other camps were involved 

including Jewish and interracial camps, though Senator Larkin reiterated that Camp Kinderland, 

“was the most important camp in the United States as far as the Communists are concerned,” 

effectively hanging the inquisition’s reputation on the evidence presented during the first day. 

Throughout the four sessions, most witnesses invoked their First Amendment right to free 

assembly and then pleaded the Fifth; though one exchange was especially interesting in light of 

its historical resonances. One Miss Mona Tenenbaum, an 18-year old sophomore at City College 

who had attended Camp Kinderland, was called before the committee and brought her lawyer, 

Victor Rabinowitz. When Tompkins asked Tenenbaum if anyone had suggested that she attend 

the hearings, she smiled and Tompkins snapped at her, “This is not funny. I’m sick at my 

stomach.” “So am I,” her attorney shot back. Sen. Tompkins asked if she had come as part of a 
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“claque,” and Rabinowitz yelled, “Why don’t you pick on someone your own age?” after which 

point, Tenenbaum took the Fifth. Rabinowitz’s rejoinder echoed Joseph Welch’s famous “Have 

you no shame, sir?” and was therefore a fitting firework at the close of the week’s work.147  

The Commerce Department oath and the Joint Committee investigation had demonstrated 

that there was at least one camp in the United States with strongly suggestive ties to organized 

Communism but like much of the era’s hysteria, they were more successful at suppressing 

dissent through fear, intimidation, and coercion. The ACA response to the crisis, inferred from 

their publication of Lewis’ analysis of the situation in December 1954, indicates that they were 

cognizant of the fault lines, suspicious of the pretentions of “professional patriots” and 

committed to professional independence and individual morality. McCarthyism influenced the 

rhetorical battle over the meaning of democracy in camping, but by the time it boiled over in the 

Summer of 1954, such tactics were already on the decline. 

Anticommunism also played a significant role in American culture and religion more 

generally. One the most famous figures in America during the second half of the twentieth 

century was the evangelist Billy Graham. Starting as an itinerant preacher with Youth For Christ 

in 1949, Graham blended anxiety about communism with conservative theology and morality. 

Fear of nuclear apocalypse and a stark moral binary between the US and the USSR propelled 

Graham’s message of national renewal through individual salvation. For example, Graham held a 

revival in Los Angeles shortly after Harry Truman announced that the Soviets had acquired the 

atom bomb. Graham cried that the end times were imminent, “Do you know the Fifth 

Columnists, called Communists, are more rampant in Los Angeles than any other city in 
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America? God is giving us a desperate choice, a choice of either revival or judgment. There is no 

alternative!... Judgment is coming just as sure as I am standing here!”148 Billy Graham is 

indicative of the close kinship between theological conservatism and anticommunism during the 

Cold War. He popularized a brand of Protestantism that saw foreign and domestic political 

economy as intimately bound to cultural and moral conservatism.  While Graham’s emergence 

and ascendance was contemporaneous with McCarthyism, his leadership would ultimately prove 

much more enduring and influential. 

Changing models of ministry format and Cold War pressure towards a paradoxically 

prescribed individualism meant that church camps were left grasping for new ideas about their 

role within the church and within American society. From the beginning of this period, when 

church camps began to reimagine outdoor ministries with an eye toward individual spiritual 

growth rather than ecclesiastical growth, they were confronted with a natural landscape that 

needed to be molded to their programmatic commitments. The antimodern pioneer emerged from 

the Cold War vision of national unity through individualism and camps were primed to serve as 

the educational frontier of that ideology. As camp leaders strove to define these ideas, they found 

that their own desire for professionalization and rationalization limited their creativity. 

Camp and conference administrators’ debates about format and space were closely 

coupled to the emerging philosophy of camping. The conversation about camp philosophy 

sought to identify the intangible justifications for, and values expressed through, camping 

activities. In April 1956, there were about 6,250 individual members in the American Camping 

Association.149 Providing them with a shared vocabulary of value and espirit de corps was a 
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popular topic in editorials and conferences. In Protestant church camping, this culminated in a 

1962 conference at Camp Hanover in Mechanicsville, Virginia, but it was predicated on more 

than fifteen years of editorials, position papers, and treatises regarding camp and why church 

communities should go camping. Camping professionals from across the industry were also 

thinking about the intangible and intellectual foundations of camping. The articulation of a 

philosophy for camping became a project for many camp administrators during the boom times 

following World War II.  

In the summer of 1956, American Camp Association researchers observed a 4% growth 

in attendance compared to the previous year despite increased fees in 30% of camps. They 

attributed these trends to “the larger number of children and the economic prosperity.” 

Additionally, the membership rolls of the ACA surpassed 6,000 individuals for an all-time 

high.150 Their camp philosophies were shared and debated in the pages of Camping Magazine as 

well as at the ACA and SCCC’s conferences and committee meetings. In searching for the 

philosophical foundation of camping, they often reflected the social, political, and spiritual 

assumptions of the camp directors. 

The Methodist camping administrator Elizabeth Brown reported to the Executive 

Committee of the NCC’s Committee on Camps and Conferences that in 1956, the NCC trained 

73,000 camp leaders for all U.S. denominations. Only 57,000 of those leaders were from 

Division of Christian Education constituents.151 By the 1960s, the range of NCC influence 

extended well beyond its own membership and functioned as a guiding force for an important set 

within organized American camping at large. 
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The American Baptist and NCC church camp leader Rodney Britten gave another speech, 

more than 10 years after his Toledo statement, titled “Basic Philosophy of Camping in Christian 

Education,” at an executive committee meeting of the NCC’s Special Committee on Camps and 

Conferences. The outline of the speech is preserved and seems generally similar to Britten’s 

1946 formula. Cultivating a “new readiness to learn,” “new experiences which both stimulate 

and require new knowledge, skills, and growth,” and an “effective small group experience where 

the contagious effect of Christian faith and life is at a high point,” are all consistent with his 

earlier formula.152 

It’s worth noting that Britten’s 1957 speech features two significant additions. He noted 

that “outdoor experience close to God’s primary creation” and “healthful recreation” were both 

discrete and important features of the camping philosophy. This explicit mention of the outdoors 

shifts it slightly from backdrop to prop in the performance of Christian community and the 

elevation of healthful recreation retreats from Britten’s initial skepticism of camping as 

entertainment.153 

At this 1957 meeting, the committee heard feedback from a respondent. Dr. Richard 

Hoiland. Hoiland made two observations that could have also applied to Britten’s 1946 

statement. First, there’s nothing about Britten’s focus on the learning process that is recognizably 

or explicitly religious. Second, Hoiland noted that the philosophy “is difficult to express in actual 

conduct of the camping program – very often the leadership doesn’t seem to know how to 

express these informal techniques and give the impression that we don’t know what we’re 

doing,” viewing one of Britten’s perceived strengths as a weakness. While Britten focused on the 
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learning process in order to keep the philosophy open and adaptable, Hoiland pointed out that it 

made it more difficult to put it into practice. 154 Rhetorical commitments to democracy, 

stewardship, the frontier, or conservation were serious but the informality of the campground 

made it difficult to assess outcomes. The rationalization of society in the twentieth century was 

in constant tension with camping’s nostalgic ambitions. 
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Chapter 4: Late Conservation and Early Environmentalism in the NCC and the ACA 

The subject of land management and the ethics of conservation were deliberated at the 

highest levels of institutional American Protestantism during the late 1950s. Three units of the 

National Council of Churches sponsored two “Conversations on Conservation” in 1957 and 1958 

where ecclesiastical personnel met with conservation leaders in order to determine the role and 

responsibility of the church in conservation. The transition from conservation to modern 

environmentalism is subtle but significant. The logic of conservation maintains that the 

nonhuman world exists for the benefit of humanity and the appropriate questions concern how to 

maximize its efficient use. Resources are most often considered in their economic usefulness but 

can include aesthetic and spiritual uses. At root, conservation is about utility. Ecological 

environmentalism, on the other hand, holds that the nonhuman world has value beyond its utility 

to humans. Humans are recognized as but one facet of a complex system without special 

prerogatives. While we must recognize that there are many contributing factors that led to this 

transition, I contend that the publication of Silent Spring provides a useful milestone in the public 

awareness of this interpretation and the 1970 Earth Day is the highwater mark of its popular 

acceptance. Analyzing the period immediately before 1962 allows us to see how conservation 

remained the dominant paradigm and inhibited emergent ecological interpretations. 

 Warren Ost of the NCC Department of Evangelism’s program, A Christian Ministry in 

the National Parks and his colleague Cameron P. Hall of the NCC Department of Church and 

Economic Life organized the meetings. Dean Francis B. Sayre, Jr. of the National Cathedral in 

Washington chaired the first meeting. And the intimate 16-person roster included such 

environmentalist luminaries as David Brower of the Sierra Club and Howard Zahniser of the 
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Wilderness Society as well as Robert Handy of Union Theological Seminary, folks from the 

National Park Association and others. Brower and Zahniser participated at Ost’s invitation. 

 By 1957, Ost’s ACMNP was a five-year-old program that placed seminarians in the 

National Parks during the summer tourist season in order to provide spiritual services to the 

seasonal staff members and the millions of visitors that the NPS welcomed each year. As 

recreation and leisure services expanded with post-war affluence, this high-profile outdoor 

ministry met vacationers where they were and extended the influence of the Protestant 

establishment, through the NCC, to America’s iconic outdoor locales. The ACMNP and Warren 

Ost should be considered as part of the NCC’s outdoor ministry services along with camps and 

conferences. While their constituencies were not voluntarily contained in the way that a closed 

campus of a camp or a conference would be, the ACMNP also interpreted the outdoors for 

American Protestants and provided religious services in outdoor recreational areas.155 

 When the Conversation on Conservation first convened in March of 1957, each of the 

three sponsoring units opened the conversation by laying out their initial concerns and the 

questions which motivated their calling the meeting in the first place. Hall reported that the 

Department of Church and Economic Life was concerned about the ethical use of natural 

resources for commercial or economic interests. Dale Medearis of the Department of Town and 

Country Churches reported that they were concerned about the long-term viability of farmers to 

conserve fertile land for their descendants and the social stability that process entailed. Warren 

Ost was interested in developing “an interpretation of conservation on a spiritual basis,” and 
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especially those places with aesthetic values that inspire “awe and wonder.”156 The diverse 

interests that brought church leaders to the table were born of their departmental mandates and a 

growing concern for the long-term sustainability of the land on which they depended. However, 

these interests and the conversation they initiated quickly inspired them to think more holistically 

about the social and theological ethics of conservation. 

 Several major events may have motivated the Conversation on Conservation, including 

the controversy over the proposed Echo Park Dam. The minutes make specific mention of the 

Echo Park Dam controversy as being an ideal example of compromise where recreational and 

hydroelectric interests had both been satisfied. The Echo Park Dam was a proposed dam on the 

Green River in Colorado during the 1950s that would have inundated part of Dinosaur National 

Monument. In a successful national campaign, led by David Brower and the Sierra Club among 

others, preservationists prevailed on the Bureau of Reclamation to forego development in one of 

the first massive victories for limiting economic and infrastructure development. However, 

Brower would come to regret that compromise and the alternative flooding of Glen Canyon 

would radicalize many within the Sierra Club and add urgency to the wilderness preservation 

movement. Other possible motivations include the work of Barry Commoner and the antinuke 

movement in the late 1950s and the history of Progressive conversation from the early twentieth 

century. Given Brower’s involvement and the minutes’ reference to Echo Park, it is likely that 

was the immediate cause and the others were proximate causes. 

 The participants identified two trends in thinking about problems in conservation and 

ethics. First, theorists of the leisure revolution argued that increased productivity would lead by 

1965 to five extra weeks of vacation per year for the average worker. Additional recreational 
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opportunities meant increased use of outdoor spaces. Furthermore, increased productivity in 

agriculture meant that there would be about 66 million acres of cropland that would no longer be 

needed to produce 1957-level yields. The optimism of these prophesies notwithstanding, the 

participants were motivated by postwar utopianism and a desire to act responsibly with regards 

to the natural environment. “For the first time we can begin to think in terms of use of this land 

for the benefit of our human resources – children, the aging, etc. This lifts the combined problem 

to a new level never looked at so far,” they said, suggesting that the aesthetic and spiritual 

considerations of conservation ethics had a new role to play on par with economic or political 

concerns.157 

 Overpopulation and urbanization were increasingly causes for concern and a recent series 

of articles in the New York Times had made these issues urgent topics of consideration. 

Especially acute was the question of access to recreational areas in the urban matrix. “The whole 

question is primarily one of values. We have the knowhow, but the question is what to do with it. 

It is not clear that the Church recognizes this as a moral problem,” the participants said. “The 

value of spaciousness (sensation of “enlargement” as well as “awe”) is fundamentally a religious 

value. How can you conserve spaciousness? We once had it (and freedom flourished); we are 

now becoming a space-poor people.”158 The primary motivation for why the church would get 

engaged with the conservation issue, at this juncture, was the recreational and aesthetic values of 

conservation. This was, no doubt, a reflection of the influence of Ost, Brower, and Zahniser. 

Their constituencies were recreational outdoorsmen, families that visited National Parks, and 

advocates of untrammeled wilderness.  
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  Still, the NCC was interested in assuming some ethical leadership on conservation issues 

without becoming involved in any specific controversies or policy debates. They explicitly 

outlined three potential roles for the church: become a “pressure group,” function as a mediator, 

or “before conflicts arise, defining philosophical assumptions and communicating them so 

people can understand and apply them.”159 Ultimately, the ecclesiastical representatives steered 

the conversation toward the third, non-confrontational, option. When they discussed the specific 

case of the Adirondack Club’s protest of the Panther Dam Project, they decided, “the church 

should not engage in the fisticuffs – but should inculcate in the ‘mass’ mind some conception of 

the values at stake and provide information on which to weigh the values.” Raising awareness 

was the recommended course and as an example, they noted that Mesopotamia had once been a 

“garden spot” and ignorance of that is “appalling.”160  Then the participants brainstormed a 

variety of education initiatives that could communicate the ethics of conservation throughout the 

units of the NCC, its member denominations, and American society writ large. 

 The March Conversation on Conservation was able to articulate specific and urgent 

concerns about the morality of conservation and the potential implications for a wasteful nation. 

Recreation was especially important in how they understood the problems of the late twentieth 

century. Yet, they stopped short of recommending any political engagement on the issue or 

advocacy for social action on conservation issues. At a time when protection of the environment 

was widely popular and the nation’s leading advocacy groups had just secured the first major 

victory against hyper-development, and having recognized their own unique interests in 
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affirming the morality of conservation, the administrators of the NCC stopped short of 

recommending any actions that could be controversial or challenging. 

 By the time the group reconvened a year and a half later in November of 1958, several 

problems had emerged, and the momentum had been lost. Only eight attendants returned, and 

this didn’t include Brower, Zahniser, Handy, or Sayre. Their list of issues facing the group 

included interesting church people in conservation, “bridging the gap that now exists between 

church people and conservation people,” creating a “a basis of understanding” to “eliminate 

some tensions that might be developing,” and coordinating further discussion between the 

groups, identifying a concise ethic of conservation “such as stewardship,” and preparing some 

possible “cooperative activity” between churches and conservation organizations.161 The minutes 

do not describe the nature of the tensions that had developed in the intervening months, but they 

do conclude that the time was not yet ready for additional development and a proposed “general 

conference” on the subject was tabled in favor of additional informal small group networking 

between the two groups.  

So, it’s clear at least that after the March meeting, two distinct interest groups had 

emerged: “the church people” and “the conservation people.” This development is entirely 

understandable in light of the well-known course of environmentalist politics in the late 1950s. 

After the Echo Park Dam protest, the national conservation organizations had mobilized a 

massive grassroots constituency of environmentalists. Some historians point to the Echo Park 

Dam as the wellspring of the entire ecology movement of the 1960s and early 1970s. So, with 

this momentum and the realization that compromise with the Bureau of Reclamation had meant 

the flooding of the scenic Glen Canyon, the leaders of the conservation organizations were not 
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dependent on the cautious and polite philosophizing recommended by the NCC. The March 

meeting’s record held that, “The reason we are here is to see if some of these problems can’t be 

met in advance before they come to blows. (In Echo Park issue – had respect for both sides),” 

which would not have been compelling to conservationists who had just won a bruising and 

contentious legislative and public opinion campaign.162  There were no industrialists or Bureau 

of Reclamation representatives in that March meeting, but representatives of the Department of 

Town and Country Churches - who represented the interests of agricultural communities that 

depended on irrigated water from Bureau projects - were there. And the Department of Church 

and Economic Life understood the jobs provided by mineral and energy resources to be part of 

its purview as well. From the earliest engagement with the critiques that would evolve into the 

modern environmentalist movement, the NCC was already charting a conservative response. 

Particularly telling is the suggestion to identify a concise ethic such as stewardship. The Sierra 

Club’s national campaign for preservation of scenic wilderness places indicates just one 

alternative ethic that was available at the time. Aldo Leopold’s Land Ethic had been published in 

1949, though it would not become popular until later when the general public engaged these 

themes. The point is that this is a moment at which the National Council of Churches held a 

series of meetings on the subject of conservation and consciously hitched their wagon to the 

conservative economic metaphor of stewardship. 

The memorandum that summarized the Conversations on Conservation proposed a 

tripartite approach to the problem: study and research, contact with leaders in resource 

management, and churchwide education. The authors asked for a 3-5 year commitment with a 

total budget between $90,000 and $146,000 but admitted that none of the three sponsoring units 
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was prepared to divert budgetary resources to that amount.163 During the course of the NCC’s 

Conversations on Conservation, the Protestant establishment encountered the leaders of 

American secular environmentalism.  The affinity between Warren Ost as A Christian Ministry 

in the National Parks and the leaders of the Sierra Club and the Wilderness Society, as well as 

the prominence of recreational concerns in the initial statement of concern, indicates the aesthetic 

and antiurban tone of the project’s initial aspirations. However, the economic and rural 

constituencies of the other two supporting units reveals the tendency toward moderation and the 

assertion that there was “respect for both sides” of the Echo Park controversy indicates that these 

interests were not fully onboard. The emphasis on educational programming as well as the 

explicit “tensions” between the conservationists and ecumenists suggests that aesthetic and 

biophilic environmentalism was not convincing to the majority of ecclesiastical administrators. 

The economically palatable metaphors of “wise use” or “stewardship” continued to be the 

vocabulary of midcentury Protestantism. Ecumenical Protestantism, as reflected in the leadership 

of its premier national organization, took a carefully conservative approach to the emerging 

environmentalist critique. The NCC opted for the delaying course of internal review - essentially 

tabling the issue - while secular environmentalists built coalitions and raised public action to 

defend public lands. 

Still, it’s significant to note that the unit that seemed most engaged with the political 

groundswell of environmental concern was one focused on providing outdoor ministries in 

recreational contexts. Whereas Ost’s connections within the National Park Service provided 

access to leading environmentalists, the NCC’s Special Committee on Camps and Conferences 
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would continue to work their outdoor ministries within the paradigm of America’s camping 

tradition; a camping tradition that was also being animated by Echo Park and beginning to 

consider the implications of conservation. 

 The period preceding the publication of Silent Spring in 1962 was the last opportunity for 

American institutions to provide original leadership on environmental issues. To reiterate, Silent 

Spring was a sea change in its popularity and its ecological emphasis. Rather than the 

preservation of wild spaces or the conservation of limited resources, Rachel Carson’s 

intervention was to illustrate how industrial chemicals pervaded the ecosystem and altered its 

function. Human health was at stake in the deterioration of ecological health because all of 

nature was intimately interrelated. Yet, Silent Spring did not emerge ex nihilo. Until Silent 

Spring altered the discourse and its popularity opened the conversation to more and more 

concerned readers, niche institutions were changing in the late 1950s. The Sierra Club began in 

1892 as a hiking and mountaineering club for urban elites in California, but the national 

campaign over the preservation of Dinosaur National Monument set it on the path to becoming a 

national advocacy group. But groups like the Sierra Club or the Wilderness Society (est. 1937), 

like the audience for Silent Spring, was general and secular. With regards to the historiographical 

argument about Christian culpability for ecological disorder (aka, the Lynn White Thesis), we 

should expect to see more engagement and leadership from the NCC at this juncture if there was 

a predisposition to care for creation in the way Mark Stoll described. In contrast to the aborted 

efforts of ecclesiastical administrators like Warren Ost, the American Camping Association was 

simultaneously considering some of the very same issues raised to the public during the Echo 

Park Dam controversy.  
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 On April 7, 1957, the ACA launched a new initiative titled “Conservation in Camping.” 

The project was funded by the Lilly Endowment and directed by Reynold E. Carlson, professor 

of recreation at Indiana University, former President of the ACA, and advocate for church 

camping.  Over the next two years, the Conservation in Camping program would explore the 

state of conservation education in the camp setting and develop some principles for its 

promotion.164 

 The Conservation in Camping program’s first product was an article written by Kenneth 

Hunt of Antioch College.165 Hunt challenged his readers to remember, “camping began in natural 

areas. Camping today is often within walls or in mowed fields or in worn woods. Has truly 

natural land continued to be vital in your camp program?”166 The common understanding that 

natural areas were crucial to camping had been neglected in the rush to develop and meet the 

needs of the postwar demographic and recreational expansions. 

 Hunt argued that the basic values promoted in camping were fellowship, self-reliance, 

responsibility, and conservation. The first three were undoubtedly familiar to camping 

professionals accustomed to the Cold War emphasis on developing freedom-loving democratic 

citizens. Hunt argued that adding conservation to the list was an innovative extension of those 

values, “Perceptive camp leaders are concerned with extending this spirit of responsibility to all 

else that lives around us – the forest, the wildlife, the living soil, the waters that can bring either 

life or destruction. But this spirit depends on some sense of affinity with life and existence itself, 
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a reverence for life that draws no color line between human and nonhuman.”167 The biophilic 

sentiment that argued for the inherent value of life apart from human utility was a radical stance 

in 1958, complicated somewhat by the use of the metaphor of the “color line.” This was either an 

opaque statement of support for the ongoing civil rights movement or an unfortunate cooptation. 

 For Hunt, the key to this radical biophilia was in developing the skill for transcendent 

love and he identified an explicitly theistic source of that love. “Of course we express a belief in 

a Divine Spirit, as the ultimate source of all our inspiration. But how many of us find this a direct 

and vivid source without some tangible bridge? Is it not to create such a bridge that we adults 

fashion churches or music or inspirational literature?” Hunt probed, in order to suggest that the 

religious culture of midcentury Americans was a response to the same sort of awe of inspiration 

that people found in contact with nature. Hunt asked his readers to try and recall the first time 

they felt awe and wonder, or the sublimity of sensing something bigger than themselves, and he 

offered that for him and many like him those initial experiences were had in the outdoors, in 

“natural areas.”168 

 Unfortunately, Hunt continued, the modern world insisted on cramming children into 

schools and provided only barren concrete for their games or electronic diversions for their 

stimulation. Camps provided the vital antidote to the alienation of the modern youth. It would 

make them more honest and trusting, less aggressive and more cooperative. Even though camps 

were the wellspring of healthy and well-adjusted Americans, “there are limits to the camp time 

that is rewardingly spent in the natural area. The moments of grace are few. But they are the 

moments for which we live.” Hunt’s Protestant vocabulary reveals the extent to which his 
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“Divine Spirit” language masked underlying assumptions about American religious life. More 

than the limited amount of time children got to enjoy at camp, the finite amount of physical 

spaces that were sufficiently natural (as opposed to “mowed” or “worn out”) put the whole 

project in jeopardy. 

 Hunt concluded the introduction to the Conservation in Camping program with a call to 

action. “Camping people must join forces with all who are sensitive to the living earth. Our 

friends may be found among outdoor educators, park people, wilderness advocates, garden clubs, 

sportsmen, field scientists, and conservationists. Together we all need to campaign for 

acquisition and preservation of remaining scenes of natural beauty, plus ample adjacent land for 

all facilities,” as well as purchasing marginal lands for ecological restoration.169 Hunt’s 

conclusion forcefully challenged individual camp directors to get educated about their local 

environmental protection movement and participate in the preservation of natural land. The 

distinction between preservation and conservation is significant and although Hunt included 

conservationists in his list of partners, this only underscores some of the definitional problems in 

environmentalism. Hunt’s emphases on biophilic love, the inherent value of nature, and the 

aesthetic value for human spirituality and recreation indicate that the Conversation in Camping 

program, from the outset, had a preservationist bent. 

 Another significant outcome of the project was a roundtable conversation that was held at 

ACA headquarters in Martinsville, IN and publicized in late 1958. The participants were 

Reynold Carlson, as director of the Conservation in Camping Project, Maurice Bone – Chairman 

of the NCC’s Committee on Camps and Conferences, L.B. Sharp – Director of the Outdoor 

Education Association, and Luther Lindemuth – Principal Forester of the Department of 
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Conservation and Economic Development of the State of New Jersey. Over the previous decade, 

Carlson, Bone, and Sharp had all been active in the leadership of the ACA and Protestant church 

camping.170 

 Carlson opened the conversation by noting that camp upkeep is more than just the 

maintenance of the buildings and then he asked what responsibility the camp director had for 

“the actual management of the land.” Sharp responded that the camp director had “a greater 

responsibility than ever,” and that they should “[take] care of it as the farmer would use his land, 

preventing the top soil from washing away and caring for it in every other way that will produce 

for the good for the community and the country.”171 Sharp drew on the tradition of soil 

conservation in rural areas but then generalized it and emphasized its patriotic dimensions. Bone 

concurred and invoked the stewardship principle when he noted that “a camp may not always be 

a camp,” and that “we have to consider ourselves as only temporary landholders.” Lindemuth 

commented that while land management was important, teaching the skills and rationale for 

conservation was also important so that camp visitors could take those skills to “all the 

wonderful heritages of America.” The incorporation of the didactic component of camp along 

with the maintenance of the physical property emphasizes how much more comfortable people 

were with the intellectual and anthropocentric services of the camp. Instead of discussing the 

methods of ethical land management and conservation, the panelists quickly shifted to the 

dynamics of conservation education and programming. 

 So Carlson pivoted to a question about how good camps can build interest in 

conservation. Bone argued that conservation education emanated from the attitude of the camp’s 
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director and he quoted Joseph Wood Krutch’s argument that “Conservation is not enough,” but 

rather that people need to feel “love and affection for the life that exists in the out of doors.” 

When Carlson pressed Bone on Krutch’s argument that “living things have rights and entities 

apart from their relationship to human beings,” Bone affirmed Krutch’s point and expanded on it 

that destructive behavior “make enemies of other living things.” He referred to deer in camp 

becoming habituated to human presence as an example of harmonious relationships.  Bone’s 

invocation of the inherent dignity of nonhuman life and the language of rights was an important 

departure from traditional conservationist thinking. Whereas conservationists since the 

Progressive Era had emphasized the importance of sustainability and the efficient use of natural 

resources for human use, preserving nature for its own sake had been a minority position. This 

trend would accelerate throughout the 1960s and early 1970s. 

Carlson steered the conversation back towards campsite management by wondering if 

camps should be treated as wildlife sanctuaries and there was general agreement that sections of 

them certainly should be. It was necessary to have some facilities for humans but certain areas 

should only be bisected by light foot trails. Lindemuth advocated a hands-off approach to 

restoration and noted that leaving dead trees and shrubby ground cover provided habitat for 

plants and animals. Bone suggested planting fruit trees and berries to attract wildlife.172 Sharp 

continued along this line by identifying that what they were talking about was camp planning. 

Intentional thought should be given to the preservation of “a real woods atmosphere” so that 

camp directors don’t turn their natural areas into “a city park and cut back, clear off, and 
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manicure it,” thereby giving voice both to the nostalgic and antiurban privilege afforded to the 

wilderness and the paradoxical management that was required to maintain that illusion.173 

The participants then had an extended discussion about what sorts of trees could grow 

quickly so that some limbs could be harvested for use in campcraft projects.174 Due to the 

pioneering ideal of American camping, directors took great pride from demonstrating how one 

might use materials found around them in nature in order to make certain crafts or practice 

certain skills. Learning how to properly use axes and knives was a staple of midcentury camping 

and one needed wood at hand on which to practice. New insights about overharvesting and waste 

suggested this might be counterproductive. However, Lindemuth and Bone bandied about a 

handful of recommendations for fast-growing softwood species that would allow young people 

to practice pioneer skills without exceeding the site’s capacity to replenish. 

Carlson then pivoted back to the programmatic question and asked what camps can do to 

help develop “attitudes and habits that will be important in conservation.” Sharp leapt to argue 

that the small-group decentralized format of camping was the best opportunity to teach such 

lessons because it confronted campers with the intimate decisions of ethical living close to the 

land. “Immediately they are confronted, or certainly should be, with the selection of what to cut 

and what not to cut. And if we fail to help youngsters to understand why certain things may be 

cut and certain other may not, we miss a fine opportunity.” All decisions made in the wood had 

conservation implications down to making your marshmallow stick last all summer.175 
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The participants then brainstormed a series of activities that might help teach 

conservation goals, such as observing wildlife without collecting frogs or picking wildflowers, 

learning to turn off the tap while brushing teeth, picking up litter, avoiding huge bonfires where 

small ones will suffice, or not carving tree trunks.176 

 Carlson concluded the round table by asking Maurice Bone, “T-Bone, what would you 

say about the religious aspects of the use of resources in camp?” To which Bone replied, “I think 

we have a great responsibility as stewards of the land. This earth is a gift to us, and we are 

charged with the responsibility of improving the life and resources of land through our 

management for succeeding generations. A basic concept in religion through the ages is one of 

stewardship and responsibility in this stewardship.”177 Affording Bone the last question and 

making it explicitly religious allowed him to end the conversation by defining campground 

conservation in terms of stewardship. Stewardship was, and remains, a flexible concept that can 

include efficient conservation as well as biophilic preservation. It rests on the sovereignty of God 

with which most readers were theoretically comfortable and it can be used to justify whatever 

land management decisions seem expedient at the time. As the representative of the National 

Council of Church’s dedicated unit for outdoor ministry, Bone articulated a stewardship ethic 

similar to the other NCC administrators as the foundation of conservation through the venue of 

America’s campgrounds.  

 In a 1959 article summarizing the Conservation in Camping project as part of the ACA’s 

50th anniversary, Carlson concluded that the significant lessons were the importance of securing 

land for camp use, restoring areas that had been converted to agricultural or residential use, and 
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conserving resources for long-term sustainability.178 The Conservation in Camping Program 

provided an opportunity for the American camping industry to take stock of their environmental 

practices and recommend appropriate steps for the future. The outcome of this project was 

ultimately geared towards the preservation of camping as a vital feature of American childhood 

and the perpetual reproduction of American culture. Sustainability and stewardship were 

becoming the order of the day for camping professionals. 

 Just prior to the onset of the ecological age, in the late 1950s, American camping was 

engaged in mediating a national conversation about the role of conservation in the campground. 

In contrast with the National Council of Churches, the ACA was able to get beyond the planning 

stage and facilitate this discourse through Camping Magazine in a few different genres: the press 

release, the polemic, the roundtable, and the retrospective were all employed in order to reach 

readers from a variety of backgrounds and interests. The close collaboration between Protestant 

church camping and the secular leadership of the ACA was such that leaders like Reynold 

Carlson and Maurice Bone remained important voices in these discussion and stewardship 

retained a primary place within the scheme of organized camping land-use ethics. At the end of 

the 1950s, there were additional anxieties plaguing the American psyche and this conservative 

approach to nature seemed to satiate most camp leaders. Camp directors generally loved their 

outdoor spaces. They understood that it was critical in their mission to provide frontier 

experiences for training democratic individuals, but they were also conservatively inclined 

toward the wise-use common-sense utilitarian orientation to those spaces. Stewardship provided 

the middle ground based on managerial supremacy and paternalism. 
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In 1959, the American Camp Association estimated that 12% of American children 

attended summer camp each year. There were 17.6 million children aged 12-17 in the U.S. in 

1959. American camps served at least 2.1 million children (also accounting for children under 

12) and the population was growing quickly.179 Camp directors, deeply conscious of their claims 

to the moral and spiritual development of American children and also aware of the “contagious” 

influence that counselors had on the children under their care, debated what sort of staff they 

should be building. During the 1960s, debates about loyalty, patriotism, conformity, conscience, 

peace, responsibility, and freedom ran through others about race, good government, guns and 

drugs. The social and demographic situation of American camps as historically privileged 

institutions, and the moral authority of church camps in particular, meant that debates over 

counselors and campuses reflected a particularly contentious and transitional moment in the 

history of the camping movement and American society in general.  

 An editorial written at the end of the 1950s speculated about what the future would hold 

for campers and what sorts of children would be in need of the experiences provided at camp. 

“As one examines the social trends in America today, a somewhat frightening picture emerges,” 

the author noted pessimistically. Mass communication, suburbanization, and the 

commercialization of leisure, “all exert a pressure upon people to conform, to regiment, and to 

accept stereotyped ideas with a resultant lessening of the value placed on the individual,” 

broadening the range of forces to which children are vulnerable. Both communist subversion and 

capitalist subdivisions were seen as potentially eroding the autonomy of the individual, which 

camps strove to cultivate.180 
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C. Walton Johnson addressed these anxieties and his philosophy of camping reached its 

fullest expression in a 1960 treatise, “The Unique Mission of Camping.” His vision of camping 

as the practical expression of religious environmentalism gives full expression to an aesthetic 

and biophilic environmentalism as well as a clearly Protestant theology.181 This treatise was 

published as an extended article as a part of a series that the ACA ran to celebrate its 50th 

anniversary, and indeed was the series’ anchor and capstone, which further evidences the ACA’s 

endorsement of Johnson’s philosophy. 

 For Johnson, the expansion of entertainment services for American youth meant that the 

camp was free to pursue its unique mission. There were many other organizations that provided 

opportunities for athletics or aquatics and camps that specialized in any one skill were missing 

the point entirely. Camping was special because it could focus on the development of “the whole 

child as a person… into the full stature of manhood and womanhood,” meaning, for Johnson, 

that camping nurtured children into social, mental, and spiritual maturity. And nature and God 

facilitated this uniquely holistic mission.182 

 Contact with nature structured much of Johnson’s philosophy and he emphasized that 

among child service institutions, camps were the only ones that facilitated an intimate experience 

with nature in “its wild and undisturbed state.” In fact, he listed churches, schools, social 

agencies, and “all other youth serving organizations” in order to emphasize their dependence on 

camping as the only venue for real nature education. “When flora and fauna are transferred from 

their natural habitat to museums, these dead specimens of nature lose nearly all of their 

inspiration and, consequently, much of their educational value,” so while his view of the 
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campground as an unmodified and “undisturbed” locale was an overstatement, his focus on 

living and spontaneous interactions makes sense in this context. Johnson referred to this 

responsibility, the capacity of the camp to provide spontaneous experiences in nature, as its 

“divinely inspired mission.”183 

 Johnson then followed the thesis that camps should be child and nature-focused with a 

list of those things which camps should not aspire to be: they can be fun, but they shouldn’t 

“cater to fads and passing interests,” they shouldn’t be either “regimented or resort-like,” they 

should not provide the same entertainment as schools and cities such as television, movies, or 

athletic competitions. “The two essentials for a good camp program are unspoiled wilderness and 

dedicated, discerning leadership,” Johnson wrote, espousing a restorationist vision of the 

camping tradition, which had long been rhetorically and ideologically skeptical of urbanism and 

modernity.184 

 After clarifying his understanding of camping, Johnson expounded on the ways that 

centering experiences in nature influenced the spiritual and moral development of American 

youth. The human experience, Johnson wrote, was structured by an individual’s relationship with 

nature, other humans, and God. “The summer camp is an experience with nature, with people, 

and with ethical and spiritual values. The summer camp, therefore, is by its very nature 

peculiarly fitted to help boys and girls make the most of these basic relationships,” 

demonstrating an appreciation for the active influence of nature in the life of a twentieth-century 

American in a way that was comfortably familiar and nostalgic while also progressive in 

equating it with social relations and spirituality. Nature was more than simply one among three 
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key relationships; Johnson said it was camping’s key contribution to the development of children 

because nature was the mechanism for exposing children to “Truth, Beauty, Goodness – the great 

concepts by which men live.” 

 By “truth” Johnson meant integrity, dependability, and reasoned order. “Youth needs a 

revelation of Truth as revealed in the fixedness of the north star, the dependability of the ocean 

tides, the never-failing return of the seasons, the assurance that the fruit of an apple tree will be 

apples and not plums, that the offspring of sheep will be lambs and not goats,” Johnson wrote, 

deploying natural imagery to express the value of truth. While camouflage, mimicry, and all 

manner of chicanery are to be found in nature, Johnson’s not talking about biological knowledge 

per se. Prolonged experiences with the outdoors and a passionate engagement with the study of 

biology could guide a person toward those higher values of dependability and honest which are 

reflected or approximated in the dramatic cycles of nature.185 

 For Johnson, “Beauty” was found in a romantic aesthetic with all its attendant anti-

modernism. “The summer camp by virtue of its location in an outdoor setting, surrounded by the 

wonders and beauties of nature, has an unparalleled opportunity to awaken in children a love of 

beauty. Under wise guidance a camper’s soul becomes so responsive to nature’s beauty that trees 

become more lovely than poems, and a flower in a crannied wall holds the great mysteries of 

life,” Johnson wrote, emphasizing how getting out to the outdoor setting can allow the young 

person to see past all the “thrills and frills” and find a more wholesome and satisfying sense of 

beauty.186  
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 By “Goodness,” Johnson meant that experiences in nature could demonstrate to children 

that the world is materially beneficent. “The camper learns that nature is the source of man’s 

food, raiment, and shelter. He also learns there is healing for the body in the herbs of the forests, 

and serenity for the soul in the quiet of the open spaces. Nature is God’s great storehouse, 

abundantly filled to meet the needs of all His children.” Johnson went on to assert that camps 

have a “special responsibility for teaching the conservation of natural resources that this vast 

storehouse of God may never be found empty,” thus uniting both the ideological benefit from the 

lesson of nature’s goodness with the practical policy of natural resource conservation education 

as an ethical principle.  

 After describing the three spiritual assets of camping outdoors, Johnson emphasized the 

scriptural tradition of divine revelation being mediated through immersion in natural phenomena. 

Moses was out tending his father-in-law’s flock when he encountered the burning bush, he was 

alone on Mount Sinai when he received the Ten Commandments, and nature imagery features 

heavily in the Psalms, but Johnson also appealed to the nature imagery in the revelations of 

Zoroaster, Mohammed, Buddha, and Greek classicism before capping his list with Jesus.187 The 

implicit argument was that time spent outdoor provided the venue for more meaningful and 

spiritual engagement not only with the natural world but with the supernatural world as well. 

 After establishing the way that camping facilitated healthy relationships with nature and 

God, C. Walton Johnson spent most of the remaining pages describing how camping nurtured 

right relations between human beings. Society had become overly urbanized and modernity had 

hamstrung people’s capacity for free expression. Whereas pioneers like Daniel Boone were 

insecure and constantly in danger, they were free to pursue their individual conscious. 
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Conformity and security were the order of the day in the postwar world and this meant that 

American individualism and democratic freedom were bound to atrophy in the urban world. 

“One of the gravest dangers to the permanency of the United States as a world power,” Johnson 

wrote, “is the wholesale way in which Americans are forsaking freedom for security under a 

paternalistic government. This portrays a lack of moral courage and daring without which there 

can be no great leadership. The summer camp is especially designed to help meet this danger.”188 

Johnson’s skepticism of cities and the federal government reflects some of the regionalism from 

his context as a North Carolingian in the 1950s and 1960s as well as the traditional nostalgic 

antimodernism that had long influenced organized camping.   

Nature was the antidote to those skepticisms, however, due to the truth, beauty, and 

goodness which could be found there but also because of the examples of nature-educated men 

who shaped America’s greatness. Johnson listed examples from across the American ideological 

spectrum including Washington, Jefferson, Lincoln, Robert E. Lee, Theodore Roosevelt, Mark 

Twain, and Henry David Thoreau who, he claimed, had received their education in the simple 

truths of the natural world. And although William and Mary, West Point, and Harvard are all 

impressive schools, he contrasted Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address with the relatively disappointing 

oration of Edward Everett to make the point that real authority came from experiences in rural 

areas. Even more to the point, for Johnson, Jesus’ authority and the efficiency of his teaching 

came from the accessible metaphors, which he drew from the natural world around him. 

Therefore, camping in the outdoors broke down the superficial barriers, which enforced 
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conformity, and provided access to the universal and comprehensible truths, which stimulated 

freethinking.189 

 Johnson concluded his treatise by arguing that there was a dangerous trend in the 

camping movement to make camps too comfortable. By professionalizing the staff and taking 

chores away from the campers, camps stopped teaching responsibility and became resorts for 

loafing. By offering a predetermined menu of diversions, they inhibited the camper’s opportunity 

to generate their own spontaneous diversions or indulge in curious encounters. Camping, for 

Johnson, was about a space and a time for children to engage with nature and be affected by that 

engagement. Nature imparted spiritual values which were described in a Protestant vocabulary 

but also appealed to a triumphal American republicanism. The antiurbanism and antimodernism 

which Johnson displayed were not new to the discourse on camping’s justifications or ambitions, 

but the way he blended social critiques within his larger point about religious environmentalism 

created a new philosophy of camping. Organized camping was the place where youth could be 

developed into moral adults through exposure to the outdoors. In the spring of 1960, the ACA 

formally represented around 35% of the country’s camps and may have had individual members 

represented in non-member camps. The ACA was surging toward 10,000 individual members.190 

 Camping Magazine regularly featured articles by C. Walton Johnson during the 1950s 

and 1960s, featuring at least fourteen between 1953 and 1965 alone. Even in 2018, the library of 

camp resources at the headquarters of the American Camping Association features a “C. Walton 

Johnson Collection.” Johnson’s enduring legacy in American camp philosophy signals the power 

of these aesthetic and biophilic principals before and after the publication of Silent Spring. By 
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maintaining an inclusive view of Protestant outdoor ministries, the reticence of the National 

Council of Churches comes into better focus. It cannot be said that they did not have ample 

opportunity to consider the ethical implications of their vocation. The disconnect lay in the space 

between intellectual rumination and applied policies while the camping wing of church camping 

was clearly out ahead of the church wing on these issues. Furthermore, the fact that Johnson 

leaned so strongly on the nostalgic pioneer nationalism indicates the extent to which organized 

camping was motivated by a particularly imperialistic view of nature, and new veneration of the 

mythic untrammeled wilderness would eventually come to challenge the primacy of the mythic 

pioneers. However interesting and influential C. Walton Johnson’s ideas may have been within 

American organized camping, the industry was far from monolithic. While camp directors 

celebrated the moral, intellectual, and spiritual development of the individual camper they were 

increasingly confronted with the camper’s power to assert their own preferences in the life of the 

campground. Especially with regard to nature study, they found that it was not always simply a 

matter of handfeeding campers the lessons they ought to be learning. 

As some camp directors saw it, the problem with nature at camp was that the campers 

didn’t want anything to do with it. Camp directors for boys and girls understood that their 

campers rarely showed interest in natural history or wilderness activities until they were engaged 

in intentional ways. These mechanisms for encouragement, however, were highly gendered and 

depended on the counselor’s assumptions not only of nature, but also of the “natural” interests of 

boys and girls. 

 Marjorie Biegler, of Camp Lake Hubert for Girls, thought that girls disliked “wilderness, 

campcraft, out-of-doors living – whatever we choose to call it,” because of their limited 

experience with such activities. “Oftentimes, the first experience the camper has in this program 
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area is through firebuilding, axemanship, knot tying, putting up tents. Seldom have girl campers 

had previous experiences with these activities,” Biegler observed. However, since “the girl who 

comes to camp without some experience in the kitchen is rare indeed,” Biegler suggested that a 

“bake-off” would be the ideal introduction to wilderness skills. Each cabin was encouraged to 

participate in one of three divisions: aluminum foil cooking, deep fat cooking, and reflector oven 

baking. They would give their ingredient lists to the camp dietician, who would procure their 

ingredients while the girls gathered firewood, prepared the cooking site, maintained the fire, 

prepared the food, served it to the judges, and cleaned everything up. While this activity had the 

advantage of teaching the girls some camping skills, Biegler argued that, “equally important is 

the fact that counselors are given an opportunity to show campers that wilderness activities do fit 

into the framework of the feminine world and responsibilities as set up by modern society,” 

consciously transferring gender roles to the next generation of American women while 

simultaneously introducing campers to “the wonders of the wilderness.”191 

However, resistance to the decentralized revolution was not entirely traditionalist 

reactivity, as one might imagine among conformity-minded midcentury religions. One objector 

held that small-group camping actually exacerbated some inherent flaws in democracy. Charles 

Klippel, the director of a camp in Ohio, argued that the uncritical belief that small group 

dynamics led to a perfect egalitarian communalism overlooked the power of the majority, 

especially in small groups, to run rough-shod over the interests of the minority. “The camper 

who wants to have time quietly to observe nature or engage in nature crafts is too often made to 

feel compelled to go along with the majority who want to play ball, go fishing or take a long 

hike,” Klippel observed, arguing that all children at camp should have an opportunity to explore 
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their interests. It was the responsibility of the counselor and the camp director to provide “wise 

leadership” as a check against the tyranny of the majority. “In every camp each small group 

should be given a chance for democratic self-determination, but should also be given frequent 

experience in yielding for the greater good of the total community… in which a finer citizenship 

develops from the experience of sharing, compromising and cooperating on a higher level of 

organization,” articulating some of the minority rights rhetoric that had existed since the days of 

Adams and Jefferson (whom Klippel quoted) but was increasingly being expressed by the 

leaders of the Black Freedom Movement in the 1950s. Klippel even alluded to these influences 

when he suggested that failing to train children in the dangers of mob-rule “leaves its pathetic 

results in our whole social and political structure. Witness the selfish cliques which obstruct the 

building of a better community…,” leaving the particulars vague but the implication 

significant.192  

 Camp directors also saw the crisis of the wilderness in distinctly historical terms. In an 

editorial written in Camping Magazine by Charles Hansen and Darrell Lund, the authors argued 

that whereas “America’s heritage is that of a daring and gradual mastery of a vast wilderness 

area… Now the wilderness is vanishing and with it the wilderness spirit.” Traits such as 

“courage, independence, and inventiveness” were in danger of being lost forever.193  

Although on its face this seems to be a simple Turnerian progress narrative, Hansen and 

Lund gave it a distinctly Freudian twist. “The Western Frontier was real to the youngest child. A 

boy had only to open his door to find himself in the wilderness, as deeply involved in it as his 

father or even his distant ancestors. Unfortunately, today’s youth cannot feel this involvement 
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with the new frontiers [of outer space and the ocean floor].” While technically skilled and 

rigorously trained adults were pushing the last foreseeable boundaries of the physical world, 

children were left behind to suffer under the oppressive comforts of modern society. Substituting 

vicarious exploration for actual frontier living would only teach children to consume adventure 

rather than live it and the values of those experiences would be diminished.194 

Camps provided the remedy for this cultural deficiency, but this was both a boon and a 

burden. “For young people the camping experience is the last stronghold of the wilderness spirit. 

Unfortunately, however, the camping experience of many young people has merely reinforced 

the weaknesses of the society from which they came. Often the familiar security has been given 

to campers by camp staff and camp policy.” The authors argued that comfortable and safe camps 

taught the wrong lessons about the self, society, and nature. Rather than reinforcing the 

consumptive mentalities of American society, camps should strive for more “real” wilderness 

experiences, meaning extended time isolated from larger groups with limited resources. 

Allowing a small group of campers to enjoy an extended period in isolation from the large group 

with limited resources would develop “moral fiber” out of the “wilderness struggle.”195 

From Calvinism to transcendentalism and romanticism to nationalism, confusing nature 

and morality is an essential feature of American culture and in the postwar period it came to rest 

most heavily upon the children of the baby boom. While their parents were creating the affluent 

society with its consumer culture, they also believed that it was essential that their boys and girls 

build character through camping experiences out-of-doors. And the more rugged, the better. 
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The role of camp leaders and staff in training young people for democracy was malleable 

to fit the changing nature of democracy in the postwar world. Whereas camping leaders in the 

1940s and 1950s could confidently promote decentralized camping as the training ground for the 

future leaders of the free world, by 1961 a more cautious and skeptical view of American 

democracy had emerged. 

 While many commentators observed the features of American society with pessimism 

and anxiety, others saw the coming precipice as a place to fly rather than fall. C. Walton 

Johnson, the midcentury philosopher of camping, argued that while “the crisis this nation must 

face during the next two decades will call for a leadership greater than this nation has yet 

known,” he also articulated an optimistic vision for how camp directors might help young people 

achieve a better and wiser American dream. They would eschew materialism and strive for 

“better health, greater educational and cultural opportunities, freedom from vice, debasing 

influences and racial hatred, and the freedom to grow and to dream still greater dreams,” and the 

key to this remarkable utopia was the principled and moral guidance of America’s camp 

directors and counselors. Johnson emphasized that, “The young people of America, could, with 

the right leadership, become God’s chosen people to lead humanity out of a morass of confusion 

and a quagmire of hatred and fear,” which admitted a negative appraisal of the current social 

situation while simultaneously holding out for a better and more moral future.196 

 In the late 1950s, church camping and outdoor ministries provided a vehicle for several 

cultural critiques. Resource conservation had vocal advocates from minority positions within the 

NCC and the ACA, which indicates that these institutions were aware of the challenges wrought 

by post-World War II conditions in mineral extraction, chemical production, and the 

 
196 C. Walton Johnson, “The American Dream,” in Camping Magazine, (December 1961). 



 

 

144 

 

organization of society. Still, these critiques were articulated in the key of older arguments about 

the benefits of economics, aesthetics, and personal moral development. These underlying 

assumptions made these institutions slow to engage the ecological criticisms that became 

increasingly prescient over the course of the 1960s.  

 In the five years prior to the publication of Silent Spring, the National Council of 

Churches, the American Camping Association, and their affiliated stakeholders were aware of 

rising environmental issues. Conservation and preservation were in the zeitgeist, although they 

were still articulated in classically anthropocentric ways. Attending to the institutional responses 

to these questions rather than the particularity of specific thinkers indicates that in the case of 

outdoor ministries - where ideas about nature were most likely to be applied to Protestant lives - 

there was less leadership from ecumenical Protestant institutions than there was from within the 

general organized camping industry. Although the ACA’s Conservation in Camping initiative 

still promoted utility and stewardship and Camping Magazine still promoted aesthetic 

appreciation and individual morality, they did exhibit clear and sustained attention to these 

issues.  

 Although ecumenical Protestant outdoor ministries were not engaged with environmental 

issues, they did reflect a particular view of nature based on a nationalist nostalgia for the frontier 

and its instructive potential for vigorous and moral democratic citizens. Starting in 1962, in 

addition to the emergence of ecology, the National Council of Churches would also strive to 

formalize and unify a vision for church camping. The reaction to Silent Spring and the 

philosophical adjudication coalesced in the early 1960s with rising social anxiety and cultural 

critiques.  
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Chapter 5: The Ambition of Institutional Church Camping 

Two significant touchstones coincided in the summer of 1962: in early summer, the 

National Council of Churches held the Workshop on Camp and Conference Philosophy, 

Objectives, Methods, and Procedures and in late summer, Rachel Carson published Silent Spring. 

There are plenty of explanations for the origins of the ecology movement in the 1960s and 1970s 

including religious, social, gender, and economic ones. However, the publication of Rachel 

Carson’s Silent Spring in 1962 is at least a compelling marker of a significant transition in the 

history of American environmentalism. Silent Spring introduced the American public to issues of 

toxicity and the complex chains of coexistence that implicated the human being in their physical 

environments. It became increasingly difficult to imagine nature as a catalog of atomized species 

or to imagine humanity as some exceptional and transcendent form. Silent Spring spent thirty-

one weeks on the New York Times best seller list and had hardcover sales in excess of half a 

million copies. The controversy it generated and the chemical industry’s intense campaign to 

discredit it only compounded its popularity. Silent Spring won several distinguished prizes and 

inspired a corroborating report from the Presidential Scientific Advisory Committee that 

contributed to Congressional action regulating pesticides. What’s more, it inspired and 

galvanized a generation of environmental activists who borrowed direct action techniques from 

the ongoing Civil Rights movements. This movement of institutions and individuals reached its 

fever pitch with Earth Day in 1970 and other Nixon-era regulatory actions in the early 1970s.197 

As illustrated in the previous chapter, the major institutions of ecumenical Protestant 

church camping did not have an ecological awareness in the years leading up to 1962. Whatever 

ecology they eventually incorporated came largely as a consequence of the broader cultural 
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changes in the wake of Silent Spring. Examining church camping’s intellectual commitments of 

1962 and in the years following Silent Spring illustrates how ecumenical outdoor ministries 

continued to develop along its preexisting trajectory toward managerial stewardship. 

The speakers at the 1962 Hanover Conference on camp philosophy provided several 

unique insights into the nature of outdoor ministries. They emphasized the central role of the 

environment in religious education and moral development. They illustrated how outdoor 

ministries contributed to both the corporate ecclesiastical life of the church as well as the 

individual development of an ethical Christian. Furthermore, the church camp functioned to tie 

the bind between conservation, science, and leisure in terms that were important for American 

society at large. By 1962, church camp leaders at the national level began to include the natural 

environment in their arguments for what made camping unique and vital to the life of Protestant 

America. Whereas nationalist nostalgia had been the foundational ethic of camping in general, 

the institutions of ecumenical Protestant camping contained the mechanisms of self-critique and 

introspection that allowed them to respond, slowly, to the ecological critiques of the 1960s and 

1970s. This chapter, and those that follow, describe how Protestant camps mobilized an 

emergent nostalgia for the untrammeled wilderness and solidified the ethic of environmental 

stewardship. 

 Attending to the influence of ecological advocacy on organized camping in general and 

church camping in particular reveals how these movements struggled to adapt to 

environmentalist critiques. Church camps and Protestant environmentalists eventually settled on 

the ethic of environmental stewardship as the most common and widely distributed ethical 

foundation. Psalm 24 says, “The earth is the Lord’s and everything in it, the world, and all who 

live in it,” and this would become the foundation of most Protestant environmentalism. In its best 
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forms, it urges Protestants to view the world as an inherited gift for which they are responsible 

for a short time and are entrusted to preserve it for future generations. 

 This chapter traces the interactions of ecological environmentalism, organized camping, 

and ecumenical Protestantism in the years between 1962 and 1965 to illustrate how the 

philosophical ambitions of the NCC at the Camp Hanover conference of 1962 coincided with 

new pedagogical techniques and the new emerging ecological sensitivity. It argues that 

Protestant environmentalism, institutionally, was responding to the ecological movement rather 

than leading it and it shows that environmentalism remained a niche issue even within the field 

of Protestant camping. Finally, it indicates how the persistent interpretation of nature as 

wilderness limited Protestant ideas about the human place in nature. These same limitations are 

indicative of significant problems in American religious environmentalism writ large since the 

late 1970s. This chapter begins by describing ecumenical Protestant camping philosophy at the 

outset of the ecological era, discusses early 1960s ideas about science and leisure in outdoor 

ministries, and concludes with early Great Society initiatives like beautification and wilderness 

protection. It describes how ecumenical camps and Christians understood matters of ministry, 

society, and nature before their engagement with secular environmentalist critiques became 

formative. 

In the fading light of day, a group of children started to congregate by the shore of a 

wooded lake. Camp counselors and camping pastors did their best to institute an environment of 

solemnity and reverence. The children were admonished to maintain a quiet reflection. Some of 

the experienced staff had been laboring to build the pyre according to the exact specifications of 

the camp director. The fire served as the focal point for the entire evening. Heart of pine for 

longevity and sapwood for the accelerant - no industrial additives would sully this occasion. The 
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interior was structured as a log cabin with two parallel logs topped with two logs in the other 

direction. This core was then enclosed in increasingly large layers of logs, boughs, branches, and 

kindling.198  

Maybe it was the first day and the campfire was permeated with a nervous energy of 

anticipation. Maybe it was the last day and the air was full of half-sobs and ambitious promises. 

Either way, the emotions of the moment were punctuated by the presence of the camp director, 

the charismatic spiritual and administrative leader of the blessed community.  

 As the director struck the long match which would reach into the core of the 

conflagration, and knelt to apply the flame, he recited the English poet John Oxenham, “Kneel 

always when you light a fire!/ Kneel reverently, and thankful be / For God’s unfailing charity; / 

And on the ascending flame inspire / A little prayer, that shall upbear / The incense of your 

thankfulness / For this sweet grace / Of warmth and light; / For here again is sacrifice / For your 

delight.”199 For a generation of Camp Hanover attendants, John Ensign’s campfire ritual was a 

foundational aspect of their camping experience and the powerful impression it made has 

structured their memory of the man they teased as “King John” and the ministry that shaped their 

Christian faith. 

 There are few symbols as ancient or as universal as the campfire, although its symbolic 

value might not be the first value that comes to mind. From the remote encampment to the 

suburban firepit to the barrel under the urban viaduct, fires provide warmth, security, and 

sustenance. But fires have also been the wellspring of culture and a space where meaning and 
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import are negotiated and transmitted, where decisions are made, songs, poems, and stories are 

crafted and performed, rites and rituals enacted, celebrations and tragedies memorialized. 

  Campfires have these generally positive connotations, but another fire with much darker 

symbolism is an equally important element of John Ensign’s legacy. The White, southern, 

Presbyterian minister and World War II veteran was the target of Ku Klux Klan intimidation and 

cross-burnings because of his involvement in the Civil Rights movement in North Carolina. 

When he was invited to open Camp Hanover in 1957 in Mechanicsville, Virginia – east of 

Richmond – Ensign insisted that it be racially integrated; the first integrated church camp in the 

South. This was not an easy decision or one without consequences. Some churches in the 

presbytery refused to send their children to an integrated camp and these resentments were still 

unresolved by the late seventies. But Ensign was unyielding and by 1967 he was hiring Black 

counselors.200 

 Ensign’s philosophical commitments were reflected in the construction of the camp as 

well as the composition of the camp. Camp Hanover became a model of the decentralized form. 

Units were dispersed around a central campus, and most activities were conducted in small 

groups. Bunk houses, teepees, hogans, and tents provided for a variety of housing options and 

meant that the campers’ experiences changed from year to year. But it would have been almost 

impossible for one week to look like any other week. 

 At the beginning of the week, the whole camp gathered in their small groups and 

caucused together in the dining hall. Certain facilities such as the pool, the lakefront, or the arts 

and crafts barn had firm capacities that had to be respected, but first each small group would 

determine internally what activities they were interested in pursuing that week. Whether they 
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wanted to go canoeing every day, or spend three sessions at the art barn, or if they wanted to go 

hiking every morning before breakfast, or if they wanted to stay out late to see a meteor shower, 

or if they wanted to spend all day one day playing softball… After each small group established 

its own priorities, they would send representatives up to negotiate with the lifeguards, the arts 

and crafts director, or the trail quartermaster – and the representatives of the other small groups – 

in order to build a plan for the week. The entire affair was decentralized, youth-led, and designed 

to facilitate a practicum in democratic group management.201 

 Camp Hanover provides several important examples of how an institution’s philosophical 

commitments influence the experience of organized camping. Racial integration and democratic 

habits were critical to Camp Hanover in the 1950s and 1960s, and philosophy is foundational to 

all camps, regardless of how intentionally they engage the question. Today, Camp Hanover has 

dedicated environmental education and innovative ecotheology, including an intensive 

composting regime, solar-powered water-heating in the bunkhouses, a dedicated environmental 

ministry staff person, chicken and duck husbandry, and the GoodPastures Pollinator Meadow to 

promote biodiversity. They make biophilic spirituality a core component of their Christian 

witness and their ethical instruction. 

 As the camping industry expanded after World War II, secular and religious camps both 

recognized the opportunity to influence American culture and debates about “camping 

philosophy” sought to generate a coherent statement of what that influence should be. Camp 

directors have traditionally been independent spirits, but the period after World War II saw 

opportunities for professionalization and the ecumenical movement was at the height of its 

influence. The quest for a unified theory of camping unfolded within the pages of Camping 
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Magazine and in the efforts of the National Council of Churches. It’s fitting, then, that when the 

NCC organized a dedicated workshop to ecumenical church camp philosophy in 1962, John 

Ensign was there to welcome the delegates to the meeting at Camp Hanover. 

The discourse on camp philosophies was largely held in the professional press and the 

meetings of professional associations. However, the ecumenical ambition of the National 

Council of Churches lent itself well to the effort to establish some mainline Protestant orthodoxy 

on the matter. In the conciliar tradition, the NCC’s Committee on Camps and Conferences hosted 

a workshop from May 23-June 1, 1962 titled, “Workshop on Camp and Conference Philosophy, 

Objectives, Methods, and Procedures.” Church camp luminaries met at Camp Hanover, the 

Presbyterian camp in rural Virginia, for a week in order to discuss the foundational assumptions 

that defined church camping with the hope of shaping a cohesive ecclesiastical philosophy. 

Attendants included Rodney Britten, Elizabeth Brown, Maurice Bone, and L.B. Sharp, among 

others.202 Their efforts reveal how the post-war boom in camp development stimulated a new and 

more confident camping movement within America’s Protestant churches.  

 Built in 1958, after decentralization had firmly taken hold, Camp Hanover was laid out to 

facilitate the small group unit model of camping. The conference organizers utilized this asset by 

structuring the workshop to maximize time spent in small group discussions. The first 

Wednesday to Saturday was spent listening to paper presentations and the second full week was 

spent in small groups at the platform tents and clapboard cabins of the unit areas.203 This 
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structure encouraged the workshop participants to craft their camping philosophy while they 

were approximating the lifestyle of a camper. 

 The CCC stated that their primary purpose for holding this workshop was “to evaluate 

present statements on philosophy, objectives, methods, procedures and programs within the 

purview of the Committee on Camps and Conferences, and to relate them more closely to the 

total life and mission of the church,” emphasizing the institutional dependency that church 

camping felt towards the congregation.  This was further amplified in the planning committee’s 

central question, “How shall the church make use of out-of-door experiences in camping, in 

conferences and in other enterprises?”204 By starting from a position of dependency, the CCC 

was responding to basic assumptions about the primacy of the home and the congregation in the 

spiritual development of mid-century Americans. Whereas secular camp directors were often 

skeptical about the home and made derisive comments about the corrupting influence of the city 

and the coddling influence of modern gadgets, the CCC recognized that camps depended on 

congregational support. Their statements reflect ambitions and anxieties similar to the anti-

modern and anti-urban camp industry, but the rhetorical commitments that structured their 

determinations were limited by this basic dependency on the congregation. Yet, throughout the 

week of the workshop, small group minutes reflect that many of the attendees began to push 

back against this assumption and question the nature of this relationship. Camp administrators 

were beginning to see their ministry as an essential partner in the educational program of 

American Protestant life. 
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 On the morning of the first full day of the conference, Arthur O. Phinney presented, “The 

Nature, Nurture and Mission of the Church.”205 Phinney opened by summarizing the challenges 

that were being levied against the church camping movement. Camping was expensive, remote, 

benefited only a few Christians, and could be more effectively left to secular agencies. Phinney 

defined camping as “living together in small groups in the out-of-doors, using the natural 

elements of the environment in a program of activities aimed toward meeting the interests and 

needs of the participants at various stages of their physical, social, spiritual, and intellectual 

development,” and conceded that the challenges listed above were justified by such a narrow 

definition of camping.206 What church camp proponents needed was a clear statement of what 

the Church offered through camping that other organizations did not. 

 Phinney mentioned the pioneering heritage of the American people to justify the 

popularity of car camping and road trips in postwar America before pivoting to the outdoor 

tradition in “the religious history of the human race.” “The environment in which God’s people 

have their roots is the world of God’s creation,” Phinney wrote. “In the out-of-doors, free from 

gadgets of Man’s making, God manifests His awesome power in Nature, His beauty of design in 

trees and flowers and lakes and streams, in the heavens, and in the interrelatedness of all living 

things.” Phinney’s statement centered camping on antimodernism and aesthetics, but also 

featured a new and important intervention: ecology. The “interrelatedness of all living things,” 

was rapidly becoming a popular feature of environmentalist discourse in the early 1960s and 
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Phinney’s statement is one example of how that ecological interrelation was sacralized through 

church camping. 

 The thesis of Phinney’s statement was that a deeper and more fulfilling justification for 

church camping was in the way that the natural environment revealed the nature of God. “We 

might well find [justification] in the background and heritage of the Church – how God revealed 

Himself and His purposes in and through the elements of His creation and in the fullness of time, 

through His Son, Jesus Christ, Our Lord.” Unfortunately, Phinney then proceeded immediately 

to obfuscate his point by listing scripture, tradition, and history as the best records of those 

revelations.207 

 Phinney then launched into an extended discussion of theological ecclesiology and 

sociology in order to define “the Church.” As Phinney saw it, the church is a community of 

individuals tasked with proclaiming the Gospel, administrating affairs in a “spirit of love” and 

working “for the increase of the kingdom.” What made camping a significant innovation and 

intervention in the life of the church, then, was that it provided an intense and extended 

experience in community living. “Here we have a situation where people live in Christian 

Fellowship, twenty-four hours a day, day in and day out, a Christian Community in which the 

Holy Spirit dwells and through which He works to accomplish Christ’s mission of love to the 

world,” Phinney said, introducing a key feature of the emergent church camping philosophy: 

duration. Even though church camping only served a subset of the congregation (usually youth 

and adult leaders), it provided them a unique opportunity to practice Christian fellowship and 

community building away from the distractions of modern life.208 
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  Phinney concluded by reversing the question on those who would challenge the role and 

efficacy of outdoor ministries. If their understanding of the church fit his description of 

pneumatological indwelling in a community of individuals, and revelation was mediated through 

nature (and scripture, tradition, and history), why wouldn’t the church be involved in outdoor 

ministry? Camps offer individual development, in an environment rife with the “mystery of life, 

the majesty, power and providence of God, manifested by his creative activity in the natural 

universe, through a Spirit-filled community of love, with an atmosphere of forgiveness and trust, 

where individuals are challenged to grow into leaders for God’s work in the world.”209 All these 

features made church camping a vital part of midcentury church building. For Arthur Phinney, 

the ecclesiological implications of outdoor ministries were profound enough to justify the 

format. Church leaders who were interested in developing their institutions would be well served 

by having a dedicated and effective training ground for practicing community and fellowship. 

 The next morning, William Clifton Moore rose to present his paper, “Contribution of 

Experience in the Out-of-Doors to Christian Growth.”210  Moore’s statement hewed to 

theological anthropology rather than ecclesiology. The individual member of the community, 

Moore claimed, could find valuable camping opportunities through other institutions, so what did 

a church camp provide the developing Christian that was neglected in other camps? Moore 

proposed that camps provided “Christian nurture” and Moore structured his talk along three lines 

of inquiry: what is Christian nurture, what are its goals, and how does it work in practice?211 
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 Christian nurture, Moore said, pre-supposes that God is continually at work in the world. 

The creative and sustaining work of creation requires faith in an active God who is revealing 

itself through the natural world. Humanity’s understanding of the natural world, “so vital to his 

growth toward maturity,” is the reception of divine revelation. Moore pointed out that this means 

that the foundational assumption of Christian nurture was that it was not about the transmission 

of recorded revelations from the past (scripture, tradition, history) but rather to use that heritage 

to illuminate the mechanisms of God’s ongoing revelation. “Christian nurture is built upon the 

assumption that God does not work primarily through extra-ordinary events in which He 

interjects Himself into human affairs, but in the ordinary, on-going experiences of growth and 

development. The long slow process of nurture is God’s usual plan for all living things.”212 The 

implications of this assumption were that, by definition, Christian nurture was not about 

traditional education or deciding what people should know about God. It was about providing 

experiences and training a mature Christian to “grow in a transforming relationship with God,” 

in order to love God and humanity. 

 Moore’s middle section on the goals of Christian nurture emphasized those aspects of the 

denomination mission statements that had bearing on theological cosmology. They universally 

affirmed God’s role as creator and sustainer of the physical world and tasked Christian education 

programs with imparting this lesson. Furthermore, they emphasized that knowledge of the 

natural world was a spiritual good because it enhanced appreciation of God as creator and 

conservation was an ethical good. Quoting from the NCC’s “The Objective of Christian 

Education for Senior High Young People,” Moore said, “[Humanity] must seek to discover and 

conserve [nature’s] values and use them in the service of God and man, and that selfish 
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exploitation of its laws and resources leads to estrangement and disaster. Anything less than this 

is a violation of his stewardship,” and concluded that these agreed-upon objectives could not be 

reasonably met apart from an active outdoor ministry component.213 Another policy statement 

from the National Council of Churches outlined twelve distinct lessons that junior high persons 

should learn about God, nature, and human responsibility for environmental stewardship. 

Moore’s point in all this was to illustrate that the stated objectives of the Christian education 

movement required an effective and sustained engagement with the outdoors. 

 Moore concluded his argument by exploring the pedagogical techniques that followed 

from his first two premises: Christian nurture is about experiencing the persistent love of God 

through the methodical revelations in nature and experiencing the outdoors is necessary to fulfill 

the stated objectives of Christian education. Here, he leaned on antimodern critiques typical to 

the camping movement as a whole. He said Christian education was too often like a science 

teacher who spends six weeks holding forth on conservation before she realizes that there was an 

eroding hill outside the school the whole time. “In today’s world with our lives so surrounded 

and controlled by man made gadgets, we have a responsibility for providing learning situations 

involving the simple, elemental things that speak to us of what God has made,” Moore said, 

invoking the specter of hyper-civilization and alienation from the simple truths of God. This was 

significant because of what educational psychologists had found about abstract learning. 

Concepts such as “love” and “God” only made sense when they were layered upon experiences 

with love and God. Children need to have an individual experience with those practices in order 

for the symbolic concepts to have any real meaning. Faith was another such example and an 

especially important one mediated through the camp setting. With the risks inherent in outdoor 
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living, the young person would face challenges and experience opportunities to overcome them. 

Swimming in a deep lake, building a fire and preparing their own meal, sleeping under the stars 

exposed to the elements, all could be frightening and doubt inducing at first. By providing a 

loving and supportive environment for young people to meet those challenges, they could gain 

confidence in themselves and an intimate familiarity with the natural world and their peers that 

would teach them to be more courageous, trusting, and faithful.214 

 Moore’s speech emphasized what camping could mean to the individual camper. The role 

of the individual in American culture, exemplified by the icon of the pioneer in the camping 

industry, meant that this message was especially important for US Protestant church leaders. The 

foundation for liberal democracy and the American Way of Life meant that a statement like this 

one, with its emphasis on individual development, was crucial to justifying the importance of 

church camping within the broader social project of American Protestantism. Whereas Phinney’s 

discussion of the camp’s contribution to the Church was significant for that community, Moore’s 

statement on the development of the individual had broader social relevance. 

 Friday evening, after small groups had considered Moore’s argument, the large group met 

again to hear a paper presented by H.B. Guillame, a representative of the Parks and Recreation 

Division of the State of Michigan’s Department of Conservation.215 

 Guillame began with a definitional discussion in order to square the secular definition of 

conservation, which he supplied as “the wise use and management of natural resources for the 

greatest good for the greatest number of persons, for the longest period of time,” with the 
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Christian concept of stewardship, which he defined as “custodian, administrator, or supervisor.” 

In order to square these definitions, Guillame argued that the simple modification of including 

human resources with natural resources was sufficient, quite missing the point that stewardship’s 

main intervention would be the transfer of ownership or sovereignty towards the divine and away 

from humanity.216 Rather than emphasizing humanity more, a new definition of Christian 

conservation would have deemphasized humanity. What’s more, Guillame himself seems to have 

realized this as he followed his definition with the admonition that “We as persons own not one 

thing here on earth. God has placed in our care all things, and we as stewards are obligated to 

care for them so that those who follow will have their share.”217 Guillame’s definitional 

problems did not fatally flaw his argument that churches should be engaged with conservation, 

but rather it illustrates some of the slippage that occurred in the early stages of Protestant 

environmentalism.  

 Guillame continued by introducing a text, not from scripture or theology, because, he 

said, “I could find very little authority to whom to turn in search for Christian related concerns in 

conservation,” so he quoted a pamphlet written by W.C. Lowdermilk of the Soil Conservation 

Service of the USDA wherein Lowdermilk argued that Moses should have introduced an 

“Eleventh Commandment” such as “Thou shalt inherit the Holy Earth as a faithful steward, 

conserving its resources and productivity from generation [sic]. Thou shalt safeguard thy fields 

from soil erosion, thy living waters from drying up, thy forests from desolation, and protect thy 

hills from overgrazing by thy herds, that thy descendants may have abundance forever.” 

Lowdermilk - and Guillame - was arguing that hindsight demonstrated that resource conservation 
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and environmental ethics were as important as the theological and social commandments of 

Exodus.  

In order to justify this bold claim, Guillame expanded on the implications of biological 

science for faith. The mechanisms by which chlorophyll produced “man’s sustaining bread,” 

were one such mystery that required faithful trust in God.218 What’s more, “few persons 

appreciate the great interrelationships and interdependence of all living things upon one 

another.” By explaining the process of decomposition by which a fungus breaks down a rotting 

log and the barren rocks wear down to fertile soil, Guillame argued that science provides an 

approximate insight into the otherwise inaccessible ideas such as death, resurrection, and 

eternity. 

The centerpiece of Guillame’s address, not surprisingly, was soil conservation. 

Americans had ruined fifty million acres of previously fertile land and were on pace to ruin 

another fifty million. An additional 100 million was already 25-75% eroded. This constituted an 

area the size of Michigan, Ohio, Indiana, Missouri, Kentucky, and Maryland combined. And 

since all Americans depended on about 2.5 acres of arable land for their sustenance, that meant 

that all Americans were in danger of depleting their access to domestic foodstuff.219 In order to 

make this point more relevant to church camp administrators, Guillame quoted a story from the 

national camping leader L.B. Sharp, who was also present at the Hanover Conference. Sharp had 

recalled a time he went to do a consultation at a church camp and found that the board was 

debating whether to put in a concrete or a wooden sidewalk. After forty years of use as a church 

camp, the soil had been so eroded that certain tree roots in the central campus were posing a 
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hazard. Sharp lambasted his hosts for their negligence and poor stewardship, saying that if he 

had the authority, he would “dispossess your church from further use of this land” and turn it 

back over to God. This dramatic story built on Sharp’s reputation as an industry leader to 

illustrate Guillame’s point that soil erosion was a concern that all people faced both in the 

immediate conditions of their own land as well as the collective security of American caloric 

independence. 

Guillame concluded his speech by turning to his own area of expertise, parks and 

recreation. Guillame discussed the so-called leisure revolution, where expanded material wealth 

and increased automation meant that Americans were faced with the novel problem of too much 

leisure time and too much dependence on laborsaving gadgets. This observation jelled with 

camping’s antimodern critiques, “Present day pressures, anxieties, worries, the ever increasing 

need of more mental hospital space, a shortage of psychiatrists, full prisons, increased juvenile 

delinquency, all these point to a very gray future,” Guillame wrote. “We, especially in the 

recreation facility providing field are firmly convinced that the relief valve we offer in the way of 

open spaces, a chance for spiritual pursuit, a quiet atmosphere, or just a beautiful scene will help 

in this overall problem.”220 While modernity had provided the perilous conditions of too much 

shiftless and undirected free time, the state and the church could both supply recreational 

services that turned that challenge into an opportunity. Morally upright and spiritually sustaining 

recreation was the key to cultural and social survival. 

H.B. Guillame’s speech reveals several important features of environmentalism at 

ecumenical church camps in the early 1960s. First, it’s important to note that Guillame is 

entering into Protestant institutional conversations from the outside, from his role in the State of 
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Michigan’s Department of Conservation. The source he quoted about soil conservation, likewise, 

was from the USDA’s W.C. Lowdermilk. Despite the secular and public positions these figures 

filled, their vocabulary and audience were religious. This is an example of the way that secular 

environmentalism penetrated ecumenical Protestantism through the venue of outdoor ministries. 

As we anticipated, church camps and retreat centers were situated at the intersection of 

Protestant institutions and shifting understandings of nature. Although the pressure was external, 

this is evidence of the mechanisms by which American Protestants came to understand nature in 

a new way. Guillame’s explicit blend of the ecological perspective (i.e. the rotting log) with its 

religious metaphors (death and resurrection) and its practical environmental ethics (leaving 

detritus to rot and nurture the soil organically) illuminates the way for nature education, 

environmental ethics, and a new religious understanding of nature in the ecological era. The 

extent to which this view of intensely local, scientifically grounded, and biocentric ecology 

informed church camping over the next generation lives at the heart of the contest for Protestant 

environmentalism. Unfortunately, efficient stewardship and romantic aesthetics would continue 

to dominate the ministry. It’s significant that the church camp leaders at Hanover 1962 heard this 

ecological perspective, that it came to them from the outside, and that it remained marginal to 

their core mission. 

 In the meantime, during the mid-1960s anxiety over morality and socialization played a 

much larger role in the immediate debates about church camping. The camping industry’s 

concern for the vulnerability of American youngsters found more formal expression the 

following year with the publication of the ACA manifesto Camping for American Youth – A 

Declaration for Action. The organization of the treatise made its argument unmistakable. The 

editor introduced the treatise by instructing the reader that, “It is divided into four parts: I. 



 

 

163 

 

Modern Society Has Problems II. Society’s Problems Creep into Camping III. What are the 

Distinctive Contributions of Organized Camping in a Changing Society? IV. How Many Camps 

Make This Contribution?” underscoring the pervasiveness and the urgency of the dilemma. 

 For Kenneth Webb, editor and author of Camping for American Youth, the root of all 

social evils in the 1960s was urbanization. He used the ancient story of Sybaris as a morality tale 

in order to remind his readers what happened to civilizations that urbanized and became soft and 

luxuriant. Summer camps were a vital antidote to this cultural and social poison and a potential 

method for interrupting the cycle of history. Urbanization also wrought crowding, conformity, 

stress, dislocation, and a host of other social problems.221 

 Among the litany of ill-effects of urbanization with which camp directors were appraised, 

was “deterioration of moral and spiritual values.” Because of “the relaxing of restraints formerly 

exercised by the great religious and moral systems,” materialism had supplanted other values.  

Webb argued that both entertainment and news media were complicit in selling and profiting 

from sex, violence, dishonesty, and corruption. “What the family, the church, [and] other 

agencies affecting youth may have lost by default, resident camps are in a strategic position to 

help regain. This opportunity is a sobering one, a responsibility to test our basic principles,” 

Webb argued, demonstrating that the organized camping project, even among nominally secular 

institutions, imagined itself as a moral and spiritual enterprise.222 

 In addition to the physical, mental, and emotional benefits that a child might derive from 

camp, Webb also articulated specific spiritual potential for a summer spent at camp. Following 

Wordsworth, Webb decried the “cheap cynicism of adults” and argued that, “the most precious 

 
221 Kenneth Webb, Camping for American Youth – A Declaration for Action, (Martinsville, IN: American Camp 
Association, 1962).  
 
222 Webb, Camping for American Youth, n.p. 



 

 

164 

 

of all qualities, awareness of things spiritual, should be fostered in every possible way at camp. 

And everything that happens at camp can have spiritual overtones,” reiterating the opportunity 

and responsibility that camp directors could assume for the moral and spiritual development of 

America’s children in an age of urban corruption. 223 

As for the specific spiritual values that Webb promoted, he argued that camp could 

provide an appreciation of the individual and revelry in solitude as well as act as a bulwark 

against conformity. Indeed, “this pioneer quality which has helped make America great is in 

danger of being smothered under the pressures to conformity in our urban civilization,” 

harkening back to mythic narratives about the integrity of the pioneers and articulating the 

anxiety about the urban future. Furthermore, Webb argued that camps provide the opportunity 

for esthetic appreciation and voluntary, simple, and spontaneous leisure.224 

Webb concluded the section with a clarification on what he meant by spiritual and its 

implications for American religious life. “Camp is the ideal setting for those long, long thoughts 

of youth which can give a youngster a sense of the Reality, call it God, call it Truth or what you 

will, that must under-gird our material life,” Webb wrote. “If modern culture has weakened the 

bases of faith, then the closeness to nature at camp, the chance for reflection, the intimate 

association with people who believe in the primacy of things of the Spirit should aid in the 

rediscovery of faith,” concluding with an obfuscation and a call to action.225  

Camping was an inclusive industry made up of a spectrum of religious and secular 

orientations. However, Webb was arguing that all camps have a stake in a particular spiritual 
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project that followed a vaguely Protestant morality and transcendentalist philosophy. The 

apotheosis of the pioneer, the Jeremiads against the city and against secular society’s materialism 

and conformity, and the utopian vision for a community built on higher values which would 

reform the world illustrate how camping professionals transformed the vulnerability that they 

saw in the lives of their wards into a program of moral and spiritual development that squared 

with recognizable tropes of American moral philosophy.  

 During the 1940s and 1950s, the decentralization debate in religious camping was 

comprised of several important features. The terms of the debate itself rested on historical 

models of outdoor ministry. Camps and conferences increasingly competed with other formats of 

religious education and competed between themselves for the attention of ecclesiastical 

administrators, parish pastors, and congregants. Although they would be loath to characterize 

their engagements as competitive, finite dollars and hours meant that Americans were always 

making choices about how to spend their resources for religious education and spiritual 

contemplation. Conferences, such as Camp Aldersgate in Rhode Island, provided certain benefits 

in the way it mobilized volunteers on a short-term basis and required limited oversight of 

conference-goer leisure. By the 1960s, camps increasingly required a more specialized counselor 

staff and more professional administrators. 

 Part of the stakes involved in the debate over ministry formats included which venue 

might be more effective at instilling and moralizing spiritual values such as an appreciation of 

democracy. The Cold War context meant that camps were under increased scrutiny as venues of 

moral development and camp leaders were quick to engage with questions of loyalty and the 

nature of democracy. The natural landscape and physical plan of the campground itself became 

another venue where these issues were worked out. As democratic citizenship and Protestant 
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morality were embedded in the physical landscape of the camp, conservation became an essential 

feature of both camps and conferences. As institutions like the NCC’s Committee on Camps and 

Conferences and the American Camp Association facilitated ambitious workshops and editorial 

debates about these things, they opened a space for a nationalized network of camping 

professionals. One consequence of this development was the increasing popularity of 

prepackaged camping curricula. 

In 1962, the Curriculum Committee of the Bible Camp Association of the American 

Lutheran Church commissioned “In God’s Creation,” from Revs. Charles Akre, Leroy 

Iseminger, and Richard Borrud. Examining the features of church camp programming at the 

beginning of the ecological age provides a baseline from which to trace its evolution throughout 

the period. In this early expression, God is transcendent and immutable; the lessons are primarily 

theological and anthropocentric. Soteriology occupies primacy of place, although this can 

probably be attributed best to the document’s Lutheranism. 

 By programming, I mean the activities, games, crafts, lessons, scripture readings, team-

building activities, and projects that comprise the performance of camp life. There are also less 

formal expressions of programing such as sports played without explicit didactic reflection, or 

spoken or sung table graces.  Canoeing, swimming, or overnight tent camping could be 

considered part of the program because they are activities performed by the camp and provided 

as part of the life of the camp, but without didactic reflection their benefits are implicit and 

assumed, whether physical fitness, teamwork, skill-building, or entertainment. In the life of a 

church camp, programming often functions on a spectrum from formal, seated, Bible study or 

devotional worship to informal events like snack-time or the unstructured rest period. The major 

distinction here is the degree of “processing” that goes into helping the camper think through the 
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activity, its consequences and applications, and the lessons that he or she might learn from what 

had just been accomplished. 

 Examining the role of programming in church camps during the 1960s and 1970s, we can 

appreciate the practice of church camping as it influenced the lives of young people. We can 

assess the lessons that camp directors believed they were transmitting to the next generation and 

the means by which they sought to affect that education. Throughout the period, 

environmentalist themes and subjects crept into church camp programming. The camping 

traditions of decentralized democracy, nostalgic antimodernism, rural antiurbanism and an 

affinity for the natural world, made ecological programming an easy fit for camping. The 

ecology movement made it popular, relevant, and exciting as a moral discourse in church camps. 

However, we will see that the application of ecological thought to camp practice led to a 

particularly reductionist and individuated understanding of ecology. The long-term implication 

of this application was that Protestant environmentalism became a matter of personal morality 

without social or political urgency. The rise of packaged camp curriculum is distinct from earlier 

resource sharing in that it constitutes a significant investment from the camp and a rationalized 

order imposed over the landscape of the campground. Although early efforts at denominational 

camp curricula were an opportunistic outgrowth from professionalized camp administrators and 

educational personnel, intergenerational anxiety about the pedagogical power held by college-

aged camp counsellors was an additional impetus for enhanced administrative control over the 

camp. 

“In God’s Creation” was developed by the ALC to be used with senior-high youth and 

the concept of a prearranged curriculum was still relatively new, such that the authors felt they 

needed to rationalize its utility. Teenagers are the most vulnerable group, the authors claimed, 



 

 

168 

 

because they are the most likely to stray from the church between confirmation and graduation. 

In 1962, they could expect to lose about half of their young people after confirmation.226 In part, 

this apathy was precipitated by boredom. The authors observed that, “In the midst of an 

abundance of activities, often the teen campers say: ‘There is nothing to do!’ What we think are 

exciting program ideas get cold receptions. Not only do we experience program failure, we start 

having behavior problems as these youngsters are notorious for testing limits. They fill idle 

moments with rules violations.”227 Part of the rationale for the camp curriculum was that it would 

engage and entertain teen campers, the other part was that it would prevent disciplinary action by 

preventing idleness. The features of modernity which had been the source of cynicism and the 

fount of justification for camping - the pace of life, increasing fixation on diversion rather than 

contemplation, and a tendency toward delinquency - all these trends had made their way into 

camp and were changing the practice of organized camping. Instead of youth-directed 

exploration, discovery, and inspiration, administrators now sought to provide entertainment and 

instruction. 

A secondary justification for the predetermined program was in the perceived interests of 

the camper. The authors argued that teenagers want to be adults, they want to join the world of 

work and service and they’re uncomfortable with leisure. “Realization of adolescents’ desire to 

hurdle themselves into adulthood leads us to a basic assumption on which we must build our 

camping programs for them: MOST TEENAGES ARE FRUSTRATED BY AND FEEL 

GUILTY ABOUT BEING CAMPERS. Being campers heightens all their feelings of 
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dependence. It tells them strongly and clearly that they are children,” the authors wrote.228 In the 

immediate postwar period, decentralized camping was designed specifically to promote 

independent, camper-driven, decision-making. The whole argument for letting campers organize 

their own camp experience had been that it trained them in democratic living and by the time 

they reached senior-high programs they would be more confident and capable. What these 

authors found at the beginning of the sixties, however, paints a very different picture. The role of 

the camper, generally, was understood to be dependent and childish. Senior-high programs, 

therefore, had to be highly structured and work-oriented in order to seem more “adult.” The 

pastoral idyll that had been privileged in the 40s and 50s had given way to the ordered and 

efficient program of the 60s and 70s.  

The curriculum described three types of formats that might be attractive to such youths: 

adventure, training, and work-service. The significant distinctions being the premises upon 

which high schoolers were brought together. Adventure camps were structured around a 

sufficiently dramatic and exciting enterprise. The authors reference a canoe trip in Northern 

Minnesota and a sailing trip on the Garrison, North Dakota, and a horseback trip near Medora, 

North Dakota, among others, as examples of the type of adventure that might appeal to young 

people. Training workshops were those that focus on developing leaders for the church by 

focusing on skill development or preparation for college or ministry. Work-service camps 

focused on construction and landscaping projects around the campground and the authors 

described a South Dakota ranch-hand program that provided high schoolers with experiences in 

livestock management.229 The authors accomplished two things by outlining these types of 
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programs so generally. First, they gradually introduced the utility of a predetermined program. 

Camp administrators were used to thinking about “program” and had innovated with what sorts 

of activities to offer and how. They had previously been used to building a facility that provided 

an appealing menu of options that campers could select a la carte through democratic discussion 

and debate with their peers. This prix fixe approach instead offered a couple different ideas that 

could achieve the goal of an entertaining and occupational church camp experience. Second, 

these three formats were all achievement-driven. Whether the goal was a backcountry adventure, 

preparation for some dramatic life changing transition, or the efficient operation of some 

industrious labor, high schoolers would now all be going to camp to do something active, 

specialized, and predetermined. 

Regardless of format, “In God’s Creation,” included a set of seven Bible studies on 

different themes: the creation of the world, the creation of humanity, the fall of humanity, grace, 

sanctification, evangelism, and a summation. The lesson on creation came the closest to 

expressing any sort of affinity for the natural world or ethic of stewardship. It began with quotes 

from Psalm 102 and Isaiah 42 and prompted the leader to offer this brief reflection:  

Take a few minutes to consider these verses. Think about the great God who 
could accomplish all of this. As you think of the universe, so vast… the camp and 
its setting in the Father’s world, the hills and the plains, the lakes and rivers; As 
you experience a trip through space as the earth moves in its orbit, and look at the 
sun, 93,000,000 miles away, and see the leaves, food producing factories, 
considering the forces and law which keep things in check. It all seems so 
wonderful, so big, so majestic, so well designed. It is a great big wonderful world 
we live in. The Lord responsible for it must be a great God. Turn to Genesis 
chapter 1 to discover and review some significant facts about our world and our 
God.230  
 

 
230 Charles Akre, Leroy Iseminger, and Richard Borrud, “Approach to Senior High Bible Study,” The Archives of 
the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, TALC DLMC CROM, Misc. Documents and Resources, 1960s-1987 
1 of 1, ACC #96-19, F26: “‘In God’s Creation’ An Approach to the Senior-Hi Youth Camper, 1962,” p1. 



 

 

171 

 

The Bible study then continues with a set of questions and answers, culminating with, 

“God created the heavens and earth, all that exists. Everything about us is the product of the 

Living God who creates. List 10 things which God created which demonstrate his power and his 

wisdom.”231 The view of nature is purely allegorical. Aside from an oddly specific reference to 

the distance from the sun and a reference to agriculture, there is no new information about the 

natural world apart from its theological implications. The campers are prompted to share insights 

about the natural world and its variety, but more explicitly they’re prompted to look for signs of 

power and wisdom. This is typical for a Bible study on creation before the ecological age. 

Science was not deployed to compliment scripture, which was referenced extensively (5 different 

times in this one, complete with an exegesis of the original Hebrew), and there were blank lines 

to be filled in with correct answers. At the start of the ecological age, camp programming was 

already becoming more structured and specialized while biblical literacy remained the highest 

priority. The social conditions of the early 1960s made camp programming an important topic of 

deliberation among camp directors and recreation specialists. Critically, issues such as leisure, 

education, and nature became increasingly important to how camp administrators conceived their 

programs. 

By the early 1960s, the postwar baby boom was in full swing. More babies were born in 

the United States in the seven years after 1948 than in the previous thirty, meaning that by the 

early 1960s, American churches and church camps were serving more intermediate and 

confirmation-aged campers than ever before.232 Yet, camping found itself embedded in a youth 

culture that exerted particular pressures. Historian Leslie Paris, writing about an earlier period in 
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the history of camping, has argued that beginning with the Progressive Era, middle and upper-

class American children were increasingly taught to expect extended periods of leisure, financial 

support, and a new style of affectionate parenting instead of the historical expectations of 

contributive labor.233 Children’s expectations of their summer camp experience and the way their 

experiences were interpreted to their parents, peers, and popular youth and family oriented 

periodicals shaped the way camps operated. By the post-World War II period, these trends were 

already firmly established and the boom in children only amplified them. What was a significant 

departure was the extent to which these trends were democratized as the postwar economy made 

camping accessible to more and more segments of the population. The ascendant youth culture in 

the early 1960s meant that camping was simultaneously enjoying expanded demand while also 

competing with other sources of youth services such as scouting, sports, family vacations, 

amusement parks, and television. 

One of the best analogies for this feature of postwar American culture and its influence 

on ideas about nature comes from the Walt Disney Company. Youth culture, family leisure, and 

nature were important parts of the Disney brand, especially on television. As we’ve already 

noted, the Davy Crockett miniseries (1954-1955) was important in formulating and popularizing 

ideas about the national frontier. Disney also produced a Daniel Boone miniseries in 1960. 

However, they also produced a series of award-winning nature documentaries under the True-

Life Adventures franchise featuring different landscapes and charismatic megafauna such as The 

Living Desert (1953), The Vanishing Prairie (1954), White Wilderness (1958), and Jungle Cat 

(1960). For over a decade leading up to the ecological revolution of 1962, these nature 

documentaries were folded in with cartoons, songs, and diversions of the Walt Disney 
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Company’s flagship Walt Disney’s Disneyland television program. As an example, Jungle Cat 

blends orchestration, narration, illustration, and documentary footage to bring big cats, exotic 

orchids, and spectacular waterfalls from around the world into American living rooms with 

entertainment and education. However, they tend to anthropomorphize animals, interpreting their 

behavior through the prism of human emotions and interests. Still, Disneynature’s Born in China 

(2016) and Penguins (2019) were far more anthropomorphic than their predecessors. Jungle Cat 

also leaned heavily on idea of the Amazon as an untouched wilderness at one point referring to it 

as a “primeval Garden of Eden, complete with serpent.” It spent significant time describing the 

Amazon Basin and contextualizing the jaguar in its ecological situation. What appears at first 

blush to be a charismatic caricature of a singular species is an engaging portrait of a dynamic 

ecosystem structured to inculcate a love of nature and an appreciation of the way its elements 

function together. American youth during the age of television had access to nature in a 

spectacular new medium. While series like Disney’s True-Life Adventures emphasized exoticism 

and recycled old anthropocentric ideas such as romantic aestheticism and moral analogies, it was 

also capable of stimulating imaginations, forging emotional connections, and introducing new 

ideas about ecosystems and less well-known species. Significantly, the program was voyeuristic 

with no explicit conservation or environmentalist ethic. The ideas about nature that were 

disseminated in youth culture during the 1950s and early 1960s were consistent with older 

anthropocentric values. Church camps, by virtue of their explicit ethical commitments and in 

light of ongoing changes to environmental ideas in American culture, were mediating something 

new during a period when old ideas were only being embedded deeper and deeper in the 

American psyche. 
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To a large degree, these new ideas were emerging as part of more general social 

upheavals and realignments. Camp leaders were anxious about the implications of these 

transformations and one of their most significant concerns was the revolution in American 

leisure. Orville Jones, a professor of outdoor teacher education at Northern Illinois University, 

argued in a 1962 article that camp programs needed to adapt to changing ideas about leisure. The 

leisure marketplace had developed rapidly since the end of World War II and summer camps 

now competed with other opportunities such as “family vacations, World’s Fair, country clubs, 

Little League baseball, increased family purchasing and use of water sports equipment, 

community recreation programs, tours to other parts of the world, lack of interest in back to 

nature activities, and changing academic requirements with emphasis on summer curriculum 

enrichment programs.”234 Jones’ prescriptions were minimal; simply that camp directors needed 

to acknowledge the new landscape and rise to the new competition. Passionate teachers and 

adherence to industry standards could help. Still, the argument that camps existed as one option 

among many in a competitive leisure marketplace put camp directors on notice and stimulated a 

renewed interest in programming as the solution to camper recruitment and retention. 

 Challenges were also emerging about the function of camping in a society oriented 

toward industrial and demonstrable achievement. Camps were a form of education, but of a very 

different type. Arthur Johnson of Dr. Johnson’s Camps in Raymond, Maine, wrote an editorial 

for Camping Magazine in which he argued that camps promoted an essential and fundamentally 

different form of education than kids got during the school year. He started with an anecdote 

about a mother who visited her son at camp and was appalled at the state of her child, who was 

barefoot and covered in mud. While the boy tried to tell his mother about his experience of 
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witnessing a turtle lay a clutch of eggs, the mother ignored him and shouted at the director about 

hygiene. 235 The story drew on older anxieties about urban American boys being molly-coddled 

in female dominated domestic spheres, but pivoted quickly by ignoring the mother’s concerns 

entirely and arguing that education at summer camp was tactile, experiential, camper-centered, 

and messy. 

After World War II, DDT and other chemical pest controls became increasingly popular 

tools in American landscape management. This was especially true in the case of America’s 

organized camping industry. DDT especially was seen as a panacea to mitigate the nuisance of 

mosquitoes and camp directors fell over themselves to stay up on the latest application 

equipment and techniques. The amount of chemical pest control advertising in Camping 

Magazine and the extent to which they touted DDT specifically indicates the chemical’s high 

popularity among camping professionals. When Rachel Carson published Silent Spring in 1962, 

she accelerated a discourse of urgency and intimacy around environmental health. Although 

based on an earlier essay in Women’s Home Companion, the posthumous publication of Carson’s 

Sense of Wonder: A Celebration of Nature for Parents and Children in 1965 also stimulated 

significant conversations among America’s camp leaders. By observing the way that camp 

administrators engaged with Carson’s ideas, we can see that they were cautiously open to 

environmentalist critiques in the 1960s. 

 Silent Spring got a two-sentence review in the January 1963 issue of Camping Magazine. 

The reviewer concluded it was, “Recommended reading for all camp owners and directors to 

help each to decide for himself whether or not to use any of the synthetic insecticides now in 

general use. The author, a biologist, writes of the immediate and long range effects of 
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insecticides after collecting data for 4½ years from scientists in America and in other parts of the 

world.”236 While hardly a stirring call to action, the fact that the book was reviewed at all and 

that it was characterized as “recommended reading” indicates how widespread the use of 

synthetic insecticides had become in American camps and the suggestion that camp directors 

might want to reconsider their practices. Famously, Carson was already suffering from breast 

cancer and died amid the backlash from the chemical industry. The camping industry was more 

sympathetic to her perspective after her martyrdom. 

 Increasingly, as the technological and consumer innovations of the postwar period 

changed the standard of living in many American homes, camps came to rely on their natural 

amenities as a unique resource for leisure and education. Nature was mobilized to justify and 

elevate the camping program. Virginia Musselman wrote an article that argued that there were 

two basic rules that could clarify and guide all camp program controversies. Musselman argued, 

“(1) Never conduct an activity indoors if it can be conducted outdoors and (2) Can the activity 

selected be replaced by a more camplike activity. If so, replace it.”237 The seemingly simple 

admonishment to get outdoors and do “camplike” things lacks some definitional clarity, but the 

impulse is clear. Camps are effective to the degree that they get children outside. All the creative 

games, neat toys, and funny skits only help the camp insofar as they enhance the children’s 

connection to the natural world. Otherwise, they could be performed more easily in church 

basements or community centers. 

 Religiously affiliated camps and retreat centers were foundational to the postwar 

organized camping movement. They served hundreds of thousands of campers, they built 
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networks for information sharing and standard keeping, and they contributed thinkers and 

planners to national organizations like the NCC and the ACA. In many ways, the physical and 

philosophical distinctions between formally religious and vaguely spiritual organized camping 

were minimal. However, the programmatic function of a church camp did have special and 

important features that made it distinct. 

Camp directors’ concern about their counselors was precipitated by a general concern 

about the transformation of American society. As early as February 1963, camp directors were 

debating the function of camp in, what Robert Doris, Jr. called, “an age of Crisis, of Change, of 

Anxiety.” Robert Doris, Jr. of Camp Union argued that while pundits belabored the limits of 

American society in the 1960s, “the Aspirin Age,” camp professionals were still entrusted with 

preparing their campers for the future. “Whatever our conception of this age, there are members 

of the next generation who have been thrust unwilling into this human predicament. It is our duty 

to prepare them to meet, on their own terms, the ‘assaults of the universe,’ to make them aware 

that they must decide in their own way,” Doris wrote, “but at the same time to inculcate in them 

some sense that they are an integral part of both the natural and the human environment.” Doris’s 

prescription was that camps help children by providing experiences that would allow them to 

develop “a personal philosophy” and “a conception of self in this age of change.” Although he 

concluded by reminding the reader that all humans experience the struggle for identity, there was 

a balance between brotherhood and “the ability and self-discipline to stand alone when 

necessary.”238 Doris’ portrayal of camping and society at the start of the 1960s illustrates how the 

vocabulary of nostalgic pioneering and individualism fit the fragmentation of society that would 

come to define the period. Doris understood that the campground’s isolation and its focus on 
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rustic aesthetics and outdoor skills provided a symbolic withdraw to self-reliance and individual 

characteristics. This practitioner was articulating one response to the perception of crisis, the 

emphasis on individual growth and personal responsibility. The idea of camp as the appropriate 

mechanism for discovering a “personal philosophy” underscores how some camps began to shift 

away from more communal and social concerns such as citizenship and democracy in favor of 

individual fulfillment and personal expression. 

Leisure was a controversial and confusing issue for ecumenical Protestants during the 

postwar period. Whereas the intellectual tradition of Protestantism and American Calvinism in 

particular had been built on an aversion to idleness and the celebration of pious industry, the 

deprivations of the Great Depression and World War 2, coupled with increasing affluence and 

efficiency after the war, meant that Protestants had to address the meaning of leisure in new 

ways. Camps and retreat centers were critical to the practice of leisure in the church, both as 

traditional spaces for contemplation and reflection, apart from the hustle of the modern world, 

but even within camp life there were new questions about how much activity or inactivity was 

desirable. 

 Most camps - then and now – utilize a rest period at some point in the day, typically in 

the afternoon when the weather is hottest and the children are exhausted from playing all 

morning. Prohibitions and prescriptions vary but are occasionally rather rigid; from requiring 

children to lie in their bunks and read or write letters, or maybe allowing quiet conversation, the 

point of the period is to encourage rest and reflection. The debate about best practices regarding 

rest period fit into broader conversations about the role of unstructured leisure and organic 

discovery in programming and the problem of leisure in society more generally. As ecumenical 
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Protestants sought to understand the role of leisure in society, outdoor ministries contributed an 

important practical perspective. 

 Warren Ost was the director of A Christian Ministry in the National Parks and a high-

placed administrator in the National Council of Churches. In 1964, Ost had also assumed the role 

of Director of A Christian Ministry with People in Leisure-Recreation in the Division of Home 

Missions of the NCC, with a broader mandate to understand how leisure was reforming the 

temporal landscape of American society and how the church might meet those new conditions. 

 In a statement to the Executive Board of the Division of Home Missions, Ost 

acknowledged that leisure was often dismissed as being of little consequence and only relevant 

to an elite and privileged segment of society. However, he pointed out that all the other great 

problems of society had implications for leisure and therefore addressing leisure was one way to 

mitigate some of the effects of other issues such as race relations or unemployment. Ost argued 

that there were five distinct methods to understanding the leisure revolution and its implications 

for Protestant ministry: situational, ethical-psychological, institutional, theological, and 

experimental.239 

 First, it is important to note that the experience of leisure is situational. Ost pointed out 

that Americans were used to thinking about leisure as a feature of affluence but 

underdevelopment and unemployment could also lead to “enforced leisure.” As an example, he 

pointed out that in 1964 Southern Appalachia and the Upper Peninsula of Michigan were both 

critically impoverished and the fastest growing areas for recreation. Furthermore, industrial and 

technological efficiency often meant that those with the most creative employment and steadiest 

incomes were also working the hardest. “How can you talk about eternal life when people don’t 
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know what to do with the next weekend?” Ost asked.240 Ost’s view of situational leisure 

illustrates an inclusive view of the problem that sought to understand the multifaceted ways that 

people encountered leisure time. It also demonstrates that church leaders were starting to break 

down the dialectic between work and leisure. Leisure was no longer simply the absence of work 

but needed to be considered both from the perspective of those with “too much” work and those 

with “too little” work. 

 Second, the ethical-psychological approach to leisure was based on cultural commitments 

to religion, class, and gender. Ost pointed out that most Protestants, and especially American 

Protestants with their outsized Puritan influence, thought that leisure (understood as idleness) 

was inherently evil. Furthermore, leisure was associated with the Victorian middle and upper 

classes, where Americans preferred to identify with the hardscrabble pioneer. Additionally, Ost 

argued that women felt pressure to work harder than their male counterparts. He cited the axiom 

that “a woman’s work is never done” and an anecdote about cake mixes to prove his point. 

Allegedly, when cake mixes first came to market, they were prepared to just add water, but they 

didn’t sell well until marketers reengineered them to need water and eggs. The act of cracking an 

egg made it feel more like baking and women felt they could justify the rest.241 Ost’s argument 

that leisure was culturally conditioned complimented his situational approach but whereas 

situational meant regional and economic, ethical-psychological essentially meant the degree to 

which people thought leisure itself was justifiable. 

 Third, the institutional approach to leisure was focused on how churches could adapt to 

the conditions of the leisure revolution. Whereas many churches continued to have Sunday 
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services around 11am, Ost pointed out that this was a relic of a rural society where farmers 

needed the time to hitch up a wagon and trudge into town. In the automobile age, in light of 

increased pressure on people’s time, Ost argued that churches could afford to be more flexible. 

He shared a couple examples, such as a church who repeated Sunday services on Thursday 

nights and another one that blocked the entire week’s activities on Sunday so that the whole 

community could worship, study scripture, recreate, eat, consult with the pastors, and conduct 

congregational business on one day and be done with it.242 The implication here was that it was 

time for the church to think creatively about its role in a society increasingly shaped by affluence 

and leisure. Rather than sticking to old habits, Ost was pointing out that the church could be 

more effective if it responded proactively to the needs of the community. 

 Finally, Ost pointed out that the church did not have a well-developed theology of leisure. 

There were plenty of statements on the meaning of work in the Christian life, but very few 

dealing with leisure. Ost listed a few pioneering ideas, but this argument was really a call to 

action and a plea for more sustained and mature contemplation of the problem.243 This was also 

the thrust of Ost’s idea of experimentation. He pointed out that the problem of leisure was so 

complex and multivariate that even professionals in leisure such as himself had very little firm 

facts to go on, and even less that was generalizable. The church needed to commit more 

resources to understanding the problem practically and experientially.244 

 Warren Ost’s 1964 statement on the leisure revolution provides a useful baseline for 

understanding how the church responded to the issue throughout the 60s and 70s. Ost’s position 
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as a leading ecclesiastical administrator, his various roles in the NCC, and his connections in the 

National Park Service and with leading environmental advocates suggests that he provides an 

insightful perspective regarding these issues of leisure, affluence, environmentalism, and outdoor 

ministries. 

 Camps, then, were faced with a new social and cultural landscape in which they needed 

to justify their mission. What did leisure mean at camp and what did camps provide in the new 

marketplace of leisure? As camp directors debated these questions, two related responses started 

to emerge. Camps were simultaneously sites of education and play, both of which could be 

understood as forms of work appropriate to children. 

One important Great Society environmental issue was the preservation of the wilderness. 

Building on a century of romantic and transcendental celebration of wilderness as the most 

unadulterated reflection of the divine order in creation, Americans had gradually overcome their 

aversion to the frontier. The Progressive Era paeans of John Muir gave voice to a tradition of 

nature veneration and challenged the limitations of the conservation movement with a higher, if 

more complex, preservationist alternative. By the middle of the twentieth century, the leisure 

revolution and increased automobile access to previously remote areas had made the question of 

wilderness preservation urgent. Camps have an intellectual affinity for wilderness aesthetics and 

the performance of symbolic frontier archetypes. Wilderness began to feature more heavily in 

camping discourse as the country debated the Wilderness Act of 1964. 

The Wilderness preservation movement was one of the early precursors to the modern 

ecology movement and helped bridge the gap between Progressive Era preservationists a la John 

Muir and national activism of political and legislative organizations of the ecology movement 

such as the Sierra Club and the Wilderness Society. As the Sierra Club nationalized their efforts 
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during and after Echo Park, they launched a new push to preserve wilderness areas. Over the 

course of the 1960s, this movement would be challenged as elitist and complimented by more 

local grassroots environmental justice issues. However, over the course of the 1960s, camps 

gradually incorporated wilderness metaphors in the place of frontier metaphors. The idea of 

wilderness is nostalgic in the sense that it longs to recreate an imagined past, in this case the 

imaginary pre-human Edenic nature. Wilderness offered an alternative to the nationalist frontier 

as social conflict raised challenges to the history of U.S. expansion, but it also emphasized a 

distinctly individualistic interpretation of nature. Even the strongly individualistic metaphor of 

the pioneer was still part of the social project of western expansion and civilization. The 

untrammeled wilderness, on the other hand, was devoid of society by definition. As the 

ecological movement came to fruition, this emergent idea of the wilderness became instrumental 

in how camp leaders talked about engaging with nature. It was meant to signify a more intimate 

and gentler encounter with nature, but it imposed a fictitious and unsustainable distinction 

between humanity and nature and it only exacerbated the trend toward individualism. These two 

metaphors, the frontier and the wilderness, developed alongside one another throughout the 

1960s and 1970s, to varying degrees based on the ideological orientation of the camp director, 

the context of the particular camp or camp activity, and the social and political context of the 

time. 

 Camping Magazine reproduced an article by Joseph Wood Krutch that originally 

appeared in The Saturday Review in June of 1963. In it, Krutch sought to reinterpret Henry 

David Thoreau’s famous dictum that “In wildness is the preservation of the world,” for the 

twentieth century.245 Krutch had recently written the introduction to a Sierra Club photo book by 
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the same title and was reportedly shocked to discover the title and its attribution. However, as he 

explored Thoreau’s statement, he found that it was surprisingly appropriate and insightful. 

Krutch argued that, “Like so much that Thoreau wrote, this appeal to wildness as the ultimate 

hope for survival is more relevant and comprehensible in the context of our world than it was in 

his. In a world that sits not on a powder keg but on a hydrogen bomb, one begins to suspect that 

the technician who rules our world is not the master magician he thinks he is but only a 

sorcerer’s apprentice...”246 The familiar anti-modern argument would have found wide 

recognition and support among the readers of Camping Magazine. Misguided technocrats had 

overrun society with their ambition and faith in progress. The hydrogen bomb was just one 

especially powerful example of a flawed and dangerous system.  

Furthermore, the bomb had the terrible potential to spoil the entire system of life that had 

nurtured humanity “and might in time generate something better.”247 Although nature could be 

cruel and mysterious at times, it was a “great reservoir of energy, of confidence, of endless hope, 

and of that joy not wholly subdued by the pale cast of thought that seems to be disappearing from 

our human world.”248 For Krutch, the wilderness was a significant reminder of the conditions 

upon which human life was constructed. It was the raw materials of the human experience and 

much more besides. He continued by advocating for a more engaged appreciation of wilderness, 

writing, “When I recommend that we have a little more faith in the ultimate wisdom of nature I 

am not suggesting that national parks, camping trips, and better bird-watching are the best hope 

of mankind. But I do believe them useful reminders that we did not make the world we live in 
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and that its beauty and joy, as well as its enormous potentialities, do not depend entirely on 

us.”249 Unfortunately, Krutch continued, most people only experience nature superficially. They 

are content with “pretty” or “cute” nature that is easy to access and pleasant to see. Wilderness is 

required in order to appreciate nature as a primal and overwhelming force and come to know 

one’s own limitations in the face of such power. “Call it mother nature if you prefer a softer, less 

adequate term,” Krutch wrote, “but Thoreau preferred to call it wildness because he realized that 

the spectacle of wild nature reminds us so vividly of the fact that, though civilization is 

destructible and perhaps dispensable, the thing we civilize is not.”250 The wilderness Krutch was 

talking about was not the vast continental interior Thoreau imagined. The wilderness 

preservation movement had its own contradictions, but the impulse to recover Thoreau 

underlines the connection between American ideals of transcendence in nature and a recurring 

desire to experience power and beauty in the outdoors. 

Starting with the publication of Silent Spring – as a useful if not determinative milestone 

– the American public were increasingly aware of the ecological model of nature. Nature was a 

complex web of interactions where the relationships and contingency were paramount. Human 

beings existed within this matrix and were susceptible to its variance. What’s more, human 

beings were increasingly culpable for despoiling the environment and imperiling the health and 

function of human and nonhuman life. Camp administrators were certainly aware of this idea of 

nature. The 1962 Hanover speech of H.M. Guillame is a prime example of how these ideas were 

being shared and disseminated within ecumenical Protestant camping. In the early 1960s, 

however, Protestant ideas of nature remained heavily dependent on older forms of environmental 
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ethics. They viewed human beings as exceptional managers or stewards, they viewed the 

nonhuman world as a repository of aesthetic and material assets, and their environmentalist 

ethics were restrained to appreciation, analogy, and administration. Far more important were 

camp leader’s concerns about individual spiritual and moral development. During the late 1960s, 

these concerns and the debates they stimulated about life in American society would dominate 

and even crowd out environmental questions. Campus radicalism, patriotism, gun violence, and 

drug use overshadowed most camp leader’s thoughts until the grassroots triumph of Earth Day 

put environmentalism back on the Protestant agenda. 
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Chapter 6: Conflict and Controversy in Church Camping 

In the inaugural column of the “Editor’s Choice” in the fall of 1964, Camping Magazine 

editor and publisher Howard Galloway carved out a space for himself to share his own 

perspective and he dedicated his first use of the new platform to a tribute to Rachel Carson. His 

introductory note is telling. He shared a poem for Carson that had been written by Miriam Wise 

Andrews and was forwarded to Galloway by Barbara Ellen Joy, a former ACA president and 

nationally renowned director of Joy Camps in Wisconsin. “There have been many and divergent 

opinions regarding Miss Carson’s book ‘Silent Spring,’ depending somewhat on one’s own 

professional orientation,” Galloway wrote, “But no one, I think, will argue with the spirit of this 

tender and touching tribute.”251 Galloway was being intentionally political here because of the 

popularity of synthetic insecticides in American camps. DDT products were advertised in 

Camping Magazine throughout the 1950s. He clearly did not wish to alienate readers in his first 

“Editor’s Choice” and indicates no position on insecticides either way. But the decision to 

publish the tribute along with the acknowledgement that it represents the interests of the famous 

and well-respected Barbara Ellen Joy suggests that he was sympathetic to Carson’s critique.  

This is the sort of toe-dipping conservative environmentalism that became commonplace 

in camping industry discourse throughout the late 1960s and 1970s. Camping professionals 

routinely criticized waste in the Progressive-Era conservation mold or celebrated nature in the 

manner of Romantic aesthetics. Some even expressed guarded sympathy with the leaders of the 

ecology movement like Galloway did with Carson, but they came to the cause late and when 

confronted with opportunities for systemic change they routinely upheld the status quo. It would 

be wrong to say they were hostile to ecological environmentalism, but they did not demonstrate 
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much enthusiasm for the cause. As American society fractured in the late 1960s, the camping 

industry was confronted with a variety of controversial issues. Galloway’s assessment that the 

sentiment of the tribute overrode the substance of Carson’s work foreshadowed the way church 

camps came to emphasize personal morality over political engagement. 

 Andrews’ poem was a personal appeal to Rachel Carson, sharing that the poet had been 

inspired by Under the Sea Wind (1941). She also refers to Silent Spring and “the death of 

[Carson’s] children…,” presumably as a metaphor for birds, as the poet references “bird 

families” in the first stanza about Under the Sea Wind. And then the poet concludes, “But it is 

among the children / That the true wreath of you / Shall be green and loved. / At the edge of the 

low tide / Where all life struggles and asserts / The children stand / Seeking with your sea-

pointed eyes / The horizon of survival. / Rachel, Rachel, crying for your children, / We honor 

you!”252 The slippage between child as metaphor for the dependence of birds and children as the 

carriers of Carson’s legacy illustrates how camp administrators were encountering Silent Spring 

in the aftermath of its publication. Carson’s passion, “gentleness,” “wisdom,” and “crying,” are 

engaged more explicitly than her science and criticism of insecticides. Camp administrators were 

more affected by her role as a sympathetic symbol of environmental integrity than the actual 

content of her argument. 

The posthumous republication of Sense of Wonder in 1965 (originally a 1956 essay in 

Woman’s Home Companion) made a larger impact on the camping community. By this time, 

Silent Spring was already making waves and made Sense of Wonder a more popular read than it 

otherwise might have been. It was also shorter and was directly related to themes that camp 

directors would have been comfortable with. Sense of Wonder is a description of the joys of 
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exploring nature with Carson’s grandnephew Roger, and an argument about the importance of 

inspiring awe and having fun before trying to teach anything. Forming intimate connections and 

a simple affinity for the outdoors is prerequisite for any mature quest for “understanding.”253 The 

organic process of exploration and adventure is more effective for teaching children to appreciate 

nature than any amount of drilling or artificial experimentation. Camp directors, obviously, 

found this argument compelling as it reinforced their longstanding critique of the staid 

schoolhouse and their celebration of the overflowing opportunities of the campground. The two-

sentence review of The Sense of Wonder was much more enthusiastic than their review of Silent 

Spring: “The author, in this book, shows the way for adult and child together to discover the 

mysteries of this world in such a way that their sense of wonder lasts a lifetime. Many of the 

photographs were taken near the author’s home on the Maine coast and many reveal nature’s 

wonders as only a child may see them.”254 The Sense of Wonder was also quoted at length in the 

ACA President Ernie Schmidt’s “Memo” column to the ACA membership in that issue.255 The 

American organized camping industry, as reflected through their primary communication organ, 

reveals a selective engagement with Rachel Carson. They were lukewarm about Silent Spring 

and the challenges it presented to their common landscape management practices. Accordingly, 

they introduced it to the readership tentatively. They were much more enthusiastic about The 

Sense of Wonder, which justified their longstanding beliefs and practices. 

This chapter examines the negotiation of increasingly divisive social conditions in the 

period between 1965 and 1970. An emergent ecological environmentalism was one in a series of 
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debates that included affluence and leisure, the war in Vietnam, political violence, racial 

diversity, the role of government, and the epistemological balance of science and religion. 

Ecumenical Protestant church camps negotiated these issues within the context of their unique 

ministries and thereby translated social strife for a rising generation of socially privileged youth 

and young adults. However, this chapter will demonstrate that the overriding mechanism for 

addressing this social upheaval was an ideological retrenchment and emphasis on individualism. 

Individual morality, individual education, the autonomy of the individual conscious, and the 

individual’s access to nature-generated rest and reflection emerged out of this period of intense 

political awareness and social contest. Church camp directors and national leaders engaged in 

spirited debate over these common questions, and there were a variety of possible political 

alternatives that could have emerged. But camping’s historical mania for the frontier meant it 

was predisposed to conservative individualism. Whereas this chapter describes several related 

fault lines, the following chapters will describe the counterrevolution. In terms of the 

environmental implications, this individualism enshrined stewardship as the dominant 

environmental ethic of the late twentieth century. By examining the various thorny debates that 

developed throughout the period, we see the industry’s emerging engagement with divisive 

political issues and the fragmentation of camping’s ideological coherence. In the aftermath of the 

1960s and 1970s, ecumenical church camping occupied one corner of the industry, whereas it 

had previously formed of its foundational ethos. In order to understand the effect of the 

ecological movement on religious environmentalism, it is necessary to first understand the 

broader social and political maelstrom in which those debates occurred. Only then can we 

appreciate how religious environmentalism emerged as a distinct moral project in the 1970s. 
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 Even those camp directors who continued to view their mission in social terms were 

growing increasingly concerned about changes in the society they were serving. Theodore 

Cavins, director of Camp Mishawaka in Minnesota and former ACA President, was especially 

concerned about the role of camping in “the affluent society.” Responding to John Galbraith’s 

1958 book, Cavins was concerned that increased economic prosperity and the attendant rise in 

leisure time would fundamentally transform American society. Urbanization, automation, 

mobility, and leisure meant that Americans were increasingly estranged from the land. “City 

children need the open air and the wilderness in ways a rural population did not,” Cavins opined, 

“A boy from a big city said to me this summer, ‘There are too many spiders in camp.’ I learned 

this was his first exposure to the out-of-doors where its natural inhabitants could be observed.” 

Being squeamish about spiders carried certain gender connotations and Cavins’ antiurbanism 

drew on a tradition that understood cities to be associated with effeminacy and overcivilization. 

“[The Big City boy] was probably young enough to adjust to the outdoor world as it really is and 

to learn to enjoy it; but without camp he might have had the pleasures and healing qualities of the 

real outdoor world forever lost to him as it is being lost to many youngsters today.” The 

universalizing language emphasized that a singular view of the world “as it really is” was based 

on the particular rural environment of the campground. The earlier suggestion that camps 

provided access to “open air and the wilderness,” obfuscated the construction of the camp in 

order to build on shared assumptions about nature and the natural. The wilderness metaphor 

signaled assumptions of naturalness, integrity, and authenticity whereas mechanization meant 

that children in the city did not have to prioritize “physical fitness and muscular ability.” 

Mobility meant that they would “avoid community responsibility and the holding power of 

neighborhood roots.” And excess leisure meant that teenagers regularly went on “senseless 
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destructive rampages.” Cavins list of social ills demonstrates a different reaction to the 1960s: 

social anxiety. Two years earlier, Robert Doris, Jr. had found solace in the power of the camp to 

offer experiences in individual reflection and strengthen children to make their way in a lonely 

world filled with lonely people, but Cavins was arguing that camps could hold the line against 

the social decay brought on by postwar American affluence.256 

This was because Cavins believed that all these conditions were symptomatic of a larger 

problem: America had become wasteful and dependent. Too much material prosperity meant that 

children had no appreciation for conservation or the wisdom of rationing, which camp life 

required. Furthermore, people were too comfortable with accepting social services. “Another 

attitude too prevalent today in our affluent society is that ‘someone will take care of us.’ Usually 

we mean the government, Uncle Sam, or the State. The essence of camping is to do it yourself, to 

take care of yourself, to get along on what you have. America needs this ideal of rugged self-

reliance to offset the creeping paralysis of will represented in the phrase ‘The world owes me a 

living.’”257 It is significant to note that Cavins’ social prescription was also based on rugged 

individualism. Although Doris wanted to promote the experiential discovery of personal 

philosophies, Cavins sought to save society by educating children in a specific philosophy: 

rugged individualism. Self-discovery and self-reliance are two paths to the same summit. Camps 

could encourage individuality by allowing for it or by insisting on it. 

Significantly, Cavins concluded his argument against American society in religious 

terms. “Anyone raised in the Judeo-Christian tradition and concerned with moral and spiritual 

values must be aghast at the value system that some have adopted in the affluence of today… 
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More than we care to admit, the affluent society has become a materialistic one, where Mammon 

is the false but ruling god.” Camping was Cavins’ answer because it was a “living experience, in 

a controlled environment, created for the total education of body, mind and spirit.”258 Cavins’ 

appeal to the Judeo-Christian tradition is consistent with the vague spirituality of the organized 

camping movement and the dominant religious culture of American society in this period but it 

also emphasizes the religiosity of the audience and the categorical blending of camping, religion, 

and American society. Anxiety about American society in the early 1960s did not lead to a 

substantive review of camping philosophy or practices. Rather, as anxiety became more 

widespread in the “Aspirin Age,” camping administrators doubled down on individuality and 

antimodernism. As the crises piled up, however, the emphasis on individualism would make it 

harder to chart a way forward together. 

 One of the potential avenues for reform was in the appeals to historical values and 

traditionally popular arguments. In addition to wise and conservative management, early 

environmentalism also included an aesthetic element. Appeals to nature’s beauty as a 

manifestation of divine goodness were commonplace and romantic art and literature had long 

emphasized the psychological benefits of time spent appreciating nature’s beauty. As American 

society became increasingly urbanized in the twentieth century, access to beautiful green spaces 

diminished. After the development of the interstate highway system, automobile traffic was 

funneled into a limited set of efficient routes and the increased traffic led to a proliferation of 

billboards, refuse, and truck stops. The combination of industrial pollution in cities and along 

highways meant that Americans had more restricted encounters with beautiful natural spaces. 
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Ladybird Johnson’s famous beautification initiative was part of the institutional response to these 

problems, and so was the Keep America Beautiful campaign. 

 Keep America Beautiful was a public action group funded in part by companies that 

produced beverages in disposable cans and bottles in order to promote highway beautification 

and reduce litter.259 The group was responsible for the (in)famous Iron-Eyes Cody PSA with the 

crying American Indian overlooking a spoiled landscape. They also published an article in 

Camping Magazine designed to introduce campers to the issue of beautification and emphasize 

that it is an individual moral responsibility. “A camp that is kept neat and clean requires the 

cooperation of everybody – not just the paid staff,” the article began. “Keep America Beautiful, 

Inc., the national litter-prevention organization, suggests these ideas and activities for keeping a 

camp free of unsightly, unsafe, and unhealthful litter.”260 The article then listed a series of ten 

activities designed to raise the issue of littering including posting hand-painted signs and 

receptacles with slogans like “Don’t Be A Litterbug,” and “Be a Glitterbug – Not A Litterbug.” 

They could also have “anti-litter parades” or “a camp clean-up mascot – Sweepy the Squirrel, 

Tidy Raccoon...” Camps could have huge anti-litterbug pledges or they could have traveling 

“Cleanest of the Camp” awards, just to name a few examples. However, the payoff of all these 

ideas is captured in the article’s concluding sentence, “With such anti-litter projects as these, 

youngsters and adults alike will be reminded that a clean camp is up to each individual camper 

[emphasis in original].”261 

 
259 Annie Leonard, The Story of Stuff: The Impact of Overconsumption on the Planet, Our Communities, and Our 
Health – And How We Can Make It Better, (New York: Free Press, 2010), 196. 
 
260 Keep America Beautiful, “Activities to Help Campers Keep Camp Litter-Free,” Camping Magazine, (February 
1965), 38. 
 
261 KAB, “Activities to Help Campers Keep Camp Litter-Free,” 38. 



 

 

195 

 

 Keep America Beautiful coined the term “litterbug” which simultaneously popularized 

the idea that littering was a thoughtless and inconsiderate behavior and had the effect of 

diminishing the importance of pollution. By making it a cute problem with cartoon bugs and 

hand-painted signs, Americans were taught to associate trash with carelessness rather than the 

intentionally externalized costs of major industrial polluters. Furthermore, by teaching 

“youngsters and adults alike” to view litter as an individual moral failing, they preempted more 

systemic criticisms about pollution and aesthetic degradation. 

One of the most eminent leaders of Lutheran camping during this period was Gerald 

Manlove. Manlove was born in Minnesota in 1926, served in the Pacific during World War II, 

and studied history, physical education, English literature, and education at Macalester College 

in St. Paul. He worked for the YMCA from 1949-1962 before becoming the first director of 

Koinonia, a Lutheran camp and retreat center in Highland Lake, New York. From there, 

Manlove ascended the bureaucracy of the American Lutheran Church’s Division for Life and 

Mission as well as the Camps, Retreats, and Outdoor Ministries committee. He wrote The 

Church Camp at Work in 1965 and various articles, newsletters, commentaries, and 

correspondence. With his colleagues Paul Hanson, Jerry Olstad, and others, Jerry Manlove 

shaped the development of organized religious camping in the twentieth century.262 

 Manlove’s career was primarily contextual, guiding the Lutheran camping movement 

through complex institutional and social changes. His most intentional and comprehensive 

statement on the practice of church camping was The Church Camp at Work. He insisted that 

“work” was not meant to denote toil or “fatiguing labor” but rather “it indicates an exertion of 
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mental or physical strength to accomplish something – a dignified and meaningful word.”263 

While the external signs of organized camping appeared idyllic, playful, and leisurely, Manlove 

emphasized that the staff of professionals were hard at work delivering an important didactic 

service. He argued that effective camping work could be developed in two ways, the efficient use 

of the camp’s human and natural resources and the importance of an “adventurous” camping 

program chock-full of “wholesome excitement and opportunities for new adventure – both 

physical and spiritual.”264 Manlove saw the camping experience as the gateway to a broader 

program of discovery and adventure. The boundaries of the campsite were simply the testing 

ground from which young people would set out to explore their world more courageously and 

intentionally. 

 Manlove’s view of the effective camping program was defined by careful preparation and 

inspired adaptation. “Your program develops through real life situations. As you work with a 

group in a given situation, you are creating learning experiences and your program develops for 

you. As you go along, utilize the teachable moments as they occur.”265 In 1965, the language of 

“learning experiences” and “teachable moments” was part of an emerging child-centered 

educational philosophy. In addition to being adaptive and child-centered, Manlove’s view of the 

camp program was holistic. “The camping program may be broadly defined as everything that is 

a part of the camping experience. We must broaden our concept of program and program 

planning to include many items which were not originally in this category. The camp program is 

everything which occurs from the time campers are signed up for camp until they return to their 
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respective communities,” Manlove wrote, rejecting the holdover view of program as analogous 

with the formal curriculum of the earlier conference model of outdoor ministry.266 

 In order to facilitate thinking about the wholeness of the camping experience as a unified 

program offering, Manlove delineated three phases of camp programming: prior to arrival, the 

time at camp, and the return to the community.267 By starting the camping experience in 

partnership with the local congregations, Manlove emphasized the opportunity to tailor the 

experience to the objectives and interests of the particular church group. This assumes a 

congregational model of camping where pastors sent out the youth of their congregation as a 

block, which was more popular in the sixties when church attendance and youth group 

participation was high. By establishing small committees in the local groups and building 

consensus with the largest percentage of participants, Manlove encouraged camp directors to 

collaborate with pastors, parents, youth, and camp staff from as early as possible. 

 Manlove argued that schedules could be useful in camps as long as they didn’t lead to 

arbitrary rigidity. The point of a schedule, rather, was to allow for flexibility. If there wasn’t a 

schedule, the camp experience could become lackadaisical and aimless. Schedules kept the day 

moving and encouraged campers to find more opportunities for exploration and creative 

development. “Camp program should evolve from five areas,” Manlove wrote. Communal living 

(e.g. meals, hygiene), play and work (e.g. ball games, canoe trips, or work projects), organized 

classes (e.g. swimming, crafts), special interest classes (e.g. photography, fishing) and total camp 

projects (e.g. chapel, talent shows).268 Both in terms of time spent and in the type of activities 
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considered, Manlove encouraged Protestant camping professionals to think inclusively about 

what they were doing and how it contributed to the life of the camp and the mission of the 

church. 

 By expanding the definition of camp programming to include the periods before, during, 

and after camp and by imagining all activities at camp as components of a unified camp 

program, Manlove argued that church camp leaders – and all stakeholders in Christian youth 

education – should be contributing to the camp program. By organizing pre-camp planning 

sessions or by seizing teachable moments around meal prep or a pick-up game, Manlove’s point 

was that camp programming should be pervasive and persistent in driving home the lessons of 

Christian group living, which he defined as “a joyous experience with Christ, in God’s nature, 

among God’s people, through God’s word.”269 The activities of the camp program were not 

significantly different from those experienced in secular or less-explicitly-religious summer 

camps. Rather, the significant programmatic difference was the degree of spiritual and ethical 

lessons that were derived from the activities. While all camps might have had hikes or ball 

games, Christian camps were particularly invested in justifying and moralizing any conceivable 

activity as a reflection of nature, ecclesiology, and spirituality. 

Director Grant W. Koch of Camp Monomoy in Massachusetts wrote a letter to the editor 

of Camping Magazine that was published in the winter of 1965. Koch was concerned about 

recruiting camp counselors for the upcoming summer and the type of young men who would be 

entrusted with molding American children. College campuses were fertile plains for recruitment 

but during the 1960s these same campuses had started to exhibit behaviors which were 

concerning to Director Koch. He was especially concerned about burning draft cards and 
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protesting the war in Vietnam. He attached new language to his applications and the promotional 

material for the camp parents, “so that they, too, will know the political atmosphere of the camp 

their children attend.”270 He shared his recruiting statement and admonished the readers of 

Camping Magazine to adopt similar policies. 

This concern over the political culture of camp was a reflection of much larger social 

anxiety about intergenerational power and protest. Rapid growth in higher education after World 

War II brought on by expanded access through the GI Bill had dovetailed with an unpopular 

draft for the Vietnam War and had made college campuses vital sites of social criticism. 

Simultaneously, evangelical Protestant investment in higher education meant that religious 

communities on college campuses were also well organized. The Intervarsity Christian 

Fellowship (1941) and Bill Bright’s Campus Crusade for Christ (1951) expanded alongside the 

growth of American colleges. Bright’s authoritarian leadership and vocal political conservatism 

meant that campus evangelicalism remained an important counterpoint to emerging leftwing 

critiques in the 1960s. Anecdotal evidence indicates that even ecumenical Protestant church 

camps increasingly hired counselors from the organized and ascendant pool of evangelical 

Protestant campus institutions. Local denominational networks remained the most significant 

source of counselor recruitment, but as ecumenical congregations hemorrhaged young adults and 

secular universities were perceived as increasingly radical, evangelical institutions and 

evangelical counselors gradually infiltrated ecumenical church camping. Social and 

intergenerational anxiety stimulated this transition in hiring but the process of negotiating this 

tide was complicated and contentious, as debates such as Grant Koch’s illustrate.271 
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Koch wrote that, “Because a counselor’s influence is so great and particularly in a camp 

situation, so contagious – we do not wish to have applications from people who sympathize with 

those who would burn draft cards or who do not feel a strong sense of loyalty to the United 

States. If the idea of being patriotic seems ‘square’ and laughable then we suggest that your 

summer could be better spent by studying American History.” He then continued to argue that 

the ACA should adopt a similar policy in order to “stimulate patriotism through an active 

educational program.”272  

Two responses to Koch’s suggestion were published in the next issue, and both were 

critical of Koch’s position. Clifford Borbas of Ann Arbor, Michigan argued that any statement 

from the ACA should clarify that “positive patriotism in a camp is fostered by thoughtful, 

concerned and responsible counselors rather than by satisfied counselors who do not have the 

courage or interest to question,” and Bernard Stein of Lake Nebagamon, Wisconsin served up a 

little American history by pointing out that “Disagreeing with governmental policy does not 

necessarily imply a lack of patriotism. Had there been total agreement with our ‘governmental 

policy,’ this country would still be a part of the British Empire.”273 This flare up in the letters to 

the editor section was just a small sidebar of the multiform sociocultural debates that gripped the 

country during the period. Camps provide a unique and important vector for considering the 

influence of these debates on matters of value, morality, and religious life in America.  

A set of columns in the March 1966 Camping Magazine introduced readers to the scale 

of the environmental crisis and pointed out some of the systemic issues that could be reformed in 

order to make American camping more active in environmental advocacy. In part one, “Our 
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Future Threatened…” by the 70 year-old wilderness advocate, Calvin Rutstrum, Rutstrum made 

the provocative claim that “in spite of its unpredictable, survival potential, it seems to me that the 

long, nuclear bomb shadow poses less of a consequence than our vanishing wilderness areas and 

our daily defilement of earth, water and air.”274 Rutstrum painted a dramatic picture of how the 

corrupt human environment - including overflowing sewers, smog, bleaching, trapped and dense 

urban population - and rampant greed have doomed humanity to a shallow and barbaric state. 

“The best composite minds of our society and their constituents have so far been content to ride 

along with a program where literally we risk eventually drowning in the flood of our own filth,” 

Rutstrum lamented. His Jeremiad continued, “The greatest consequence beyond downright 

offensiveness when we pollute, ravage and debase the earth is that it becomes a basic counterpart 

of our culture, one that can be equated in human stature and dignity only on the level of an 

affluent and highly socialized moronism.”275 His view of the state of American society is 

consistent with the anti-modernism of the camping movement; however, the apocalyptic tone of 

his critique was new. More than new, it was quite literally revolutionary.  

Rutstrum argued that if America was to repent of their misguided and moronic 

civilization, they needed to raise a “rebellious, rational generation with enough acquired sense of 

profound values to stop the current ravage. What we need, therefore, is not monolithic 

regimentation in our organized camps and schools, but sturdy, intellectual rebels – in short, 

courageous individuals with national, provincial and personal pride.” And lest one think he was 

speaking metaphorically, he continued by saying that, “If organized camping has a national 

policy beyond giving our youth a happy, natural and edifying experience through the camp 
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season, then it is for directors and counselors to inculcate in the minds of youth the need for 

violent rebellion against the encroaching forces that tend to destroy our natural heritage, and as 

eagerly destroy our individuality.”276 Rutstrum’s characterization of the problem and its 

significance to American society was radical. Although it emanated from his decades of 

experience and expertise in the antimodern vocabulary of wilderness camping, it found 

resonance in a society that also produced the anti-establishment tenor of the Students for a 

Democratic Society (1962)  and the violent struggle in defense of nature which preceded groups 

like Earth First! (1980) by more than a decade. Rutstrum’s article is an exceptional example, but 

it foreshadows some elements of US environmentalism that would emerge later. The fact that it 

found a place in the pages of Camping Magazine is a fascinating indication of the extent to 

which even radical critiques of modern American society could find an audience among camping 

professionals. 

The companion piece by Nancy deGroff, “A Solution Offered…,” was far more 

temperate and suggests that maybe the editor was constructing a good cop-bad cop or spider-

over-the-fire dualism. DeGroff acknowledges that whereas one would expect nature to feature 

heavily in camp programming, it often does not. She attributes this shortfall to two problems. 

First, camp directors avoid activities that seem overtly educational and the common vocabulary 

of “nature study” made that difficult. Second, there were precious few staff people who were 

adequately trained to carry out an effective nature study program. Nature is complex and 

contains within it aspects of biology, geology, meteorology, and astronomy, just to name a few. 

It is challenging to find nature specialists who could field all those topics. As a method to 

alleviate that problem, deGroff suggested that “when a specialist in the nature field cannot be 
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secured, then every counselor in camp becomes a nature counselor. In instances where a staff 

member does not have the knowledge or answer, he can honestly tell his campers, ‘I don’t know, 

but let’s find out together.’ This is a good approach as it puts the burden of discovery on the 

entire group.”277 This sort of collaborative and organic discovery of the natural world is a far cry 

from Rutstrum’s violent overthrow of the despoilers. It acknowledged the problem of 

understaffed and underemphasized nature instruction in America’s camps but it provided a 

nurturing method of camper-directed discovery.  

Likewise, deGroff criticized outmoded nature study programs that focused on 

identification. The formality and technicality of species ID precluded any sense of adventure or 

play and instead replicated many of the techniques of classroom instruction. It was better, 

deGroff argued, to teach campers how to pose questions about nature. This got them thinking 

about cause and effect and led them to perceive the intricate relationships that exist in the natural 

world.278 She argued that the camp nature program should be flexible, spontaneous, and playful 

by building upon the campers’ interests and the counselor’s limitations. Rather than employing 

expert specialists, she argued that counselors could function as guides rather than lecturers. 

 Camp counselors are traditionally college-aged young adults and during the 1960s and 

1970s this made them the projection of a variety of socio-cultural anxieties. Although they 

exercised a large degree of autonomy, camp directors shared similar professional institutions and 

concerns, and this was especially the case with ecumenical Protestant camp leaders. These camp 

directors could avail themselves of shared resources for training and development.  
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In 1967, the NCC’s Committee on Camps and Conferences circulated a set of guidelines 

for discussion at their regional training consultations. These events were designed to bring 

together church camp professionals for skill and resource sharing as well as mutual support. 

Their number one concern in 1967 was the recruitment and training of summer staff. The 

guidelines lamented that, “We are experiencing a shortage of trained and knowledgeable persons. 

Each year it seems more difficult to recruit volunteer counselors. One group reported: last year 

over 270 people were contacted to recruit 45 people for staff… Volunteer counselors frequently 

do not understand the philosophy and principles of church camping or conferencing – 

(sometimes unwilling to adapt to ‘sleeping under canvas’).”279 It is significant to note that these 

midcentury debates about the ideal camp counselor played out in a depressed labor market. 

Although the population of college students was growing, concomitant with escalating 

deployments to Vietnam, church camp administrators faced increasing pressure to recruit 

sufficient summer staff. The sociopolitical climate meant that precisely when camps wanted to 

be more selective about the type of staff they employed - “loyal,” “concerned,” or otherwise - 

they were no longer in any position to do so.  

 By balancing the camp administrators’ debates with the lived experience at church 

camps, we will see that over the course of the 1960s and 1970s the camps came to reflect 

American society in increasingly transparent and reactive ways. Whereas they had previously 

acted to promote a unified vision of nostalgic and rugged antimodernism, in this period they 

increasingly advocated for specific visions of the future. Ecumenical church camps more actively 

promoted social ethics rather than biblical literacy or individual spiritual development. While 

counselors were the primary projection for cultural anxieties about creeping radicalism and how 
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the times were a-changing, camp administrators also responded to specific policy questions 

generated by Great Society programs promoting racial integration, questions about gun culture at 

camp after political assassinations and the Kent State Massacre, increasing federal regulation of 

health and safety standards, and the meaning of patriotism during America’s bicentennial 

celebration. Camp, counselors, campers, and camp administrators participated in all these 

debates and their experiences reveal how even the most nostalgic American traditions were 

transformed between 1962 and 1980. 

In an effort to control the execution of specific ideological ambitions, camp directors 

increasingly used prepackaged curricula in their ministries. While programming had been a 

concern for camp directors for a long time and many conferences and articles had centered on the 

most efficient or engaging programs, a few discernable trends made programming a more crucial 

component of camp life during the late 1960s. First, despite the lamentations of camp directors 

and pleas for simplicity, entertainment became an increasingly important feature of the camp 

environment. Increased competition from other summertime recreation such as athletics, family 

vacations, and specialized training camps, combined with changing ideas about childhood meant 

that generalist camps were now competing for “pestering power” and they had to work harder to 

be fun. Second, a generation of professionalized camp personnel in a growing field since World 

War II meant that there were now camping specialists in a position to capitalize on their 

expertise and market curricula to the rest of the industry. Third, anxiety over the generation gap 

meant some directors were skeptical of their college-aged counselors’ moral and political biases 

and would rather use a scripted program. 

Another important aspect of how church camp programs worked in the 1960s was the 

increasing emphasis on science education. As Americans became more aware of toxicity, 
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beautification, and ecology, the metaphor of the simulated wilderness in the campground became 

an obvious place to introduce young people to the way things “ought to be” and underscore the 

contrast between the harmony of nature and the corruption of human technology. In this way, 

camping’s traditional anti-urbanism and anti-modernism helped facilitate a dialectic challenge to 

the problems of consumption and exploitation. So, science was elevated in church camps in order 

to challenge the modern age on its own terms. 

 In 1967, Jack Porter developed a program for elementary school children, which was 

used in the Holston Conference of the Methodist Church in Tennessee. The program featured 

insights from the natural sciences in order to compliment the scriptural creation narrative. The 

theme of the week was “How God Works,” and each day was its own unit on creation, providing, 

revealing, redemption, and sanctifying, which gave thematic structure to the day. Filled with 

diagrams explaining scientific principles, as well as crafts, games, stories, and songs, Porter 

sought to build a comprehensive program that would appeal to children with a wide array of 

interests.280 By examining how the blending of science and scripture worked out in practice, we 

can appreciate how ecumenical Protestant church camps promoted an accommodation between 

science and faith in pursuit of mature and responsible Christian stewardship of the natural world. 

 Each unit started with the “Christian Principle.” In the case of Creation, the principle was 

that God created the whole universe, “in all its splendor and vastness. Microscope, telescope, 

electromagnetic spectrum all lead us deeper into the secrets of God’s created universe,” Porter 

quoted from “Foundation of Christian Teaching in Methodist Churches” (1960). What’s more, 

“Divine creation is not a single act of God; it is both past and present. God is continually at work 

bringing forth the new, working in and through creative organizing, developmental processes, 
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producing myriad forms of existence, life, and value.”281 This theological statement was 

followed by a Biblical citation. Significantly, the reader was directed to Genesis but no excerpts 

were provided. Rather, most of the page was occupied by “Life’s Illustration,” a series of 

diagrams describing the processes photosynthesis, plant respiration, and budding. 

 The next section in the day on Creation described three possible activities that provided 

hands-on experiences for engaging creation. The first showed how to press flowers or leaves and 

mount them for home display. The second suggested planting seeds in plastic bags full of soil so 

that the children could observe the subterranean germination. The third described how to make a 

plaster cast of an object like a leaf.282 One benefit of these activities was that they got the 

campers out into the campground and engaged the tangible world. The objects selected for 

preservation or cultivation presumably reflected the specific situation of the camp. The natural 

world provided the resources that the camp staff would use to engage the children in the lesson 

of the prescribed Christian Principle, thus forming a bridge between the cerebral lesson and the 

physical space the campers inhabited. 

 The next section described the “Alphabet Game.” Starting with the letter A and 

proceeding through the alphabet, the campers took turns naming “objects beginning with that 

letter that God made as opposed to those man made.” Porter predicted that, “this game would 

lend itself to many discussions, personnel, conversations, and worship opportunities.”283 This 

type of verbal circle-game could be stimulating and thought provoking for elementary-school 
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children and would have presumably led them to appreciate the biological diversity of the natural 

world. 

 The final component of the daily program was the story. This story was about a little girl 

who was especially curious and had come to believe that she knew everything there was to know 

about her backyard. One day, she was lying in the grass and found that she was rather bored with 

the world around her. She had tracked down every bug and knew every leaf. She simply could 

not think of where to find some new stimulating diversion to satisfy her curiosity. As she lay 

there, she wondered if grown-ups got bored with the world and then she wondered if God got 

bored with the world. And at that moment, she saw a bird fly into the tree near the back of her 

yard. She had seen birds and birds’ nests before, but – for lack of anything better to do – she 

climbed up into the tree and found the nest was full of eggs. Again, this was not new or 

especially exciting to the little girl, but then the egg started to crack and she witnessed the 

hatching of a new tiny, fragile, and miraculous baby bird, and she came to understand that the 

world was constantly being made anew and all life is a wondrous and ongoing miracle with 

which we can never become complacent or take for granted.284 Again, it’s important to 

remember that these stories are intended for elementary school children so metaphor and subtlety 

would be inappropriate for the audience. The simple story conveyed an explicit and direct lesson 

that encouraged the campers to look around them with new eyes. Porter assumed that campers 

might become complacent and bored with the pace of life in the natural world. The story even 

referenced television and how the little girl was annoyed to be forced outside on a nice day. 

 The structure of the program repeated on each day with a new guiding principle, 

supporting verses, biology diagrams, activities to engage the natural world, a game, and a story. 
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Volunteer camp staff would work these lessons in over the course of the camp day, interspersed 

with other camp activities like swimming and hiking. This is not the same holistic program that 

Manlove advocated, but rather it illustrated specific opportunities to infuse the camp experience 

with moral and scientific lessons. However, Porter’s vision of the camp program illustrates a 

conservative range of traditional program opportunities: theology, scripture, nature, games, and 

storytelling. In the 1960s, science came to feature more heavily in how church camps interpreted 

nature. 

Another contentious debate that shaped the landscape of American camping in the late 

1960s was the controversy over federal investment in camping services and the implications this 

had for ideological commitments to liberal government writ large. ACA Assistant Director Ed 

Andrews alerted the membership to a federal proposal with revolutionary implications. “On 

February 8, 1967, President Johnson sent a message to Congress which stated in part: ‘…I 

recommend legislation to provide funds for the construction of summer camp facilities for at 

least 100,000 children in 1968…’” Acting on the President’s suggestion, “On April 14, 1967, 

Senator [Joseph S.] Clark [D-PA] introduced S1545, a bill which stated in part: ‘… to expand 

summer camp opportunities for disadvantaged children… For the purpose of carrying out this 

title, there is hereby authorized to be appropriated the sum of $20,000,000…’” Andrews then 

went on to outline some of the assumptions and implications of this federal activity. Clearly, the 

federal government did not believe that camps were serving enough “disadvantaged children of 

our metropolitan areas.” Andrews also pointed out that “while many agency and private camps 

(at the request of the Vice-President [Hubert H. Humphrey]) did this summer provide more 

special programs for disadvantaged children than ever before, the effort has not been deemed 

adequate by the Federal Government to affect their plans to construct $40,000,000 worth of 
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camps during the next two years.”285 The ACA’s reaction to this initiative was skeptical and 

defensive. Andrews’ article portrayed a paternalistic and unreasonable Washington by asserting 

that an adequate number of disadvantaged children were being served through voluntarism. He 

concluded by noting, “While S1545 may not become law, for financial or other reasons, if it 

does, there will certainly be a rapid and dramatic change in the entire complexion of camping in 

the United States.”286 Andrews’ concerns about the influence and intent of the federal 

government’s interest in camping programs for disadvantaged children (as well as the double 

meaning of “complexion” in debates about urban youth) reveals some of the conservatism of 

camp leaders during the Great Society. As camp directors debated the measure, two conclusions 

ran parallel thorough their rhetoric: camp provides a vital service to the urban youth, especially 

those who might not otherwise be able to experience the outdoors, and the government should let 

established camps handle the initiative on their own terms. 

 In the same Camping Magazine issue as Ed Andrews’ red flag, another columnist 

described the influence of Johnson and Humphrey’s pilot program. The editorial introduction 

shared that,  

[1967] was a summer in which, for the first time, many children were afforded the 
opportunity to attend camps, through programs such as the one sponsored by 
President Johnson and Vice-President Humphrey for inner-city youth. A YMCA 
camp director from Pennsylvania, Janet Gioffre, expresses the thoughts of all of 
us in camping, when she thanks the people who made it possible for one 
additional child to experience the wonders of camping.287 

  
Gioffre shared that the campers learned new skills such as canoeing or swimming, made new 

friends and had experiences with group living and individual responsibility, overcame obstacles, 
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and had thrilling encounters with nature. “And thus he grew a little closer to his God by learning 

to live in His miraculous and beautiful out-of-doors. He may have touched God’s fingertips 

around a vesper campfire in the stillness of the night. He learned not to be afraid of the night 

noises this same God created. He grew in spirit.”288 The benefits that accrued to the individual 

through experiences in camping remained the same and the camping professionals – allegedly - 

all appreciated that. Contrasting Gioffre’s article with Andrews’ illustrates that the basic 

assumptions of camping and its therapeutic religious and social benefits meant that camp 

directors were excited about the opportunity to evangelize to inner-city youth. Their primary 

concern was about the role of the federal government in providing that sort of service. 

Although Janet Gioffre clearly understood Great Society camping expansion to include 

increased access to God through nature, the extent to which LBJ’s camping expansion would 

have benefited or competed with religious camps directly is unclear. S1545 was the Economic 

Opportunity Amendments of 1967, which was the omnibus reauthorization of War on Poverty 

initiatives from the 1964 Economic Opportunity Act. Section 108 of the 1964 Act only provided 

for public, “state-operated,” camps and would not have benefited the religious camping sector. 

However, Johnson’s 1967 message to Congress specifically called for “public and private groups 

to sponsor and operate these [expanded] camps.” The final version of the Economic Opportunity 

Amendments contained mixed messages on the role of religious institutions: excluding the use of 

funds for constructing religious facilities but including the use of funds for religious service 

organizations and providing for the inclusion of religious leaders on Office of Economic 
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Opportunity program boards.289 The specific breakdown of how many religious or private 

secular camps benefitted from the Great Society depends on definitional questions such as the 

religious character of the YMCA, the difference between spirituality and religion in private 

camps, and the local application of OEO administrators. 

 The ACA moved quickly to address the government’s initiative and within months they 

mobilized suspicious statistics and circuitous arguments in order to refute the need for federal 

intervention. Executive Director Ernest Schmidt shared that the ACA sent out a questionnaire 

and based on reports from two-thirds of their members, they found that 125,795 “disadvantaged 

children” attended camps in 1966 and 147,777 in 1967. “In other words, early in 1967, when the 

President of the United States was calling for camps to be built for 100,000 disadvantaged 

children by 1968, already 2,143 ACA camps in 1966 had exceeded his goal by 25% and had one 

[sic] it two years ahead of his timetable [emphasis in original]. They had done it of their own 

volition without outside influence, using established camps and at little or no federal 

expense!”290 Among the several flaws with Schmidt’s analysis are that “disadvantaged children” 

is ill-defined, processing only the results of the first two-thirds privileged the estimates of those 

camps who were already predisposed to report positive engagement with serving 

“disadvantaged” children and could therefore have overestimated their reach, and the remarkable 

increase he attributed to “a growing national consciousness” in 1967 would presumably have 

included the participants in the Great Society pilot program of voluntary services so it was 

certainly not “without outside influence.” What’s more problematic, Schmidt misrepresented 
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LBJ’s request. Johnson didn’t suggest that American camps should only serve 100,000 poor kids, 

he requested that Congress build new camps for 100,000 additional poor kids. 

 Schmidt used his faulty analysis to make two observations about the President’s proposed 

camping expansion. First, “the overwhelming majority of these disadvantaged children went to 

camp as individuals – not as part of a mass group transplanted from city to country,” and second, 

“there has been a quiet socio-economic integration of these children into established camps with 

a mix averaging 10%. This is a major achievement and it was accomplished not due to force but 

because our camp directors believe in helping children.”291 Schmidt’s resistance to expanded 

camp opportunities for urban youth was based on a conservative criticism of federal involvement 

and self-congratulatory triumphalism of the altruistic camp director. Nobody doubts that most 

camp directors do their jobs because they believe in helping children but using that as 

justification to resist the opportunity to help more children seems backwards. The specter of 

concern about the “mass group transplanted from city to country” also foreshadowed the 

controversies related to bussing in the 1970s and 1980s. 

 Gioffre’s article illustrates that while camp directors may have been excited about the 

opportunity to share the camp experience with an individual disadvantaged camper, when read 

with ACA executives it demonstrates that scale and compulsion made the prospect of expanded 

services much less appealing. While the federal government under Johnson was working to 

expand access to camping services, the ACA was leery of the idea and sought to maintain control 

of when and how poor urban children would be integrated into the life of the camp. The 

demographic realities of urban life in late sixties meant that this whole controversy was inflected 

with racial and racist undertones. 
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 This implication was made explicit in a letter to the editor from Maurice Bone of the 

National Council of Churches’ Committee on Camps and Conferences and the United 

Presbyterian Church. Bone pointed out that the major addresses of the 1968 ACA convention 

made no references to the Civil Rights movement. “We no longer can go on with business as 

usual,” Bone wrote. “The business as usual now is trying to help black people in our city ghettos 

to have a camping experience of their own and on their own… They want to have camps of their 

own and there is no reason why they cannot if we in the camping movement make our 

experience and skill available to them.” Bone related the desire for independent Black-owned 

and operated camps to the movement for economic independence and pointed out that Black 

communities needed investment and support so that they could afford to open their own camps. 

“I see more clearly every day that this business of camp scholarships is outdated… For too long 

we have been trying to do things for the disadvantaged rather than with. [emphases in 

original].”292 Bone signed his letter as a representative of the United Presbyterian Church but his 

leadership in the NCC’s CCC suggests an even wider affinity among liberal Protestant camping 

professionals.  Expanded access to camping for African Americans is not strictly synonymous 

with “inner city” or “disadvantaged” youth, but Bone used those terms interchangeably and there 

were some racial allusions in the other articles described above. Whereas ACA executives 

argued for incremental and voluntary integration, church camp leaders like Bone were clearly 

cognizant of and sympathetic to the arguments for economic independence and self-

determination. 

 In the late 1960s camps responded to questions about the role of government in American 

life and the ongoing struggle for Black freedom. While these issues were technically distinct, 
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they also had practical parallels. The camping industry was composed of multiple sectors and 

while ecumenical church camps had historically provided the moral and spiritual vocabulary for 

the entire movement, during the 1960s their involvement with other progressive issues meant 

that they were increasingly at odds with the more conservative elements of the camping industry. 

As political controversies came to camp in the late 1960s, camps responded in a variety of ways. 

Some articulated socially progressive values and others lamented change and opted for an easy 

conservatism. Ultimately, church camps and retreat centers would elect to emphasize individual 

morality as the brokered settlement of these issues. Camps and conferences were increasingly 

marketed as “retreat centers” begging the question: from what are we retreating? The Civil 

Rights movement also provided the catalyst for another practical issue that provided significant 

discord among camping professionals: political assassinations and the appropriateness of firearm 

training as a camp activity. 

 Maurice Bone’s letter on Civil Rights was followed immediately by Bruce and Helen 

Charpentier’s of Golden Arrow Camp in New Hampshire. They wrote, “the murder of Dr. King 

is an unspeakable tragedy for us all and again highlights the underlying violence of our society. 

Expression of this violence is made easy by the free sale of arms in our states and yet the polls 

indicate that a majority of people endorse a restriction on the sale of guns.” The Charpentiers 

pointed out that effective legislation was forestalled by the gun lobby and the National Rifle 

Association in particular and argued that Camping Magazine should refuse to carry NRA 

advertisements and camps, “if they must have rifle programs,” should not use the NRA’s Ready-

to-Go program. When camps choose to train children in using firearms, the Charpentiers 

continued, they should also educate them on the activities of the NRA and “their printed 

materials which Congressman Emanuel Celler (N.Y.) has said are filled with misinformation and 
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distortions of the truth.” The Charpentiers concluded by asking, “Given the climate of violence 

and racism in America, a telescopic sight and a gun are all that were needed to still the voices of 

such towering men as Pres. Kennedy and Dr. King. How many leaders can we afford to lose?”293 

That letter was published in June 1968 and was presumably written sometime shortly before 

Robert Kennedy was also assassinated with a gun on June 6. 

 The Charpentiers’ letter unleashed a wave of opinions in the pages of Camping Magazine 

about the role of guns at camp in light of the perceived and ongoing deterioration of social 

norms. First to respond was Scotty Washburn, President of the ACA, who was able to append a 

response to the Charpentier’s letter expressing support for the NRA. “Many of our camps use the 

NRA program,” Washburn wrote, “and I believe most people accept the organization as 

primarily concerned with safety and proper handling of firearms.” Camps perform a “useful 

function in teaching safety and proper handling of firearms. And camps do rely upon the NRA 

for certain assistance and expertise.”294 Washburn’s support of the NRA and the camps who used 

them was apparently an attempt to preempt the controversy by focusing the debate on effective 

firearm training rather than gun control legislation and lobbying. 

 However, Washburn’s effort was ineffective and after the 1968 summer season, the issue 

was expressed once again in the letters to the editor page of Camping Magazine. This time, the 

editor published a set of companion letters from Camp Rim Rock in Virginia. The first was from 

Mr. and Mrs. Kenneth Yamamoto of Silver Spring, Maryland, parents of two Rim Rock campers 

urging Camp Rim Rock in particular and all camps in general to dispense with their riflery 

programs. “[As camp parents] we have always considered [riflery’s] value in the development of 
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young people to be very remote. While we recognize that it is taught at summer camps solely as 

a sport skill, it is now time to stop regarding guns as sports equipment. Even more significant, 

however, is the fact that camp rifle programs are under the supervision of the National Rifle 

Association.” The second letter was the response from James Matheson, Director of Camp Rim 

Rock, which explains why they decided to eliminate their program. There were two reasons, the 

Director wrote, “The first has to do with the immediate and present crisis in our national life. 

Guns have become so much the symbol of what is wrong in our society that their use among 

children and young people is disturbing. It is our opinion that our government and the National 

Rifle Association have not met their responsibility in promoting gun control.” The second reason 

was that firearm training was inconsistent with the “basic philosophy of camping.” “It is our 

opinion that camping should be for the purpose of appreciating nature and enjoying those 

activities which blend with nature. It is, therefore, our opinion that riflery does not belong in a 

camping program.” Matheson concluded by sharing that parent responses to the decision had 

been “overwhelmingly favorable.”295 

 These arguments for curtailing firearm training in camp were followed by three 

successive letters opposing such reforms and defending the status quo. Alan Stolz of Camp Cody 

for Boys in New Hampshire argued that, “To hop on an emotional bandwagon regarding riflery 

would be a mistake for ACA [because] the key word is training, for basic safety instruction is the 

purpose of a range program… Would you cancel drivers’ education in high school everytime 

[sic] there is a teenager in an auto accident or stop the ARC waterfront program if you read about 

a drowning?”296 Lowell Leake, Jr. of Camp Kechuwa in Michigan argued that firearms allowed 
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non-athletic campers to develop a skill in a “prestige sport” and it reduced competition because 

the shooter only tried to improve their own skill and not outperform each other. Also, “target 

shooting is fun for most campers and fun still has an important place at camp.”297 And John R. 

Piper of Flat Rock River Camp in Indiana wrote that “By and large, some 50 million gun owners 

and their families, in addition to 15,000 boys and girls who have participated in our YMCA 

camp riflery program, are not criminal, unstable, nor psychopathic… Taking away guns to 

prevent crime is like feeding aspirin to a man with cancer.” Flat Rock River Camp was going to 

keep its gun program for two reasons, “First, every able-bodied American boy faces a tour of 

duty in the armed forces… You should read the letters of appreciation from former campers now 

serving in Vietnam as to the value of their training in riflery at Camp Flat Rock. Second, I know 

of no other activity where discipline, responsibility and accountability can be better taught.” 

Piper concluded, “So while others run scared, we’ll keep on ‘praising the Lord and passing the 

ammunition.’”298 The editorial decision to publish pro-gun letters without rebuttal for three 

straight issues illustrates that the camping industry’s response to gun violence in the 1960s was 

another source of dissention and fragmentation where a conservative element dominated the 

levers of power within the industry. When the New Jersey section of the ACA formally voted to 

recommend that its members disaffiliate from the NRA program and urged the national office of 

the ACA to develop an independent riflery program, it was clearly an effort to cleave the 

programmatic benefits of firearm training from the political implications of the NRA’s lobbying 
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to prevent gun control while it simultaneously shared some irregularities in the NRA’s response. 

This was also met with editorial obfuscation and minimization.299 

 The debate over riflery at camp, like the debates over Vietnam, race, science, leisure, 

government, and drugs, was part of the matrix of issues that roiled American society in the late 

1960s. As the camping industry sought to maintain professional and institutional cohesion within 

a fracturing public, they increasingly emphasized a conservative brand of American 

individualism as a remedy. This was even more pronounced within church camping, where the 

generational decline of ecumenical institutions and the ascendancy of young evangelicals 

exacerbated these trends. Grassroots environmentalism in the form of Earth Day provided a final 

bell for ecumenical exceptionalism and coherency, but even this came late and half-baked.  

Jack Swan of Camp Pok-O-Moonshine in New York emphasized the importance of 

camping in preserving the US frontier ethic. Swan recovered the argument of the Progressive Era 

historian Frederick Jackson Turner and elaborated that in the middle of the twentieth century, 

camping was America’s last frontier. Swan argued that, “Without this frontier environment 

reacting as a catalyst, our history, the beliefs of our people, and our democratic ideals would 

have been completely different. Keeping alive the spirit of the frontier with its set of values and 

standards is a problem facing our nation today. One place where the living frontier exists today is 

in the camp environment.”300 Swan explained how the scarcities of the frontier meant that 

pioneers had to work together regardless of their ethnic origins, class distinctions, skills, or 

intellectual abilities. His celebration of the frontier papers over some significant historical abuses 

and deprivations, but it is a representative formulation of the camp industry’s self-image. He 
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continued, “we cannot experience the ‘old frontier’ as our forefathers did, but we can preserve 

their attitudes towards industry, hard work and hardship. Youngsters experience these feelings by 

exposure to overnight trips. A hike or canoe trip through the wilds of the mountains and lakes is 

hard work, especially if the youngster is carrying his own pack and portaging his canoe, but it is 

a delightful experience.”301 And here’s the significant intervention in Swan’s formula. If the 

argument is that the hardship of the frontier provided the context for the unique blend of self-

reliance and cooperation that formed democratic institutions and led to the American way of life, 

and you’re constructing a program for children based on that assumption, then racial warfare, 

dispossession, myriad fatal diseases, crippling isolation, and all the other deprivations of the 

historic frontier are neither appropriate nor useful. The point is to try oneself against “the wilds 

of the mountains and lakes” through hard work and teamwork. Whereas we can safely say that 

this was a flawed representation of the historic frontier, it was a functional and effective 

simulation for nurturing American children.  

There were about 10,500 organized camps in the United States in January 1969, which 

indicated that the growth rate had stagnated over the previous decade. However, the number of 

campers had grown about 40% in the same period to 7.5 million campers in the summer of 

1968.302  

Morton Tener, director of Camp Log-N-Twig in Pennsylvania, wrote an article in which 

he argued that the educational program of the camp was its primary utility. Tener argued that 

parents and educators disparaged camping as a primarily recreational activity focused on 

providing “fun and games.” “On the contrary,” Tenner argued, “camping can be an extension of 
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the school curriculum in the outdoors. The natural resources can serve as teaching tools for 

learning experiences in language arts, science (biological and physical), social studies including 

conservation of natural resources and citizenship, mathematics, art, music, home economics, 

health, recreation and physical education.”303 Tener’s argument for the broad opportunities 

presented by the camping environment reproduces older arguments about the camp as an 

inclusive and holistic environment for individual growth while the emphasis on complementing 

the formal curriculum of the school house belies new anxieties about justifying the educational 

utility of the camping experience. 

 In order to bolster his argument, Tener articulated a set of five educational objectives that 

camps could adopt and publicize in order to claim their role in the community. Camps could,  

make classroom learning more meaningful through application of local 
environment as a teaching media…help students develop skills and interest in 
recreation which will carry over into later life…help students learn to live 
democratically with other children and adults through experience in outdoor 
living…help students recognize the value of our natural resources and learn to use 
them wisely… [and] help students better understand our immediate and total 
environment.304  

 
Significantly, with the possible exception of the first objective, these are generally arguments 

that we’ve encountered before. Democracy, conservation, and lived experiences had all featured 

in justifications for camping before. What were new were describing campers as “students,” the 

explicit positive comparison with “classroom learning,” and the reference to appreciating the 

“total environment.” Adopting the language of educational pedagogy reinforced the utilitarian 

approach to didactic camping and the new concern for the total environment illustrated the 

gradual adoption of ecological perspectives. 
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 Tener concluded with some specific program recommendations, organized by subject. If 

a camp director wanted to develop language arts skills, they could make campers prepare oral 

reports on their day’s activities or keep a journal about their experiences. If they wanted to build 

science skills, they could make campers “explore little climates” or have a star party to introduce 

astronomy. Social studies could be introduced by asking campers to write themes on American 

Indians or simulate economic principles. Mathematics could be taught by “using the compass” or 

“estimating the height and weight of objects.” Campers could be taught music by learning 

“Indian songs” or doing “Indian dances” and art could be taught through photography, drawing, 

or curating an “exhibit of Indian handicrafts.” Clearly, American Indian heritage featured heavily 

in Tener’s concept of camping, and while this was not unique to Tener, it was more popular 

among secular and private camps. Christian camps were more likely to substitute religious 

symbols and interpretations. Still, religiously affiliated camps were subject to the same social 

pressure and as they increasingly rented their facilities and services to school groups for outdoor 

education, they also searched out opportunities to tailor their program to educational objectives. 

Another tact on which camping could be justified in the new leisure marketplace was as a 

training ground for play. Edward Greenwood argued that camps could provide an essential 

service in training children for a lifetime of play. His argument was specifically utilitarian, “I’m 

not referring to the recreational activities of childhood. I mean sports – the lifetime sports – that 

we can play and enjoy as long as we live.”305 With the leisure revolution reshaping American 

society, parents in the early 1970s could expect their children to enjoy more leisure time while 

they were working and longer retirements when they were old. Therefore, they should be 

equipped with the skills and interests to participate in games such as golf, tennis, and bowling. 
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Professionals knew that sports contributed to better physical and mental health throughout life. 

Where adults might hesitate to pick up a new skill out of self-consciousness in the process of 

learning, children could be encouraged to develop a variety of leisure skills in their youth that 

would prepare them for a lifetime of healthful and virtuous recreation. Greenwood further argued 

that play, sustainable and life-long play, was an essential component of education that was 

almost universally overlooked in favor of either childhood diversions which would pass away or 

traditional curricular objectives like the ones to which Tener conformed. Greenwood’s argument 

was that camps, as recreational institutions, could enforce a program of sport education that 

would foster a generational transformation in American leisure. By leaning into camp’s 

recreational potential and steering that capacity to the leisure revolution, camps could contribute 

to society’s transformation and retain their traditional role as recreational institutions. Part of the 

problem was that these adult sports required much more specialized staff and facilities. Very few 

camps or retreat centers had onsite bowling alleys or golf courses. If they wanted to develop 

those programs, they would need to provide off-site transportation and they would, by definition, 

be leaving behind the embedded natural world of the campground. Still, skill development in 

activities such as swimming, canoeing, or camping fit Greenwood’s ambitions and had long been 

part of camp programming. Again, what was new was the need to justify these activities as part 

of a utilitarian program with clearly articulated objectives.  

Two possible responses to the leisure revolution were that campers were actually students 

and that they weren’t playing around so much as learning or that campers were playing but they 

were playing in useful ways which would train them in sustainable activities that would enrich 

their whole lives. While these might appear contradictory, they both underscore a new emphasis 

on preordained program objectives with long-term utilitarian applications. 
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During the late 60s, as anxieties about campus culture and the youth revolution reached a 

fever-pitch, the camp counselor came under additional scrutiny and skepticism. These concerns 

were not always pejorative but usually made generalizations about counselors in order to educate 

camp directors on possible sources of conflict. For instance, in 1969 Dr. Anne Fried of the New 

York City Mission Society claimed that whereas counselors in the past had been adult volunteers 

or “young counselors whose main reason for coming was a desire to service, a wish to prolong 

their own childhoods, chance of a free summer vacation and even earning a token income,” 

today’s counselors were motivated by different goals and worldview. “Today’s young counselors 

are different. Many of them come with a strong tendency to use camp for expression of their 

social convictions and desires for social change. There is a tendency to demonstrate self-

determination and the ability to exercise leadership. Attempts are often made to introduce new 

ways of life and even to change camp policies and programs in the course of the summer.”306 

Fried then continued to list several issues that might come up in the course of a summer such as 

dissatisfaction over pay, even unionization, sex, drugs, alcohol, and “mode of dress, hairstyle, 

and beards.” The tenor of the article was to educate the leery camp director on some of the issues 

that he or she might face. Fried pointed out that the average age of the US population in 1967 

was only 34 years old and emphasized that camp directors “might as well desist from trying to 

fashion the young generation in our own image.”307 Camp directors’ anxiety about college-aged 

counselors stemmed from intergenerational anxiety but this was not always regressive or 

censorious. Some were simply trying to figure out where the new lines were being drawn and 
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how they could integrate those more critical voices into the life of the camp without sacrificing 

traditional norms and priorities. 

This negotiation between conservative camp directors and the perceived radicalism of 

college-aged counselors was part of a wider cultural blowback at the end of the 1960s. On 

November 3, 1969, Richard Nixon delivered his famous Silent Majority speech addressing the 

war in Vietnam. In it, he crystalized a strategy that he had been developing since 1967 to 

articulate the discontent of conservative and moderate Americans witnessing the ongoing unrest 

in American streets. While the immediate issue in the context of his speech was Vietnam, it 

summarized a right-wing perspective on a decade of social and cultural debates. Rather than 

appealing to unity (or hegemony) as he had during his election campaign the previous year, the 

concept of the Silent Majority was an effort to mobilize polarization and voter frustration by 

offering a label to reject radicalism. The speech consistently emphasized all sides wanted peace, 

but that the Silent Majority recognized the geopolitical and cultural importance of avoiding a 

humiliating and shortsighted defeat through “precipitate withdrawal.” This allowed moderates 

and conservatives to recapture a moral position on the war in the face of sharply binary 

radicalism. Drawing on a triumphalist interpretation of American history that was the bread and 

butter of the democratic frontier camping industry, Nixon emphasized that “two hundred years 

ago this Nation was weak and poor. But even then, America was the hope of millions in the 

world.” Nixon’s policy of Vietnamization provided conservatives an opportunity to support 

traditional power structures while emphasizing the urgency of withdrawal from Vietnam and the 

concept of the Silent Majority provided an identity for that ascendant conservativism.308 
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Mike Schlesinger of Camp JCA outside Los Angeles published the first significant essay 

addressing drug use in camp during the spring of 1970. As the program director of this Jewish 

camp, he reported an accelerating interest in drug-use both as a topic of conversation and as a 

recreational activity among camp counselors and some of the older campers. Instead of simple 

moralizing, Schlesinger critiqued drug-use by outlining the relevant issues and dissected the 

problem into its personal, institutional, and legal liabilities.309 Smoking marijuana at camp was a 

personal problem because it provided an excuse for erratic behavior. “Conscious faking, role-

playing, and expectations of effect play a fantastic role in marijuana use, especially since it is 

almost always used in a social context,” Schlesinger wrote.310 Because marijuana provided a 

catalyst for altering one’s state of mind, it could be used to rationalize behaviors and change the 

terms of responsibility. In positive experiences where marijuana users reported heightened 

awareness, creativity, or sensory pleasure, this meant that they were minimizing their own sober 

faculties and in negative experiences it allowed people to blame the drug rather than confront 

their own culpability. “It is at best escapist recreation, and at worst, a potentially harmful social 

and psychological crutch,” Schlesinger wrote. Institutionally, the residential camp was a 

reflection of society at large. By emphasizing that camps did not exist in a vacuum, Schlesinger 

acknowledged that camps faced the same enforcement problems as other institutions. This did 

not absolve camps from the responsibility to have clear policies consistent with its stated goals 

and philosophy with impartial and effective enforcement. “After all, we are working with 

people’s children [emphasis in original], and when parents send their children away to camp 
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there has to be a strong trust,” Schlesinger reminded his readers.311 The effect of this passage is 

twofold: it reminded camp directors of their social responsibility to provide a safe environment 

consistent with the trust parents give them. But it also emphasized that camps couldn’t avoid the 

problem by virtue of being geographically isolated. Campers and counselors would bring their 

issues and their drugs with them. Finally, there were the obvious legal liabilities. Marijuana was 

illegal and defined as a criminal problem. 

 Schlesinger’s solutions to these problems were interpersonal and collaborative. He 

emphasized that counselors needed to be brought on board from the beginning and trained to 

understand their responsibilities as trusted role models. Honest communication and an emphasis 

on the value of not using drugs meant that counselors were given clear expectations. “We do not 

demand that they have never experimented with marijuana. We do emphasize that unless they 

are generally in concert now with camp policy, it will be extremely unwise for them to seek a job 

with us… The point is that all this is clear before a staff member is hired and gets to camp,” 

Schlesinger wrote. Although some users took the risk in the first two years of the new guidelines, 

by 1969 they didn’t have to send anyone home from camp. The most common explanations from 

drug-users about why they decided to leave their drugs at home was that they liked camp and 

didn’t want to be sent away or that they didn’t feel like they needed drugs at camp.312 To 

Schlesinger, this signified the potential for camps to be a transformative institution in drug users’ 

lives. If camps, through open and honest communication combined with consistent 

consequences, could encourage drug users to value their experiences of sobriety, perhaps those 

same users would not feel as dependent when they returned home from camp. Schlesinger’s 
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approach, and the one he advocated to his national audience of readers, was that involving 

campers and counselors in the conversation and explaining the rationale and objectives of their 

drug policy was more effective than imposing draconian rules or arbitrary punishments after an 

infraction. This proactive and collaborative approach signifies how the culture of some organized 

camps could accommodate the evolving social issues of the 1970s. 

The highly visible and alarming presence of gun violence in American political life 

during the 1960s meant that some summer camps felt the need to rethink their firearm training 

programs. It even reached the level of definitive program recommendations from regional 

sections of the ACA. And yet, the executive leadership of the ACA and its primary publication 

privileged the status quo and worked to stifle debate. When the June 1970 issue of Camping 

Magazine went to press, it carried a reprinted editorial from the Christian Science Monitor in the 

aftermath of the Kent State Massacre. The editorial argued that Kent State was the result of 

“youth’s passionate clash with society,” and that all Americans needed to “reexamine the needs 

and the methods which have brought the country to this tragic situation.” The blame for Kent 

State lay with “public leadership which has often not been sensitive or constructive enough,” as 

well as “an intellectual community which has too frequently failed to distinguish between 

constructive open-mindedness and irresponsible permissiveness,” and “a failure on the part of 

too many young people to distinguish between the rightness of objectives and the wrongness of 

methods.” The editorial concluded with a reminder that “[America] has, throughout its history, 

held to certain unifying principles and certain universally benefiting goals. A return to this state 

of thought will open new paths of progress in which all can join.”313 Significantly, the editorial 

didn’t mention gun violence at all. But if Camp Rimrock received numerous letters of 
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appreciation from soldiers in Vietnam, one wonders how many Ohio National Guardsmen also 

received firearm training at camp. As an editorial introduction to the Christian Science Monitor 

piece, the ACA wrote that, “As we approach the camp season, when the three generations – 

campers, counselors, directors – will again come together, CAMPING MAGAZINE’s editors 

call to your attention this editorial…” Kent State and the conservatism of camp directors were 

emblematic of the anxiety that they felt about their counselors and the values being espoused by 

America’s college-aged population. 

 Like Great Society programs for expanding access to inner city youth, political gun 

violence provided another point of contention for camp administrators in the late 1960s. Whereas 

certain elements were clearly sympathetic to progressive reforms, other camp directors and the 

national leadership of the ACA worked to maintain traditional practices and protect the status 

quo. The individual initiatives of private camps were respected, but efforts at systemic change or 

even meaningful debate were quashed.  

For a hundred years, organized camping had introduced generations of American children 

to the challenges and opportunities of living intimately with the outdoors. Philosophically anti-

urban and anti-modern, camps had promoted a simplicity and intentionality that made it well-

suited to address the criticisms of the ecological movement. Likewise, American ecumenical 

Protestantism had included certain ideas and evangelists who experimented with environmental 

thought. Still, the myriad institutions of the universal Church did not adopt significant 

environmental reforms or contribute administrative resources to the issue until prompted to do so 

in the 1960s and 70s. In March 1969, there were 7,699 individual members in the American 

Camping Association, which was a 3.5% growth since 1968 and a 18.5% growth over three 

years. The total number of American campers grew from 5.5 million to 7.8 over the previous 8 
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years. Religiously affiliated camps represented 13% of ACA-member camps. The average ACA 

camp covered 331 acres of land.314 

In the late 1960s, the camping industry exhibited some growing concern about the state 

of the environment. Although they remained generally committed to older paradigms about 

nature and the efficient conservation of natural resources, certain voices were beginning to 

anticipate the more systemic criticisms and holistic perspectives of the nascent ecology 

movement. The extent to which camping professionals discussed environmental protection 

before Earth Day indicates that the industry was sympathetic to ecological arguments and 

suggests that camps were spaces where American youth would be introduced to an emerging 

environmentalism. However, it took Camping Magazine over a year to dedicate a special issue to 

the ecology crisis and there were no proactive Earth Day organizing events. The limited 

engagement with ecology and the way it fit within the realm of other social issues that camp 

administrators were debating indicates that even as camps addressed ecology, it was but one 

among many such issues. Like the responses to those other issues described above, their response 

to the ecology movement would be to stress the individual. There was a right and a wrong way to 

care for the environment, but these ideas were all predicated on anthropocentric first principles 

and they were all depoliticized and delegated to the individual conscience. 

The period between Silent Spring and Earth Day was filled with a variety of 

environmental issues and perspectives. As American society shook with many other important 

social issues, the environment gradually become one in a litany of prominent problems. Like 

American society in general, camp leaders engaged these ideas with specific policy programs 

such as aesthetic beautification and wilderness protection. But they also remained cognizant of 
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their primary roles as educators and debated the urgency and methods of environmental 

education in the camp program. When Earth Day put environmental protection firmly on the 

national agenda, camp administrators had already had a decade of contemplation to build on 

which guided them along traditional and conservative pathways. 
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Chapter 7: Camps and American Society in the Early 1970s 

US Senator Gaylord Nelson (D-WI) gave the keynote address to the American Camp 

Association National Convention in St. Louis on Wednesday, February 25, 1970. He was billed 

as a “widely known conservationist,” and “the author of a comprehensive package of bills 

designed to eliminate all forms of water pollution.”315 Nelson addressed around 2,000 members 

of the ACA and shared projections that in thirty years, Americans would be consuming twice the 

300 billion gallons per day that they were using in 1970. Large cities would need to figure out 

how to recycle water four or five times to meet demand. “Water is the lifeblood of the whole 

ecological complex,” Nelson told the camp directors. “If we poison the water, we poison the 

whole system.”316 Less than two months later, Nelson led one of the most popular direct-action 

campaigns in American history: the first Earth Day. Thanks in part to public political activism on 

environmental issues - and in spite of continuous population increases - American water use only 

increased sixteen percent by 2000 and by 2015 rates were almost ten percent lower than they 

were in 1970.317 

 An estimated 20 million people participated in Earth Day events in cities, on campuses, 

in churches, and in rural communities across the country on April 22, 1970. Decentralized 

planning led to an incredibly diverse and creative grassroots movement that signaled the support 

for environmental protection from many segments of the US population. This broad and 

energetic outpouring of support provided the impetus for many of the Nixon-era protective 

measures that would emerge over the following years and the event is widely considered the 
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zenith of popular American environmentalism. Environmental and social historians have debated 

the origins, consequences, and limitations of Earth Day. The event started as a teach-in on 

college campuses and the demographic correlations between college students and summer camp 

staff, the outdoor setting of camps, and the educational mission of camp directors signal some of 

the shared objectives between the movements. In order to understand the role of church camps 

and other organized camps in defining and stimulating American environmentalism, it is 

imperative to understand how the camping industry interpreted their role in Earth Day and the 

broader ecology movement. 

 Despite hosting Gaylord Nelson in the run-up to Earth Day 1970, the ACA was 

surprising quiet about the event, compared with their preparation and participation in the U.S. 

Bicentennial, for instance (see Chapter 8). More than a year passed before Camping Magazine 

published a dedicated “Special Ecology Issue” in June 1971. Still, the new ecological perspective 

seeped into the pages of Camping Magazine through the initiative of individual authors and 

contributors before then.318 

 This chapter describes two issues that preoccupied church camps - and the American 

camping industry generally – in the early 1970s: the peak of the ecological movement and the 

deep anxiety over radical counselors. On the one hand, camping professionals gradually engaged 

with ecological critiques and started to develop mechanisms to promote ecological 

interpretations of nature. On the other hand, their efforts were inhibited by an enduring suspicion 

of radicalism held over from the late 1960s. Camp counselors were involved with organizing 

campers for direct action protests and counselors wrote letters to Camping Magazine to criticize 

major ACA advertisers. Understanding the relationship between ecological environmentalism 
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and counselor radicalism illuminates one aspect of the moderate answers that the camping 

industry and ecumenical Protestantism found to environmentalist questions. 

One day in the summer of 1970, a few months after Earth Day, a group of junior campers 

at a Methodist camp, Camp Wanake in Eastern Ohio, stormed into the dining hall at mealtime 

chanting “Stop DDT! Stop DDT! Stop DDT!” The campers marched around the room several 

times waving signs before stopping at the front to sing a rendition of “How Beautiful is the 

Green Earth” with the replacement words, “What would the whole world be worth if we filled it 

full of DDT, if we filled it full of DDT?” The group collected funds and raised $25.51, which the 

camp director forwarded to the camping office in the Division of the Local Church of the 

Methodist Church in Nashville. The director, David Schar, also shared the story of the campers’ 

enthusiastic protest, which was then disseminated by the Methodist national camping office in 

the pages of their newsletter.319 

 The occasion offers a unique glimpse of the interests of the campers themselves. No 

mention is made about how the campers came to be organized, who supplied them with the 

materials to make their signs or gave them the idea or permission to interrupt the generally well-

ordered traditions of the camp dining hall but the operations of a summer camp would have 

required at least tacit – and likely active – endorsement from the counselors. Furthermore, the 

decision to share this story with the national ecclesiastical leadership indicates support from the 

director, at least after the fact. Coming just months after the massive Earth Day events, the 

energy and enthusiasm of these campers at least speaks to their engagement with the issues, 

techniques, and energy of the ecology movement. That the camp functioned as a venue for this 

performance and that the camp director and the national director both were inspired to share the 
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event throughout the church indicates that camps could be nurturing places for environmental 

activism, even among the youngest campers. Camps had long been understood to be vital 

training grounds for democratic citizenship, and in the aftermath of the 1960s, this vision of 

citizenship also included direct action protest and dissent.  

 The role of children in the ecology movement has a couple unique features. First, the 

popularity of environmentalism and the upper-middle class origins of its constituency mean that 

its direct actions are generally (though not universally) safe and well ordered. Consider the 2019 

Earth Friday protests across the world and the leadership of the Swedish teenager Greta 

Thunberg. Environmentalist direct actions have repeatedly taken on a family-friendly 

atmosphere in ways that actions for other social issues have not. Upper middle-class White 

suburbanites weren’t getting attacked with dogs and fire hoses. Furthermore, children functioned 

as symbols of the intergenerational ambitions of environmentalism inherent in the concept of 

stewardship or preservation. If one was unwilling to subscribe to biophilic immanence and the 

inherent value of nonhuman life, then many could be compelled by an anthropocentric desire to 

preserve beauty or material resources for future generations. Children were mobilized as the 

obvious manifestation of this orientation. 

 Children were also a major concern for camp directors and their understanding of the 

ecology movement was filtered through that experience. Kay Kester of Camp Kiwani in 

Tennessee wrote that while camp directors certainly needed to be aware of their educational 

responsibilities, classroom teachers were more likely to argue that camps were primarily 

recreational and entertainment-focused. However, Kester argued that both sides needed to 

remember how related the two objectives were in the experience of children. “These people have 

never stopped to note how much children learn when they’re having fun!” [emphasis in 
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original]320 The urgencies of the ecological movement revealed an important and powerful 

resource that camp directors should be using to reach these objectives. “We in organized 

camping have a definite educational responsibility and we may begin to meet it by carefully 

planning and preserving our camp sites.” [emphasis in original]321 The importance of site 

preservation as a mechanism for camper entertainment and education was an innovative 

adjustment to the historic concerns about conservation. Again, the later taught campers about the 

importance of prudent resource use but the former taught campers the importance of respecting 

the integrity of ecological systems. 

 In order to guide children into this new ecological perspective, Kester suggested that 

camps needed to reimagine how they were using their sites in light of the ecological movement. 

Primitive camping is an effective method for teaching kids how to live lightly on the Earth, 

Kester wrote. Many urban children had no concept of how to appreciate or respect nature. 

Rather, many of them fear it. This was significant because, “People only protect and defend 

those things which actually mean something to them.”322 Once again, the objective of camp had 

shifted subtly and in addition to education and entertainment, now it was seen as a means to 

inspire advocacy. Children could be brought to appreciate the outdoors and “protect and defend” 

it. 

 For Kester, this potential transformation started with the director. “It seems to be the time 

to stop and re-examine priorities. Is it really more important to build buildings, even entire 

camps close together to save some money or sewer line construction? Or is it more important to 
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preserve some of the natural area so that a child may still associate camping with the out-of-

doors?”323 Fiscal responsibility and convenience were no longer sufficient justifications for camp 

planning. Many camps, especially church camps, ran on limited budgets. A culture of 

improvisation and frugality was pervasive but the critiques of the ecological movement were 

such that development and efficiency were no longer exclusively compelling. “The time has 

come to recognize that land – land in it’s [sic] natural state – is a camp’s most precious 

commodity. We have to accept the concept that a large natural area is very much a part of a 

camp’s facilities and resist the temptation to carve it up like sub-divisions because it is more 

economical.”324 By letting campers experience undeveloped landscapes away from campus 

buildings like cabins, dining halls, barns, waterfront boathouse, and the like, Kester was arguing 

for a new perspective on the camper and the camp ground. Expanding the definition of facility to 

include the undeveloped landscape at the peripheries of the campground meant reimagining how 

the camper occupied and encountered the camp. The ecological movement altered how camp 

leaders understood the educational and physical needs of children, along with the sort of 

behaviors they sought to inspire. 

 By the fall of 1970, in the aftermath of Earth Day and a summer of radical child campers, 

the ACA understood that the ecology movement had revealed an opportunity and a shortfall in 

their industry. ACA President John Kirk wrote to the membership in order to lament the state of 

nature study in America’s camps. This was not a new problem, however. “Down through the 

years one of the weakest areas in camp programs has been the study of the natural sciences or, 

more familiarly, nature study. This is unfortunate since the most unique contribution organized 
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camping can make to the lives of children is to provide them with living and learning 

experiences in the out of doors.”325 This was the result of outdated methods and a dearth of 

trained counselors, but the consequence was that camp directors often became frustrated and 

stopped trying entirely. However, there was hope. The American Camping Association had won 

a grant from the Lilly Endowment “for the expressed purpose of developing and implementing a 

course of study to train camp ecologists.”326 Indiana University Professor, former ACA 

president, and church camp advocate Reynold Carlson wrote the grant and was selected to chair 

the initiative. Kirk was optimistic that the camp ecology program would prove to be 

transformational for American camping, writing, “As a result of this new course of study, 

organized camping will play an even more important role in American life, working to 

supplement the educational experiences provided by schools to develop in young people an 

environmental sensitivity and a deeper concern for the quality of life everywhere.”327 The 

ecology movement had highlighted a historic shortcoming of American camping and made 

reformation urgent. By embracing the lessons of ecology and incorporating it into the core 

identity of organized camping, Kirk and Carlson hoped to keep camping relevant as a utopian 

vision of right relationship with nature. The Camp Ecology Training Project wasted no time and 

hosted a set of seven experimental seminars across the country in the spring of 1971. Cincinnati, 

Boston, Randle (Washington), Yellow Springs (Ohio), Ossipee (New Hampshire), Carbondale 

(Illinois), and Barre (Massachusetts) hosted ecological counselors from around their region and 
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offered rebates to the first 25 camps to respond.328 There were 3,096 ACA camps in 1971 with a 

total membership of 7,378 individuals.329 

 The ecology movement stimulated reflection and reaction in institutions across America. 

Although some individuals within the American camping industry understood that this moment 

provided the opportunity for deep reflection and systemic assessment, American evangelicals 

were much more reactionary. The most significant and direct evangelical response to the ecology 

movement came from the fundamentalist author and lecturer Francis A. Schaeffer. Schaeffer was 

an influential “intellectual celebrity” in American evangelicalism from the 1960s until his death 

in 1984 and his ideas were formative in the development of the Religious Right. Schaeffer wrote 

his evangelical response to ecology, Pollution and the Death of Man, in 1970.330 

 Pollution and the Death of Man is a short treatment of the ecological crisis which focuses 

on addressing the question of Christian responsibility that Lynn White raised in 1967. To his 

credit, Schaeffer clearly acknowledges that an ecological crisis exists. He attributes it to “modern 

man” and “the plastic culture” which has a “mechanistic worldview” that is driven by “the 

bourgeois upper middle-class.”331 Schaeffer even admits an affinity with the hippie 

counterculture on this point, relating a story about visiting a “Bohemian” encampment in the 

woods across from a Christian school. Looking back at the denuded and utilitarian landscape of 
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the campus from the perspective of the verdant hippie camp, he acknowledges that ecology is a 

significant criticism that must be taken seriously.332 

 What’s more, Schaeffer even admits that Christianity has a terrible track record on this 

issue and almost concedes White’s point. “It is true, as Lynn White points out, that many 

‘Christians’ are worse off in the area of ecology than animists, who think there are spirits in the 

trees and so they don’t cut down the trees carelessly,” Schaeffer wrote, “However, although this 

is true, it is not because Christianity does not have the answer, but because we have not acted on 

the answer.”333 Despite the scare quotes on Christian, Schaeffer also clarifies that he does, in 

fact, include his evangelical tradition as well. “Christians who believe the Bible are not simply 

called to say that ‘one day’ there will be healing, but that by God’s grace, upon the basis of the 

work of Christ, substantial healing can be a reality here and now. Here the church – the orthodox, 

Bible-believing church – has been really poor.”334 Even with these admissions, however, 

Schaeffer quickly tried to absolve Christianity of the responsibility for these errors. He insists 

that it’s the influence of Platonism and humanism that has led the church astray and prevented it 

from realizing its ecological potential.335 

 Admittedly, Schaeffer’s argument gets him to some useful places, especially in light of 

its 1970 context. The payoff for Schaeffer was ecological stewardship; “Only God is the 

Sovereign Lord, and the lower orders are to be used with this truth in mind. Man is not using his 

own possessions. A parallel is the gift of economic possessions... In the parable of the talents, 

told by Jesus (Matthew 25:15ff.), the talents or money did not belong to the man with whom they 

 
332 Schaeffer and Middelmann, Pollution and the Death of Man, 43. 
 
333 Schaeffer and Middelmann, Pollution and the Death of Man, 59-60. 
 
334 Schaeffer and Middelmann, Pollution and the Death of Man, 66. 
 
335 Schaeffer and Middelmann, Pollution and the Death of Man, 55, 64. 



 

 

241 

 

were left. He was a servant and a steward, and he held them only in stewardship for the true 

Owner.”336 This economic argument is familiar, and Schaeffer’s influence within evangelical 

Protestantism, as well as the broader rightward shift in American theology and society, indicates 

that this argument was influential not just in evangelical circles but more generally as well. 

Presenting a full-throated explanation of the fundamentalist ideas underpinning stewardship 

popularized this paradigm of religious environmentalism and locked it into the fundamentalist 

stasis. 

 At other points, Schaeffer says some interesting things in favor of the environment such 

as that we should treat it with “integrity” or “high respect” and that “To think of [nature] as low 

is really to insult the God who made them.”337 These are all encouraging and relate directly to 

nature’s status as an object which was created and therefore owned (and loved) by God. 

 Schaeffer’s defense of ecological stewardship rests on two Biblical tenets, consistent with 

the fundamentalist idolization of scripture. For Schaeffer, the idea that humanity was created in 

the image of God means that only humans can have a personal relationship with God. Schaeffer 

does not want people to entertain the idea of having a relationship with nature, “man’s 

relationship is upward rather than downward.”338 Here he reinforces the very Platonic ideas to 

which he’d like to offload responsibility. Second, he follows Francis Bacon in celebrating a 

medieval interpretation of humanity’s “dominion” over nature.339 

 Even though stewardship is better than exploitation, Schaeffer’s argument is built on the 

weak foundation of Biblical inerrancy and treats Christianity as a static system. These 
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ideological flaws introduce significant logical flaws in application. For instance, there are no 

practical limits to “dominion” as thus conceived. “Christians, of all people, should not be the 

destroyers,” Schaeffer wrote, “We should treat nature with an overwhelming respect. We may 

cut down a tree to build a house, or to make a fire to keep the family warm. But we should not 

cut down the tree just to cut down the tree. We may, if necessary, bark the cork tree in order to 

have use of the bark. But what we should not do is to bark the tree simply for the sake of doing 

so, and let it dry and stand there a dead skeleton in the wind.”340 If human utility is the only 

metric by which we judge environmental actions, there is no real limit to what we might do to 

nature. Any of the worst environmental abuses could be justified this way, let alone the 

aggregate disasters of billions of human users.  

 However, the most problematic feature of Pollution and the Death of Man is the extended 

strawman polemic against “pantheism.” Like the political conservative who is unable to 

distinguish between communism and socialism, Schaeffer was apparently unable to distinguish 

between pantheism and panentheism. He alludes to a conference which was held in Buck Hill 

Falls, Pennsylvania (incidentally, a regular meeting place for the NCC’s Special Committee on 

Camps and Conferences) at which the problems of ecology were addressed. According to 

Schaeffer, “then the proposition was made that the answer must be in the direction of pantheism. 

We are going to hear more of this. Pantheism will be pressed as the only answer to ecological 

problems and will be one more influence in the West’s becoming increasingly Eastern in its 

thinking.” Later, Schaeffer reiterated that “almost all the new theologians are drifting toward 

pantheism.”341 The reader will note the subtle way that he lumps “new” theologians and the 
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conference goers together and labels them pantheists without committing fully. For Schaeffer, 

these thinkers are always “in the direction of” or “drifting toward” pantheism precisely because 

they were not actually pantheists. As noted earlier in chapter 3, there were almost no true 

pantheists within ecumenical Protestantism, but ministers and camp directors who would affirm 

the divine in nature were in frequently threatened with this heretical label.  

 To Schaeffer’s mind, the problem with “pantheism” was that it devalues the human 

being. With his strict cosmological hierarchy, any suggestion that nature could be loved and 

valued in the same way as humanity meant that humanity had been degraded and was no longer 

“in the image of God.” He uses the case of a plague in order to differentiate between “good 

nature” and “bad nature.” Schaeffer claims that this version of theodicy is a fatal flaw in 

pantheist thought. Since nature is often harmful to humans, therefore it cannot be divine. 

Schaeffer neglects the fact that theodicy is equally - if not more - problematic for a theistic 

system with a benevolent and omnipotent God. Schaeffer is trapped by his Biblical literalism 

into categorically rejecting the radical universality of God’s love and thereby reinforces 

anthropocentric first principals.342 

 Finally, Schaeffer concludes by arguing that environmental stewardship is an expression 

of individual morality. “I who am made in the image of God can make a choice. I am able to do 

things to nature that I should not. So I am to put a self-limitation on what is possible [emphasis in 

original] … I look at the buttercup, and I treat the buttercup the way it should be treated. The 

buttercup and I are both created by God; but beyond this, I can treat it properly by personal 

choice. I act personally, and I am a person!”343 Schaeffer never does define what it means to treat 
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the butter cup “the way it should be treated.” He’s content with allusions to free will in the 

Garden of Eden and the rapacity of modern man. The reader is left to infer that the moral 

Christian individual will be gentler with the buttercup, maybe not pick it? He’s contrasting the 

willful human being with the mechanistic cow, that just eats whatever grows where it happens to 

be - never mind that the cow has been selectively bred in order for the human to eat wherever it 

happens to be. And as Schaeffer allowed earlier, if there’s a use for the buttercup, it also falls 

under our dominion. 

 The fundamentalist evangelical author, Francis A. Schaeffer, provided a useful example 

of the problems and possibilities of environmental stewardship. He was clearly invested in 

engaging the ecological critique in a constructive way. He argued forcefully that the concerned 

Christian needed to exhibit more care and less waste in his or her environmental behaviors. He 

acknowledged the dearth of practical Christian leadership on this issue, and argued that “the 

church ought to be a ‘pilot plant,’ where men can see in our congregations and missions a 

substantial healing of all the divisions, the alienations which man’s rebellion has produced.”344 

On this practical objective, I couldn’t agree more - though I don’t love the industrial metaphor. 

In fact, one might go further and point out that outdoor ministries have a special opportunity and 

therefore a special responsibility to be this sort of model. But Schaeffer also stopped short of 

admitting any systemic theological problem. His theory of scripture inhibited any substantive 

reflection on humanity, nature, or the divine as he was weighted down by medieval ideas about 

the imago dei and dominion. Significantly, Schaeffer’s influence on American evangelicalism 

and evangelicalism’s influence on American culture in the late twentieth century meant that 
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stewardship, with all this intellectual baggage, remained the paradigmatic environmental ethic 

for American Protestants. 

While camp leaders were analyzing the ecological critique and their pedagogical 

resources, certain anxieties about their college-aged counselors remained. Dr. Orville Jones of 

Northern Illinois University published an article on this issue in Camping Magazine. By 1971, 

some of the definitional distinctions between college-aged, radicals, and hippies had been 

worked out and Jones was quick to assure camp directors that most college students were not 

dangerous. “Most college students are not radicals – or dissenters – or hippies – or dropouts of 

society – or protesters – or activists. Most of them still believe in the American way of life; few 

of them speak critically of the structures, roles, and institutions in our society.”345 At the time, 

NIU was known as “the little red schoolhouse on the prairie,” and Jones claimed that from his 

experience at college, students did share some common critiques of society. Still, “they are no 

lazier, nor more hedonistic, nor more passive or aggressive than our generation.” Jones argued 

that student’s experience with affluence in Postwar America made them more sensitive to 

injustice. Their bedrock belief in America’s stated goals of equality, freedom, and tolerance 

meant that their parents’ generation had failed. Jones portrayed college students as misguided 

and naïve, but not radical or dangerous. “College students generally speaking are satisfied with 

their American heritage and way of life, and they do not want to destroy the capitalistic system 

or our government. But they are skeptical about ‘Americanism’ or ‘patriotism.’ They feel we 

should be citizens of the world.”346 Jones interpreted Vietnam as a Freudian projection of Uncle 

Sam as an overbearing father figure. The campaign for enfranchising 18-year-olds was 
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emblematic of the college-generation’s desire for leadership and the idealistic self-confidence 

that they could do better. In addition to unbridled optimism, the other significant difference Jones 

identified was a libertine attitude toward sex. The significant similarities between Fried’s and 

Jones’ generalizations was that the counselors wanted the opportunity to lead and teach. They 

were not passive volunteers who regurgitated the lessons that the directors wanted them to, but 

rather they were idealistic and motivated to promote a vision of America based on affluence and 

perpetually expanding justice and opportunity. 

 However, these assessments were not the only ones and the experiences of professors and 

social service administrators were somewhat different from the reports of camp directors on the 

ground. Donald Shellenberger of Camp Becket in Massachusetts reported some alarming 

“rebellions” that he had experienced and had heard about from others. “‘We refuse to attend 

chapel services.’ ‘You can’t make us salute the flag.’ ‘My personal freedom is the most 

important thing to me.’ ‘You are too rigid about carrying out camp policies.’ ‘Using pot is my 

own personal business, and the camp has no right to interfere with my doing so.’ ‘The camp 

ideals are garbage… unsuited for today’s world.’”347 Shellenberger’s litany of complaints 

portrayed young people as unreasonable and self-centered and his article repeatedly emphasized 

that the larger problem was that camp directors were unable to engage in meaningful discussion 

about these points but were met with intransigence and selfishness. He admitted that these 

attitudes might be coming from a place of idealism and a particular interpretation of American 

freedom and equality, but that there was no respect for dialogue or openness to mutual 

understanding. The rigidity of the rebellious staff meant that any attempt to maintain order or 

safety was met with insubordination and insurrection. Still, Shellenberger despaired that “loyalty 
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oaths or seeking better references” was a constructive solution. Better yet, camps should listen to 

the social critiques of college-aged and work them into their mission. By starting from a position 

of open engagement with young people’s desire for freedom and equality, camp directors could 

initiate a dialogue about the limits of freedom and the opportunities of community. Camping 

could be preserved as relevant and powerful by engaging college-aged counselors in the work of 

promoting a more just society through partnership rather than control, conflict, or expulsion.348 

 According to Shellenberger’s report, camp directors across the country were pained by 

the effort they needed to spend just to keep control of their staff and maintain safety and order 

for the children in their care. One response was to try and understand the role of the counselor 

and the social critiques they brought to the conversation. Although camp leaders could, and often 

did, minimize these concerns as byproducts of affluence, naïveté, or self-interest, they also 

acknowledged an idealism rooted in the foundational promise of American freedom. After 

fifteen years of celebrating the individualism of the pioneer on the nostalgic frontier, camp 

directors were still caught off guard when their counselors (likely including many former 

campers) started articulating that individualism back at them. 

 The youthful rebellion which had been wrought by the apotheosis of the individual 

conscious was part and parcel of the culture of the campground. Although camps were not 

prepared for the political dissent manifested by this ideology, they had been celebrating the 

rugged individualism of the pioneer and the way that camp could nurture and affirm that 

individual identity. The ecological movement, and its obvious situational relationship to the 

outdoor campground, provided another important venue for counselors to express these themes. 
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As politicized environmentalists drifted from the campus to the campground, they brought their 

newfound ecological awareness with them. 

One interesting example of how different meanings of ecology were debated in the 

practical decision-making of camp administrators occurred over the course of a year from 1971-

1972 in the pages of Camping Magazine. One of Camping Magazine’s major advertisers was 

Kellogg’s, and during the early 1970s they were advertising the Self-Service Bowl. The banner 

read, “Serve the World’s favorite cereals in Kellogg’s Self-Service Bowl.” Below, a circle of 

pictures showed the labels of Kellogg’s popular brands such as Corn Flakes, Froot Loops, 

Special K, and Frosted Flakes. The Kellogg’s Self-Service Bowl was, “the proven way to single-

serving portion control for hospitals, schools, campers, motels, and the military.” And what’s 

more, it was “More convenient and economical – Serve right from the plastic bowl. Just peel 

back foil lid, add milk and sugar, eat. No bowls to buy, no dishes to wash. Disposable when 

empty. Saves time and labor.”349 However convenient the self-service bowl might have been, its 

convenience made it the target of environmentalist criticism and put it at the center of one of 

Camping Magazine’s few public debates. Whereas substantive definitions of camping 

philosophy or the sharing of best practices constituted one form of quiet debate, the Self-Service 

Bowl issue was more like the riflery debate in its open cross-talk and hostility (see Chapter 5). 

 Significantly, the debate was kicked off by Johnsie Hudspeth, a “Student Member” of the 

ACA from North Carolina in a letter to the editor written a full year after Earth Day. The role of 

college campuses in the ecology movement paralleled the broader social critiques emerging from 

campuses across the country. “Convenient and economical” were not necessarily the values that 

spoke to college students and this counselor-aged member was not convinced. “I was very 
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discouraged to see Kellogg’s Self-Service Bowls advertised in Camping Magazine,” Hudspeth 

wrote. “The ad reads, ‘No dishes to wash. Disposable when empty. Saves time and labor.’ The 

All-American environmental cop-out: if it saves time and money, it’s okay,” Hudspeth wrote 

sarcastically. “Isn’t ACA concerned that these plastic bowls are not bio-degradable if placed in a 

landfill, and give off noxious gases if burned? What happened to washing bowls? Or, as an 

alternative, the individual cardboard boxes of cereal? If we are to have a tolerable earth on which 

to camp, organizations like the ACA must take their stand.”350 Hudspeth’s appeal reflects the 

emerging ethic of the ecological movement. Convenience and economy were more than just 

misguided, they often deluded the consumer into selecting ecologically detrimental products. By 

pointing out the longevity of plastics in landfills and their propensity to release dangerous 

chemicals, acids, neurotoxins, metals, and particulates in fires, Hudspeth was pointing out 

specific environmental detriments and by advocating reusable bowls or biodegradable 

cardboards, he was espousing anti-technological solutions. 

 The editors protected their advertising dollars by meeting Hudspeth’s concern with 

repeated attacks, both immediately following his letter and in following issues. The fervor of 

their rebuttal suggests that they decided to print Hudspeth’s letter because it was representative 

of others they had received and publishing the critique provided an opportunity to dismiss it. 

They allowed the question in order to attack it. They followed his initial letter with a full-

throated defense of Kellogg’s, writing to Hudspeth, “Your concern with preserving the 

environment is certainly timely and important. But to tag Kellogg’s with the label ‘All-American 

environmental cop-out’ is a bit much. Probably no company anywhere in the U.S. has over the 

years done more to assist ACA in the development of quality camping than has Kellogg. Indeed, 
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it is a safe assumption that without their aid, development of the ACA standards program might 

never have come about; at the very least, it would have been seriously hampered.”351 The 

condescending admission that Hudspeth’s concern was “timely and important,” echoes broader 

concern about whether or not ecology was passing fad and the defense of Kellogg’s focuses on 

their long partnership with the ACA rather than the ecological issue at hand. When the editor 

pivoted to the issue at hand, the initial defense was uninspired. “It would seem to us Kellogg 

must have researched thoroughly the environmental, as well as other, questions concerning its 

new individual cereal pack, before introducing it. In any case, we feel sure this civic-minded 

corporate citizen will appreciate being alerted, via your letter, to any possibility of environmental 

damage which might exist in their packaging.”352 The editor’s faith in their advertisers is sweet, 

if naïve. The whole of the initial response was condescending, dismissive, and cloying. 

 Not satisfied with the initial rebuttal, the editors picked up the issue again in the 

following issue, writing, “In the April Camping Magazine Reader’s Voice column, an ACA 

member accused the Kellogg Company of an ‘environmental cop-out’ for marketing its self-

serve cereal bowls which, the reader stated, ‘are not biodegradable if placed in a landfill, and 

give off noxious odors if burned.’”353 Two things to note here: first, Hudspeth was not actually 

criticizing Kellogg’s, he was criticizing Camping Magazine for carrying that particular add. The 

point is a fine one, but he wrote he was “very discouraged” to see the ad in Camping Magazine 

and he called on the ACA to take a stand for healthier products. If asked, he probably wasn’t 

happy about the product at all but his problem was clearly with the ACA. Second, the editor 
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misquoted Hudspeth in the second rebuttal, saying that Hudspeth objected to “noxious odors,” 

when Hudspeth’s letter actually objected to “noxious gases.” This point became significant 

because they used their misquotation to shift the terms of the debate from toxicity to odor, 

writing, “It now appears those who questioned the advertisement in Camping Magazine spoke 

too soon without obtaining full information. Kellogg Co. has advised a staff member of Camping 

Magazine that ‘while the Kellogg self-serve bowl is not biodegradable, it will burn without any 

obnoxious fumes.” Noxious can mean “harmful, poisonous, or very unpleasant.” Hudspeth’s 

critique said the fumes were harmful and poisonous; the editor’s second rebuttal focused on the 

strawman of unpleasant odor; and the Kellogg Company spokesman questioned whether it was 

obnoxious, which was entirely beside the point. 

 After that point, the controversy became more abstract and started to debate disposable 

wares in general rather than the specific issues of advertiser screening and ACA’s industry 

leadership on ecological practices. Camping Magazine published an unsigned column ostensibly 

submitted by a camp director who shared how shifting to disposable wares had saved his camp 

time and money, they received more critical mail from camping professionals who were harder 

to dismiss, and they published another defensive rear-guard denial.354 

 This controversy illustrates several important features of organized camping after Earth 

Day 1970. First, camping professionals were clearly paying attention to the emerging critiques 

about mass consumption, convenience, and sustainability. However, the institutions of camping 

organization and especially Camping Magazine were slow to achieve self-awareness or adopt 

any introspective assessment of their own environmental practices. What’s more, they actively 
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worked to suppress environmentalist dissent to the point of mischaracterizing criticism and icing 

debate. 

 The American camping industry’s sluggish administrative response to the ecology 

movement was further typified by the delay they took before engaging the question directly. In 

the aftermath of the Kellogg’s controversy, contemporaneous with the initial organization of the 

ACA’s Camp Ecology Training Program initiative, and a full fourteen months after Earth Day, 

the ACA finally devoted an issue of their magazine specifically to addressing the ecology 

movement. ACA President John J. Kirk wrote the introductory editorial to Camping Magazine’s 

June 1971 “Special Ecology Issue” and asked rhetorically, “Ecology – is it a fad?”355 He started 

by describing just how pervasive the term had become in American discourse during the early 

1970s. Kirk wrote, “It is almost impossible to pick up a newspaper, a popular magazine, or listen 

to radio or television without encountering the term ecology. Children in kindergarten are able to 

explain rather clearly and concisely just what the word means.”356 This popularity was a double-

edged sword. Whereas advocates saw it as evidence of the urgency and scale of the problem, 

opponents saw its popularity as evidence that it was overblown and would quickly pass just as 

earlier fad causes had. “If, however,” Kirk continued, “we stop and analyze the world today, we 

find that the study of ecology cannot be considered a fad or a passing fancy, but rather an 

absolute necessity if man is to continue to survive on this little speck of cosmic dust we choose 

to call Planet Earth. The problems of air pollution, water pollution, noise pollution, landscape 

pollution, and overpopulation have become so critical that many natural scientists are now listing 
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Man as one of the endangered species.”357 The cosmic perspective was a popular rallying cry for 

the ecology movement and enjoyed broad salience after the Apollo missions popularized images 

of Earth in a unified and singular optic. Because of this rising awareness, Kirk explained, 

“educational leaders” were reforming all phases of American education and incorporating 

ecology as a vital field of knowledge. “We in camping must join in this new educational 

endeavor since we have the potential for making a most significant contribution in developing an 

ecological awareness in children… the greatest laboratory in the world for helping children to 

better understand the inter-relationship of all life forms is the natural environment, the setting we 

use for our camp programs.”358 It is significant to note that Kirk saw camping to be an especially 

useful method for ecological education but that he thought it was following innovations that were 

already being made in traditional educational settings. Like American Protestantism, organized 

camping had the potential to provide unique educational resources but despite a fertile tradition 

of environmental concern and some prophetic voices it was institutionally reactive rather than 

generative. Kirk concluded with an appeal to the immediacy of the problem. He argued, “All of 

us in camping have an obligation to learn how we can join forces with all segments of the 

educational community in an effort to enlighten children as to what they can do to save ‘our 

home.’ Nothing we do in our camps will ever prove to be more valuable.” The tenor of the 

editorial does not suggest this was intentionally hyperbolic, and so the reader is left to conclude 

that Kirk was arguing for a fundamental redefinition of camping’s primary justification. Rather 

than a nostalgic anti-modernism or pastoral anti-urbanism, Kirk was arguing that camp’s most 

valuable service was in the education and advocacy of ecological awareness. 
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 American Camping Week was an initiative of the ACA since 1954 and had been 

validated by Congress and recognized by the President of the United States at various points over 

the seventeen years since.359 In 1971, however, President Nixon capitalized on the popularity of 

ecology and the outdoor situation of American camping in order to celebrate his openness to 

environmental protection. Nixon issued a proclamation in which he wrote, “The natural beauty 

of America has inspired great achievements in our people over the years. At a time when we are 

concerned more than ever before with preserving this vital national asset, I can think of no better 

way for our people to become acquainted with our natural environment than through 

camping.”360 Nixon was traveling well-trod paths in camping philosophy. By focusing on 

aesthetic appreciation and the allusion to pioneering and technological mastery in the form of 

“great achievement,” Nixon was acknowledging the historical justifications for camping and 

outdoor recreation. He continued, “Millions of Americans – of all ages – have found in camping 

an experience that is profoundly renewing and refreshing. As it has become increasingly popular 

in recent years, camping has made a growing contribution to both the physical and the spiritual 

strength of our Nation.”361 The increased interest in outdoor recreation during the leisure 

revolution and the historic interest in transcendental spiritual refreshment with nature are 

similarly conservative justifications for camping activities. Nixon concluded by advocating for 

increased camping and tied it to his administration’s work for environmental protection. He 

wrote, “It is a pleasure to join with the American Camping Association in urging our citizens to 

commemorate American Camping Week; and, in so doing; to remember the important part that a 
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clean, unspoiled environment can play in our lives.”362 Nixon’s support for environmental 

protection is typically understood to have been a political ploy meant to deprive Democrats of 

sole possession of such a clearly popular issue and thereby to provide cover for more 

conservative forms of resource use and conservation. However, this is precisely why his support 

fit so well with the objectives of America’s camping industry. Aesthetic appreciation of the 

natural world, a nationalistic understanding of the pioneering spirit, and the recreational 

consumption of outdoor spaces was consistent with the aims of midcentury American camping. 

 Another significant article in the Special Edition on Ecology was about educational 

philosophy and the role of ecology in the program of nature studies at camp. Steve Van Matre of 

Camp Towering Pines in Wisconsin began by reviewing the history of nature education in camp. 

He observed that ecology was just the latest paradigm in a long tradition of nature engagement at 

camp. First came identification, with its emphasis on teaching campers the names of various 

plants and animals. Success was judged by how well young urbanites could point out different 

species and label them correctly. Second came collection, with its emphases on pressing flowers 

or leaves, pinning butterflies, or keeping tadpoles in jars. Then came experimentation and the 

most recent stage was exploration and observation.363 All of these previous stages were 

inadequate to meet the new challenges of the ecology movement because they all posited the 

separate human subject and the static natural object. Van Matre’s article advocated for a new 

paradigm in nature education, “acclimatization.” “The Modern adult has cut himself off from 

nature. The meaning and goal of Acclimatization is to break down barriers to the point where one 

human being can feel himself not only completely surrounded by his environment, but totally 
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involved with it as well.”364 At Camp Towering Pines, acclimatization was achieved through a 

series of sensory experiences, blindfolding, tactile encounters, smells, and sounds were 

emphasized in a variety of different landscape types around the camp: the woods, the wetlands, 

the fields, etc. Van Matre explained how these sensory experiences enhanced not only the 

ecological awareness but also stimulated a concern for advocacy. “The most essential goal of all 

is that campers see what man has done to his environment; when he cuts trees for his pulp mills, 

and when he tears apart a lump of dirt, ‘you can’t put it back the way it was before!’ We have 

built into each day a pollution-impact experience.”365 This intimate sensory experience with the 

consequences of natural resource extraction had tangible and vivid expression. “Realization of 

man’s role as chief predator of the planet is more than an intellectual exercise. They feel it. They 

feel the death and destruction as they have felt the life: with all the senses alert, with barriers 

down, and on a personal level.”366 Van Matre’s program of acclimatization was twofold then. 

First, it was designed to make the camper feel intimately and emotionally connected with the 

natural world around them. This was affected through a variety of sensory encounters that 

enhanced the feeling of immersion and embedded the camper emotionally within that space. 

Then, the program emphasized the consequences of human resource depletion and the fragility of 

the natural spaces that the campers had come to appreciate. The psychological impact of this 

program was surely powerful, especially for urban or suburban campers who may have had 

limited encounters with biologically diverse landscapes. 
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 The Special Issue on Ecology also included a checklist of specific and proactive 

environmental behaviors that camps could undertake to mitigate their own environmental impact. 

William Wadsworth of the Boy Scouts’ Camping and Conservation Service wrote, “The crisis 

now facing our environment demands immediate effective action by all of us. It is not enough 

simply to be aware and concerned. We all must act, especially in our own camp.”367 These 

suggestions include ceasing any trash burning practices, opting for composting rather than brush 

burning, ceasing the application of chemical pesticides, installing low-flow toilets, using dye-free 

paper products, recycling when possible, using cloth towels and reusable dishes and utensils, just 

to name a few.368 The inclusion of practical steps rather than philosophical reflections or abstract 

arguments signals the seriousness of the issue for camp officials. Although the issue came out a 

year after Earth Day, the ACA was clearly inspired by the movement and sought to act as a 

clearinghouse for the most current and effective practices. 

 The Special Issue also included an article on littering from Keep America Beautiful and a 

description of an effective “wilderness” camping program. When considered holistically, the 

Special Issue was a comprehensive engagement with a broad and complex movement. The 

introductory remarks from the ACA and US Presidents signal both the opportunity for a radical 

reframing of camping’s central mission and a comfortable reiteration of how its traditional 

justifications could be adapted to the ecological crisis. Primacy of place was given to the role of 

nature education in camp but there was also a list of specific environmental practices for a camp 

director to consider. When the ACA responded to the ecological movement, they did so with 

enthusiasm. They built on their institutional heritage and widely shared industry priorities but 
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they challenged their members to attend to the new circumstances of the environmentalist 

critiques. As the decade progressed, however, the activist edge dulled and the practicalities of 

camp management would gradually force environmentalism into an individuated and elective 

paradigm. Still, as Kirk prophesied, environmentalism would remain a part of the discourse; at 

least throughout the decade. 

 It’s significant to note how the ACA was dragged into engagement with the ecology 

movement. The rising political engagement of their college-aged counselors, including the vocal 

ecological dissent from student members like Johnsie Hudspeth, was indicative of two factors at 

play in camps during the early 1970s. First was the gradual and conservative engagement with 

the ecology movement, and second was the anxious distance that camp directors and 

administrators maintained with their staff. 

 While camp directors continued to discern the form and function of ecological 

environmentalism, questions remained about who would execute the camp program. Richard 

Steinman, of the University of Maine, presented a paper at the New England Camping 

Association, which started from the same staffing issues that Donald Shellenberger identified the 

year before: Staff made more frequent challenges to the director’s authority, they wanted to 

engage in more social justice actions at camp, they protested displays of patriotism or religion, 

demanded a voice in decision making, opposed structured schedules, refused to report violations 

of camp rules, and even used drugs at camp.369 Rather than attributing these behaviors to 

affluence or political naïveté, Steinman identified the crucial problem and the unifying critique 

as “technocracy” and outlined six key behaviors among camp directors that exacerbated the 

division. Directors needed to rethink the chain of command, resist references to “order” or 
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“efficiency,” minimize ownership as the justification for authority, emphasize the didactic over 

the recreational, tread lightly with displays of uncritical patriotism, and value the counselor as a 

whole person rather than an employee filling a specific role.370 The thrust of Steinman’s article 

was a challenge to camp directors that the most productive course might be to think through 

some opportunities for adaptation and adjustment. He emphasized that the instinctual reaction, 

and the source of social tension, was to judge these critiques on the basis of the status quo, but if 

they could be examined on their own terms, directors could make reasonable accommodations 

and forestall most conflicts. 

 One of the features of this discourse that suggests the camp program’s adaptability relates 

to the evolution to small-group, decentralized camping, which had been ongoing since the 1940s 

and was largely accomplished by the early 70s (see chapter 2). Authoritarian, regimented 

camping had already been supplanted by grass roots, camper-centered educational models 

focused on practicing democracy and good citizenship. So, the specter of the camp director who 

had lost control because he or she could no longer trust campers to respect the chain of command 

was a director who had already retreated to a last resort. This illustrates the extent to which the 

anxiety captured in these articles was primarily a reaction to more general anxieties in society at 

large. Certainly, grumbling about discomfort with the U.S. flag or chapel services probably 

occurred, as did a proliferation of marijuana use commensurate with social trends, but the extent 

to which they constituted a crisis in camping is unclear. The headlines of these articles reflect 

Camping Magazine’s editorial conservatism, but the content more often advocated for tolerance, 

understanding, and cooperation with college-aged counselors. The major sticking point for 

camps was how to address the rhetoric of individual self-actualization and refocus on camp as a 
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community of shared values and common objectives. One expression of individual desire that 

was seen as being beyond the pale and antithetical to the common good of the camp was drug-

use. 

 David and Sheila Sohn of New York advanced a much different approach to combating 

the camp drug problem two years later. Dr. Sohn, founder of the Laboratory for 

Chromatography, wrote to advocate for universal and regular urine testing of camp counselors.  

The Sohn’s statistic-laden article inundated the reader with the scale of the problem in America 

and the evidence that America’s young people were using marijuana, amphetamines, 

barbiturates, LSD, and opiates at unprecedented levels. “Most camp personnel in direct contact 

with campers are usually young people in college or in the upper years of high school. 

Unfortunately, it is this very same group which has the greatest incidence of use of many of the 

commonly abused drugs,” the Sohns wrote.371 What’s more, they reminded camp directors that 

parents were aware of the correlation and that responsible camp directors would make assurances 

that they were acting proactively to ferret out drug users and protect the camp and their campers. 

The prosecutorial approach that the Sohns advocated is a rational outgrowth of their livelihood as 

urine-testers. Camping Magazine’s decision to publish their article reflects a significant 

departure from the people-centered collaborative approach that they published only two years 

previously.  

 Drug use was a growing subject of concern among American parents in the late 60s and 

early 70s. Commonly associated with the radical counterculture on college campuses, it was 

easily transferred to the slate of issues that camps had to address among their college-aged 

counselors. By acting proactively, camps could hope to limit their exposure to the problem, but 
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there were several proposed methods. This reflects the diverse responses that were emerging 

with regard to counselors and youth culture more generally. Even this new and visceral concern 

about the safety of their children could lead to either constructive partnership with college-aged 

counselors or the implementation of compulsory search and seizure. Monitoring the behavior and 

character of counselors had come to matter in ways that it hadn’t before. Counselors were, 

allegedly, more likely to be critical of authority and less likely to respect institutions. They were 

also assumed to have criminal or at least immoral proclivities. Whereas they had been a 

celebrated component of camp culture and intentional role models for their campers, they were 

increasingly viewed with suspicion. 

 Camp directors were having trouble managing their politically and behaviorally 

autonomous college-aged counselors. Meanwhile, the social critiques of that generation led to 

energetic and genuinely grassroots enthusiasm for ecological reformation in the American public 

at large. In the early 1970s, this enthusiasm yielded significant electoral and legislative gains. 

Progress political victories in American society necessarily influenced the life of American 

camps. This was especially true of the newly formed Environmental Protection Agency, which 

would have regulatory and programmatic influence on camp management. 

President Richard Nixon established the Environmental Protection Agency by executive 

order in December of 1970. On March 10, 1972, EPA Administrator William D. Ruckelshaus 

was addressing a luncheon at the ACA National Conference on the subject “The Search for 

Quality in our Environment.”372 As part of his presentation, Ruckelshaus shared that the ACA 

and the EPA had more than a superficial common interest in the outdoors. Camping Magazine 

reported that, “William D. Ruckelshaus, Administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency, 
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announced at the ACA National Convention in New York the expansion of the President’s 

Environmental Merit Awards Program to cover summer camping activities.”373 While the 

program had initially been designed for high schoolers, the EPA decided that “summer camp 

projects involving high school age youth” would also qualify. “Suggested projects for the 

program could fit into four categories: education, environmental awareness, community service 

and public affairs,” and readers were encouraged to reach out to the EPA for additional 

information about those categories and the procedures for entry.374 By June 1972, the 

Environmental Merit Awards Program had been extended again, this time to include campers of 

all ages and not just high schoolers.375 

As part of his National Convention address, Ruckelshaus lauded the potential for camps 

to contribute to this program and to the general development of America’s environmental 

awareness, saying, “There is no better place to teach ecology than the great outdoors for it is by 

definition the perfect ecological system… Many of today’s young people and many of their 

elders want more than a good time – they want to understand their natural surroundings and 

preserve them whenever possible. They want to contribute in an organized and responsible 

manner.”376 The decision to include camps in the Environmental Merit Awards Program 

acknowledged the ways that camping built off the natural endowments of the outdoor context 

and facilitated a more tactile and experiential form of ecological education. By encouraging 

camps to think proactively about ways to engage campers with the process of environmental 
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protection, the EPA helped accelerate a shift that had been ongoing from appreciation toward 

advocacy. 

Furthermore, Ruckelshaus encouraged camp directors to see their work as an integral 

partner to schoolhouse education. “In preparing for the opportunities of the 70’s and 80’s, 

organized camping should stress its untapped potential for educating young people. Only a small 

minority of the approximately 17 million youngsters between the ages of 10 and 13 in this 

country ever get the priceless experience of a sojourn in a boys’ or girls’ camp,” the 

administrator said, lamenting the limited access to camping that had stimulated LBJ’s 

exploration of the issue years before.377 “Think of what could be done for the spiritual and 

psychological growth of these children – and what benefits would be reaped by the nation – if all 

of them were able to spend a week or two in an organized camp during each of these formative 

years,” Ruckelshaus said.378 Emphasizing the spiritual and psychological benefits highlighted the 

importance of camp as an educational institution. He continued by advocating for a radical new 

partnership with formal education. “Now that school systems are considering year-round 

operations, this would seem to be an excellent time to coordinate both activities into an 

integrated program of formal education and character building.”379 Ruckelshaus’ speech built on 

shared assumptions about the value of camping but challenged it to move in radical new 

directions. His listeners would have agreed that it provided unparalleled opportunities for 

spiritual and psychological growth and that it was the ideal context in which to address 

environmental problems. However, the dramatic expansion of services had been met with 
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skepticism only a few years earlier and the long-held criticism of traditional educators suggests 

that closer partnership would have been a hard-fought accomplishment. 

What’s more interesting is that the EPA Administrator was the one with the platform to 

make such recommendations. Despite the increasing popularity of defining camping as an 

“educational institution,” it was still Secretaries of the Interior, environmentalist Senators, 

Presidents, and now the EPA Administrator who were invited to attend ACA National 

Conventions and quoted at length in Camping Magazine. The camping industry maintained a 

clear preference to view itself as an environmental institution as much as an educational one. 

The establishment of the EPA and the invitation to Ruckelshaus also reveals surprisingly 

little anxiety about increased government regulation of environmental protection. Whereas the 

camping industry had been skeptical about the government’s role in expanding access to urban 

youth, they remained quiet on the government taking a hand in regulating pollution. 

By the spring of 1972, at the same time Ruckelshaus was announcing the expansion of 

the Environmental Merit Award Program, Reynold Carlson reported that the ACA’s Camp 

Ecology Training Program was making some headway towards identifying the key issues. 

“Organized camps have had a long history of education in the use, understanding and 

appreciation of the natural environment. Camps have had good, bad, and indifferent success with 

their environmental programs, although, with their informal small groups and non-compulsive 

programs, camps should rank among the finest settings possible for influencing children,” 

Carlson wrote.380 Carlson agreed that nature study was a weak point, despite the remarkable 

potential for development. “Organized camps,” he continued, “like some other groups, are now 

engrossed in a soul-searching effort to find better ways of achieving their objectives with 
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children in relation to the environment.”381 Not only did Carlson emphasize the deep, “soul-

searching” significance of the initiative, he referenced how it functioned as part of a broader 

social movement to reexamine the methods of relating children to their environment. As the 

program developed in the following years, the themes of urgency and collaboration would 

remain central to the ACA’s understanding of its environmental programming. 

Despite - or perhaps because of - the significant gains of the ecology movement, public 

enthusiasm for ecological environmentalism would cool over the course of the 1970s. While 

camps and Christians were carefully conservative, the American public was genuinely 

enthusiastic at a grassroots level between 1970 and 1973. Disillusionment with government 

solutions after Watergate, the oil crisis of 1973, and the debate over public land in the U.S. West, 

combined with the increasing professionalization of environmental advocacy and the 

restructuring of American religion along political ideology led to a new age of fracture and 

limitation. In this context, the conditions left by a long history of vague “appreciation” of nature 

with a new skepticism about camp counselors and youth culture meant that churches were left 

with an individualistic and moralistic ethic of stewardship rather than an urgent, organized, and 

political voice for environmental justice and integrity. The careful and sluggish approach that 

church camps took meant that they incorporated some ecological elements to which they were 

already predisposed as they rode out the wave of popular discontent until they could settle into 

the moral high ground of their - now traditionalistic - environmental stewardship. 
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Chapter 8: Church Camps and Individualism in the 1970s 

Immediately after World War II, church camps and conferences were about institution 

building. By the 1970s, church camps were increasingly about aesthetics, programming, and 

spirituality. The experiences of three church camps from 1973 illustrate how these themes 

operated at the grassroots of practical camp ministry. After examining these case-studies, we will 

consider how they conformed to broader trends in the national camping institutions and a 

settlement for individual environmentalism under the rubric of “good stewardship” before the 

1980s. As the metaphor of nature as wilderness took hold in outdoor ministries, the 

entertainment and edification of the individual camper became paramount. 

Camp Fontanelle is a Methodist camp located just south of Fontanelle, Nebraska and 

about twenty minutes north of Fremont. Tucked into a bend in the Elkhorn River, Camp 

Fontanelle includes a landscaped central campus with an arrangement of small group units on the 

outside. There are a variety of program elements including a slingshot fort, a tree laden with 

hammocks, an inflated bounce pad, a small barn with a petting zoo, and a corn field for the 

annual autumn maze and barbeque. On the western edge of the property, sloping down to the 

river, is a wooded area with trails and a pine plantation that the founders initially intended to 

generate Christmas trees for sale. Even with the proliferation of program features, Camp 

Fontanelle’s board members and past directors still pride themselves on the “primitive” and 

“rustic” conditions. They feel that this reflects real camping without artifice and introduces 

campers to a more authentic mode of living. By examining the ministry at Camp Fontanelle 

during the 1970s, we can observe how church camps mobilized nature in a fairly typical 

Protestant church camp after the ecological revolution. 
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 Bill and Ramona Repair started working at Camp Fontanelle in 1972 when Bill was hired 

as camp manager. Ramona was an invaluable partner during Bill’s tenure and helped with all the 

various tasks that were required in operating a camp such as registration, maintenance, meal 

preparations and general operations.382 Although the pastors of the visiting groups were 

generally responsible for providing their own programming, the Repairs’ comprehensive 

familiarity with the campground made them valuable assets and much sought-after partners in 

ministry.  

One of the most memorable services that they performed as part of their duties was 

conducting night hikes with visiting church groups. These hikes were conducted without the use 

of flashlights with only the light of the moon or stars and one’s own nocturnal vision. They 

provided campers an opportunity to appreciate humanity’s surprising capacity for night vision as 

well as the activities of the forest’s nocturnal creatures such as frogs, owls, bats, and coyotes. 

Bill Repair recalled that, “we reached the point where the kids would – the first thing they’d ask 

on Sunday afternoon when they were coming into the camp – are we going to have a night hike 

this week? Can we have a night hike?” Ramona Repair added that, “a group of ladies that came 

for a district retreat- they asked, ‘We heard about this camp night hike that our kids – our 

children – have taken. Can we get one?”383 Word of mouth was an essential component of camp 

advertising and although children have always been organized camping’s bread and butter, 

church camps in particular have often catered to adult groups as well. Ramona Repair was 

clearly impressed that in addition to adventurous children, adult women were also inspired by the 

prospect of a night tramping through the woods. “They just put blankets around – they didn’t 
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have the proper jackets to wear, and they took some of their bedding and then they enjoyed it. 

And they were 70-year old ladies!”384 Regardless of hikers’ ages, Ramona Repair made a habit 

of preparing the campsite for a safe and effective night hike. She recalled that, “we made sure 

that the trail was safe and every evening after dinner I’d go out and clear the trails of any brush, 

things that the wind – because it does blow here in Nebraska – and make sure that it was safe for 

people to be walking.”385 Bill shared that this process was fairly straightforward because they 

used the same mile-long route each time.386 The attention to risk assessment and the daily 

dedication to trail maintenance emphasizes how fundamental property management was to the 

provision of an effective outdoor ministry. As Ramona Repair noted, the weather conditions of 

rural Nebraska were such that trail conditions could, and often did, change within the course of a 

day. In order to provide safe services for children or the elderly, clear trails were an essential part 

of the program regime. 

 The night-hike trail led out to Christmas Tree Hill, one of the highest points in the 

campground. Bill Repair recalled that they used to hike out there with blankets and encourage 

everybody to lie down in the grass. In the 70s the trees were much smaller than they are today 

and the campers were afforded an expansive view of the night sky through the saplings. Bill 

Repair shared that, “you could see all the things and hear the trains going through over to the 

west… We’d see all kinds of things. We’d holler back at the coyotes. There’s a little thing that 

we’d point out to the kids. They could listen to the coyotes.”387 
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 Ramona remembered the overwhelming peace and tranquility of those night hikes. “The 

kids would get up there and they said, ‘be quiet.’ As the most wonderful experience as I looked 

up at the sky. They said, ‘there’s so much beauty in God’s creation in the daytime, and you’re 

out in the dark and then you really see and hear and experience the wonders of God’s 

creation.”388 Some of the camp counselors had knowledge about astronomy and could guide the 

campers through the various stars, planets, and constellations. Ramona Repair remembered the 

fields of fireflies and the smell of black locust trees. The stillness of the night made the trickling 

Buttermilk Creek, which runs through the campground to the Elkhorn, audible. “There’s so much 

about the night and you become a part of it.”389 

 The Repairs’ fond recollection about leading night hikes at Camp Fontanelle reveals just 

one example of the way that camp programming in the 1970s could stimulate an intense 

connection with nature. Rural Nebraska was not a hotbed of environmentalist activism. The 

agricultural economy inspired some concern for soil conservation, but not the radical ecology of 

the Earth Day era. Still, an aesthetic and spiritual appreciation for the outdoors reflects older and 

broader forms of environmental sensitivity. As the ecological movement played out throughout 

the seventies, camp administrators increasingly discovered that these approaches were not 

always easy to reconcile. 

 Aesthetic appreciation for the environment was an important feature of the campground 

and helped in setting the experience apart from the mundane cycles of congregational life. 

However, for camp directors, congregational pastors, and many of the campers, the primary draw 

of the campground was not nature at all, but the fellowship facilitated by the environment of 
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isolation. The programmatic features of camp life were always nestled in an environmental 

context, but nature was often treated as an inert backdrop to interhuman exchange directed 

towards individual inner growth. 

The American white pelican has an average wingspan around 9 feet wide, making it one 

of the largest North American birds. These wings carry them high into the air and aid their 

migration from breeding grounds on the northern plains to the southern coastal areas along the 

Gulfs of Mexico and California. Watch a flock of white pelicans on the wing, high in the ether, 

wheeling in wide circles with their unlikely bulk suspended against an azure Dakota sky. Time 

goes in and out of focus, punctuated by the occasional spiral or ascent. Several individuals work 

along the reedy banks of the reservoir, chasing fish into shallower water or otherwise gliding 

about their business over the ruffled surface. Watching pelicans is hypnotic in a way that 

impresses the observer with the notion that, as the poet once said, the wheel in the sky keeps on 

turning and we don’t know where we’ll be tomorrow.390 About 500 yards to the south, a group of 

preteens are working a team-building course. 150 yards southwest and up the hill, another group 

is doing a Bible study near the chapel. Another 250 yards beyond that, another group is playing a 

game in an open field. The affairs of the Bible camp proceed undisturbed and those kids and 

counselors wheel through their days and weeks in cycles of their own. These birds and these 

youths will come and go, and this place will serve other birds and other youths. One summer the 

reservoir went dry. The counselors entered a float in a parade that featured canoes stuck in mud 

and a warbling rendition of “How Dry I Am.”391 The pelicans, also, must have adapted their 

program. The conduct of camps and critters are embedded in the history of their landscape. 
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Upper Missouri Ministries (UMM) is a Lutheran church camp outside Epping, North 

Dakota, just north of Williston in the heart of the Bakken oil fields. Gently rolling hills 

punctuated by bobbing oil pumps lead to the camp perched on a peninsula surrounded by the 

Epping Springbrook Dam and Reservoir. In the early 1970s, the oil industry was depressed and 

the community was still transitioning from agricultural to mineral work, but the camp churned on 

with the support of the local Lutheran population descended from German and Scandinavian 

pioneers. Timothy Swenson was one such volunteer and served as a counselor for a few sessions 

in the summers of 1972 and 1973. Nine Lutheran congregations from McKenzie County, North 

Dakota sent their youth to camp, which meant somewhere around 50-60 campers. Swenson 

served as a counselor “responsible for the programming and teaching and the overall supervision 

of the kids while they were [at camp].”392 By considering Swenson’s experience of Lutheran 

outdoor ministries in the early 70s, we can see how camp programming was facilitated on the 

ground and more closely approach the meaning that experience held for the counselor and the 

participants. 

 Significantly, the opportunity to attend camp was, in itself, an important recreational and 

social occasion. Swenson noted that since he didn’t participate in sports and because he lived in a 

rural community, he hadn’t had many opportunities to participate in large group activities.393 

Due to the demographic trends of American society in the post-war period, the experience of 

suburbanization and the traditional anti-urbanism of camp philosophy amplify a particular view 

of camps as spaces where urban and suburban children go back to nature in order to receive 

refreshment and a new perspective on life. However, the experience of UMM and many camps 
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like it remind us that as camping was popularized around the country, it frequently provided an 

inverse and centripetal force. In rural communities, gathering at camp could be a unifying 

opportunity for children in a new and relatively large community, distinct from their isolated 

experiences on the farm. This is a factor of the systemic evangelism of camp ministries across 

the denominational and ecumenical structures as well as a legacy of nineteenth century camp 

revivals. Rural communities had long been in the habit of coming together for religious services 

and while suburbs and cities had pioneered the structures of organized camping, they were easily 

transferred to rural communities as well. The internal logic of the camp program functioned in 

similar ways regardless of circumstance and a given camp could draw participants from both 

urban and rural congregations. 

 During a week at UMM in the early 1970s, as in many religiously affiliated camps and 

retreat centers, an important feature of the program was “trust building.” Swenson explained that, 

“you learned through these activities that you could count on your neighbors.” In order to make 

the program effective, the individual participants had to see themselves as part of a community. 

They had to feel safe and comfortable enough to focus on the lessons that were being taught and 

for many camps or groups the team-building was itself part of the main justification. This was 

especially true of those congregational groups that came out as a unit such as adolescent 

confirmation camps or adult retreats composed of congregational councils. Swenson described a 

couple such team-building exercises. In one, the campers would sit on the floor in their stocking 

feet and form a tight circle around one of their members who stood up in the center. Then, the 

camper in the center would fall toward the outside of the circle, into the outstretched arms of the 

seated group at the outside. The one who had fallen would keep their body rigid while those 

around the outside passed them along the circle, keeping their feet locked together in the middle. 
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The object of the exercise was to see how many times they could pass the individual the whole 

way around the circle before they either lost contact with the center or lost their rigidity and fell 

all the way into the group. Other iterations of this type of ice-breaking or team-building activity 

included a line of campers standing close together and all sitting down simultaneously so that 

they all sat in the lap of the person behind them, with the last person sitting in a chair or 

otherwise all campers placing a single finger underneath one volunteer and lifting them up 

through the combination of many small efforts.394 These team-building games were designed in 

order to break down physical barriers in a controlled and supervised manner, build camaraderie 

through shared experience, cultivate an air of informality and fun, and also emphasize the power 

of the group to coordinate their actions for mutual support. Swenson explained, “[These 

activities] were community-building games and so it actually brought us together as a group and 

they could be quite exhilarating, and that physical exhilaration often translated over into an 

emotional engagement with the teaching that usually followed this stuff. With the younger kids 

what we really hoped was that we could wear them out, so they’d be quiet and go to bed after 

supper.”395 The combination of emotional and psychological team building with physical activity 

and time management speaks to the multifaceted concerns of camp counselors as they enacted 

the camp’s programs. It was not sufficient to focus exclusively on education, entertainment, or 

safety, but rather all things had to be considered as part of the whole experience. 

 The emphasis on team building through games is one feature of the way that the new 

marketplace of leisure stressed the outdoor ministry format. Making sure that each individual 

camper had fun was a way of ensuring the long-term viability of the camp and the congregational 
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youth groups that used them. While team-building facilitates a community, McDonaldized 

programming was one way to ensure effective and consistent entertainment for individuals. 

Camp program in practice was never the neatly defined litany of objectives and activities 

that the professional administrators imagined. The process of writing it down necessarily 

divorced it from the contextual and adaptive practice of camp counseling. While they could 

efficiently articulate general aims and provide a menu of possible games or relevant Bible verses, 

the actual efficiency of the program, the degree to which it met those aims, and the tenor of the 

conversations that were held were always mediated through the specific interests and 

personalities of the camp staff; including the directors, pastors, parents, counselors, and campers. 

It was a lived experience. 

The programmatic features of the campground facilitated a fellowship within a 

community of campers as an effective way to promote individual growth and development. This 

was an especially important emphasis in youth services, as church camp directors and camping 

pastors understood their mission to be the upbringing of Christian young people. However, 

consistent with the demographic shifts underway in the United States, the 1970s also witnessed 

the growth of adult services in camp and adult-oriented Christian retreat centers. The function of 

retreat centers was similar to campgrounds in how it provided a space set apart from daily cycles 

and daily concerns. By providing space for rest and reflection, camps and retreat centers 

provided oases of social respite in increasingly contentious and confusing times. Adults, 

furthermore, were not subject to the same programmatic logic. Retreat centers might offer Bible 

Studies, small discussion groups, or art programming similar in form to the child’s campground, 

but different in sophistication or structure. The emphasis on individual spiritual renewal and 

inner peace would become emblematic of the 1970s and 1980s fixation on self-actualization. 
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About eight miles west of Hunt, Texas, near its headwaters, the Guadalupe River stalls on 

its course to the Gulf. There are many meanders in the course of the Guadalupe, but this one 

cools the banks of Mo-Ranch. The river exposed stunning limestone, dolomite, and shale ridges. 

The dam on the waterfront delays the river for a moment to borrow time for swimming, 

canoeing, and Mo-Ranch’s famous 38-foot-tall slide. Part of the river is diverted into a model 

wetland garden in the heart of the main campus in order to make the riparian ecology accessible 

to all visitors. Just south of campus, underneath Texas Highway 1340, a trail follows the river to 

a set of impish rapids. This spot is popular for its knee-deep pools and the chance to slide down 

the small, swift chutes. But when approached in contemplation, these hundred yards of 

turbulence burble with the beauty of struggle, patience, and perseverance. Fingerling fish huddle 

in the eddies as pebbles inch along their way. The scent of Ashe juniper is sharp in the lingering 

heat and the rush of the rill below the ancient cliffs belies the slow, unceasing, violence beneath 

a moment of peace. 

Presbyterian Mo-Ranch Assembly is a retreat center in the Texas Hill Country less than 

an hour and a half west of Lyndon Johnson’s “Texas White House.” Mo-Ranch once belonged to 

the Conoco executive Dan Moran before the Presbyterians acquired the property in 1949. It has 

served as a restful and contemplative oasis ever since. One of the most significant assets of an 

outdoor ministry is its isolation. Despite its remote location and pastoral setting, even Mo-Ranch 

did not entirely escape the turbulence of the 1960s and 70s. The instances of engagement and the 

modes of interaction with social issues illustrate how these outdoor ministries functioned as 

Protestant institutions.  

Especially during periods of relentless social contention, the opportunity to withdraw for 

personal meditation and group discussion can provide clarity of vision and a sense of moral 
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purpose for one’s inevitable reentry. Otis Moore, President of Mo-Ranch from 1973-1991, once 

said, “We want the community to know that Mo-Ranch is not just a sanctuary where people go to 

escape. It is a place for retreat, growth and enrichment that helps the individual return to his 

community and to live life more fully.”396 For the registered guests, retreat centers like Mo-

Ranch can serve as an escape, or rather as a strategic withdrawal with the objective of moral, 

emotional, and spiritual fortification. And this is no less true for the staff, seasonal and 

otherwise. 

 Otis Moore was president of Mo-Ranch in the 1970s and he recalls several staff members 

who found respite from personal and social challenges at Mo-Ranch. Presbyterian mothers and 

grandmothers would deposit their troubled youth at the retreat center for a restorative summer of 

hard labor and moral guidance.  Young men who were struggling with drugs or alcohol were set 

to work on the grounds crew. In addition to the troubled youth of Presbyterian families, a handful 

of drifters found employment and stability on the maintenance and housekeeping staff at Mo-

Ranch.397 One of these was a woman who was fleeing an abusive relationship and was referred 

to Mo-Ranch by the pastor in Fredericksburg, Texas. “So after a week – which is what I said, 

‘You can stay here a week.’ - She said, ‘I’d like to stay another week. This is a wonderful place.’ 

And I would say, ‘Well, after the second week, she said, ‘I’d still like to stay another week,’ and 

I’d say, ‘Well, it’s going to cost you some. If you’re going to eat in our dining hall, you have to 

work at Mo-Ranch. Here’s a paintbrush.’” After working odd jobs on the maintenance staff for a 

while, this woman happened to acquire a single-engine airplane from a donor in a neighboring 

community. The woman had her pilot’s license from her previous life and she stayed on at Mo-
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Ranch for two years, flying Moore to ecclesiastical events and fundraisers around the southern 

plains, dramatically expanding Mo-Ranch’s regional profile and effectiveness.398 In reflecting on 

this story, Moore was most impressed by the woman’s spirit and ambition as well as the ranch’s 

capacity to transform individual lives. The serendipitous combination of skills, resources, and 

opportunity was facilitated by Moore’s willingness to take on people in need and find sustaining 

labor for them.  In describing the fundamental difference between Mo-Ranch as a Presbyterian 

retreat and Mo-Ranch as an oil executive’s resort, Moore stressed that it was now a “person-

centered place.”399 In response to the social conditions of the 1970s, Moore saw the effective 

service of Mo-Ranch in its capacity to offer sanctuary from the storm. Both the paying guests 

and the working crew found opportunities to escape from the pressures of society. 

 This is not to say that Mo-Ranch was perfectly insulated. There were occasional 

intrusions into the serenity of the retreat. Fred Gamble started working at Mo-Ranch as a 14-

year-old, washing pots in the kitchen in the 1960s. Gamble recalled one problem that occurred 

when a group of “Lutherans, Presbyterians, and maybe Methodists,” got together at Mo-Ranch 

for an interfaith and interracial conference. Two Black men arrived late for breakfast (at most 

camps and retreat centers, mealtimes are rigid and sacrosanct) and found that the warm food had 

already been packed away. Although the kitchen staff offered to pull out some cold cereal and 

fruit, and despite the fact that the tardy parties understood their transgression and accepted the 

accommodation, some other conference-goers interpreted this as discriminatory and charged into 

the kitchen demanding that the latecomers be served warm food. Although the head cook 

diffused the situation – under threat of violence – the conference organizers thought they had 
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struck on a practical and relevant topic to workshop and the whole altercation was dissected as 

emblematic of the racial issues facing the country.400 Gamble now serves as Mo-Ranch’s CFO, 

and although his employment has not been continuous, the fact that this one encounter is the 

most significant story of social conflict in over fifty years suggests that the church camp or 

retreat center is generally a well-insulated environment. 

 This insulation cuts both ways. Although it is effective at keeping social unrest at bay and 

providing a refuge for reflection, it also means that conference goers can avoid engaging with 

social criticism. Mo-Ranch is currently investing in several creative sustainability initiatives but 

Gamble categorically denied that it had been part of the culture at Mo-Ranch in the late 1960s 

and early 1970s. Gamble attributed this to regionalism, which makes some sense. Rural areas 

have been less motivated by environmentalism, but Mo-Ranch also drew significant attendants 

from the urban areas of the Texas coast. Presbyterians were working on environmental issues at 

the national level, but apparently this did not trickle to the local ministries. Even in a situation as 

idyllic as Mo-Ranch, the beauty of the natural world was secondary to the benefits of isolation 

and tranquility. 

 Mo-Ranch illustrates an important tension in the local experience of outdoor ministries in 

the 1960s and 1970s. One of the primary – if reductionist - distinctions between camps and 

retreat centers is that retreat centers serve adults and camps serve children. When adults elect to 

attend church retreats in rural locations, one of their primary objectives is to get some peace and 

quiet. This is seldom entirely individualistic, as they usually attend as part of a retreat group or 

subscribed to a particular ministry program, which stimulates organized and pointed reflection 

on key topics. But the substantive appeal of a remote retreat location rather than a suburban 
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church basement is that the outdoor ministry provides a useful time and place set apart from the 

pressures of society wherein the religious American can find space to engage with – or avoid – 

social problems. 

 These examples from Nebraska, North Dakota, and Texas illustrate the contours of 

outdoor ministries in 1973. Nature largely functioned as a backdrop for programs that facilitated 

fellowship and moral lessons for children or independent spiritual and intellectual growth for 

adults. Nature was often appreciated and described as an important aesthetic endowment. Even 

in the aftermath of the ecology movement, which had achieved its highwater direct action 

campaign and its keystone legislative victories by 1973, church camps and retreat centers were 

still defined by their anthropocentric and individualistic services with limited ecological 

engagement. This is not entirely surprising, since the national institutions leading the church 

camp movement only provided limited leadership on this issue and local camps and 

congregations were free to elect how, when, and if to engage the question. The generalist wing of 

American camping continued to provide marginal leadership, and individual Protestant leaders 

participated in those conversations, but they only influenced outdoor ministries superficially if at 

all. 

By the summer of 1973, two and a half years after the Lilly Endowment grant, Reynold 

Carlson had some deliverable results to report to the American Camp Association membership. 

He published a three-part series of articles describing the project’s findings. Carlson introduced 

the problem and camping’s relevance by writing, “Organized camping, as an educational 

institution, cannot escape its responsibility toward the understanding and solution of 

environmental problems. Its very character makes camps logical and even ideal settings for the 
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consideration of environmental problems and actual participation in their solution.”401 

Significantly, Carlson characterized camps as educational institutions in an aside. As we have 

seen, the prominent role of leisure in the life of the camp had kept this an open question up until 

this point. However, the new emphasis on ecological education finally permitted education to 

edge out recreation as the apparently obvious justification for organized youth camping. 

Furthermore, camping’s outdoor situation made it “logical and even ideal” for ecological 

education. The assumption that the campground functioned as a natural space, approximating 

wild or even “wilderness” conditions for urban or suburban children, built off shared ideas about 

landscape use and the function of under-developed spaces. Finally, the objective here is not only 

the “consideration of environmental problems,” but also the “actual participation in their 

solution,” echoing the direct-action campaigns of the 1960s and 1970s with an emphasis on 

engagement and practicality. 

Carlson argued that the first step in developing an effective ecology program lay with the 

camp director. The camp director needed to manage the site so that it revealed opportunities for 

campers to engage nature, he or she needed to operate the camp in a way that modeled respectful 

use of natural resources, programming should enhance “an ecological point of view,” and staff 

must be trained to be able to interpret the site appropriately and effectively.402 This emphasis on 

the director as the well-spring of ecological education harkened back to a nineteenth century 

model of organized camping where a single charismatic camp director functioned as the 

symbolic and practical center of camp life. However, it also indicated the multitude of 

opportunities that the ecological reform presented. Only the camp director was able to effect 
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changes in facility management, operations, programming, and staff training simultaneously. By 

bringing camp directors on board from the beginning and emphasizing their authority, Carlson 

indicated both the scale of the problem and the ambitious reforms he would lay out in the rest of 

the series. 

He started with describing facility management, listing such varied concerns as 

cleanliness, aesthetics, erosion, water quality, trail construction and maintenance, natural 

resource surveys, maps, and infrastructure. However, Carlson was keenly aware of the camp’s 

primary function as an elective recreational space, writing, “The director and staff should be 

aware of and sensitive to aesthetic values. The camp site should be a place of intrinsic beauty, 

and the camp director should so manage the area that the existing values are preserved and new 

aesthetic resources developed.”403 Although the ecological integrity of the space and its facilities 

was important, most of the paying customers were parents who had only limited physical 

encounters with the space. Preserving a pleasing aesthetic landscape was critical to both the 

comfort and engagement of the campers as well as the curb-appeal that parents needed to trust 

the camp in the first place. 

For Carlson, daily living meant the environmental impact of communal living, hygiene, 

meals, pests, and groundskeeping. These were especially important considering the camp’s 

potential role as an introduction to the outdoors for many urban and suburban children. “The city 

child with little experience in the woods may experience in camp his first disagreeable 

encounters with ants, mice, mosquitoes, ticks, chiggers, poison ivy, and other unpleasant living 

things. These may seem to him to have no function but that of making his life difficult. Here 
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again arise opportunities for ecological education,” Carlson wrote.404 By taking an inclusive view 

of the entire camping experience, Carlson was pointing out that environmental education could 

fit the immersive and organic style of education that camps had long practiced. Rather than 

imposing artificial lessons on species identification or food chains, the effective ecology program 

recognized that the entire life of the camp had ecological causes and consequences. Both the 

enjoyable aesthetic scenes and the hardships of outdoor life provided opportunities to guide 

campers into more mature appreciation of the natural world. The assumption that camp was the 

urban youth’s gateway to the outdoors had long antecedents in camp philosophy but the 

ecological innovations made these assumptions even more urgent. 

Carlson devoted the second installment in his series to the opportunities to be found in 

reforming camp programs. Similar to the camp lifestyle, the camp program should be re-

imagined in its totality. “The ecological point of view should permeate all aspects of camp 

program. All activities should be conducted with an eye to their effect on the environment and 

their use as vehicles for developing attitudes, knowledge, and skills that are in harmony, or at 

least not in disharmony, with good environmental usage,” Carlson wrote.405 Carlson then led the 

reader through a tour of the camp’s traditional program areas in order to emphasize how diverse 

and pervasive the ecological perspective could be. Waterfront, campcraft, music and drama, arts 

and crafts, athletics, and the obviously environmental activities could all be designed in order to 

respect their connection to the natural world of the campground. Swimming depended on 

visibility and water quality and campers could be educated about how those decisions were made 

and how ecological conditions affected their opportunities. Fishing, likewise, required an 
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understanding of aquatic ecosystems.406 Camp skills such as firebuilding, trail clearing, outdoor 

cooking, and shelter construction all required taxing use of natural resources. Carlson 

emphasized that especially for camps that shared space with public access areas needed to 

reevaluate how they taught those skills and how intensively they used their forests.407 Carlson 

acknowledged that at first blush music and drama seemed like unnatural and arbitrary program 

elements to address ecological lessons. However, these art forms were especially effective at 

conveying emotional, spiritual, and historical truths. The cannon of songs, plays, and poems with 

affective nature themes made this a valuable font of inspirational resources.408 Likewise, nature 

subjects could inspire beautiful arts and crafts projects in a variety of media, especially if sourced 

from the scavenging of the campground itself.409 Dyes made from berries, carvings made from 

downed branches, or charcoal sketches from dead fires could all enervate the raw materials of the 

campground. Carlson acknowledged that athletics was a particularly fraught feature of the camp 

program, ecologically speaking. Ball fields could be ecologically barren and artificial but some 

activities like hiking, mountain climbing, or canoeing could provide new optics for campers to 

encounter the world.410 Finally, the traditional environmental activities such as collection or 

identification were also difficult. They had long been among the least popular features of the 

camp program and camps should remember that collection of plants and animals was passé and 
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counterproductive. Still, some campers would be inspired by details about the flora and fauna or 

could really get involved with ecological restoration projects around camp.411 

The variety and thoroughness of Carlson’s program prescriptions revealed to the reader 

that there were ample opportunities for including ecological perspectives into the life of the 

camp. As he argued at the outset, the responsibility to teach children how to appreciate and 

protect the natural world meant that camp directors were obligated to adopt at least a few of the 

numerous ideas that he shared. Camp ecology programs were not being discussed as a simple 

reformulation of the stodgy old nature study program, but rather they were being imagined as a 

lens through which all aspects of camp life could be reinvigorated.  

In order to affect these dramatic reforms, Carlson concluded his series with an article 

dedicated to the task of staff training. By emphasizing that the ecology specialist was not an 

isolated figure, Carlson argued that all staff members needed to get engaged with ecological 

ideas and scientific knowledge about the local ecology.412 First, it was important to create an 

atmosphere of continuous curiosity and educational initiative. “Bulletin boards, camp 

newspapers, exhibits, movies dealing with outdoor subjects, and a library containing field 

identification books, outdoor stories, and ecological materials should be available for both 

counselors and campers,” Carlson wrote.413 As the counselors led their campers throughout the 

week, questions and ideas could emerge from either group and together they would have the 

resources to discover more about the world in organic and stimulating ways. Furthermore, 

counselors would exhibit environmental leadership by acting as a role model and guide on this 
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process. This started with a pre-camp training session where counselors were equipped with a 

rudimentary understanding of the most common plants and animals.414 Finally, it was important 

to acknowledge and be inspired by the transformative potential of camping’s role as an 

educational institution. It wasn’t simply that camp counselors were being trained to nurture 

campers, but campers were being trained to lead their peers at home and, one day, society at 

large. “In the present crisis in the American environment,” Carlson concluded, “camps can, if 

they will, play a most constructive role in the solution of grievous problems.”415 The scope of 

Carlson’s ambitions was consistent with camping’s traditional self-image as a restorative and 

essential feature of American childhood and an antidote to the social ills of modernity. More 

importantly, in ecology camping had identified a future-oriented program of active social reform. 

It wasn’t as much about combating a corrupt modernity through nostalgic romanticism or 

frontier skills, but it was now about equipping children with the perspective necessary to create a 

healthier and more beautiful future. 

The facility of programming in the life of the church camp underscores the degree to 

which camp administrators sought to control the message and mission of their ministry through 

proactive and prescriptive clarity. Responding to a transitional social situation in the 1960s and 

1970s, religiously affiliated camps and retreat centers confronted questions about control, ethical 

behavior, youth development and social problems through their efforts to define effective camp 

programming. One of the most pervasive issues that the church dealt with in its camping ministry 

was leisure. Campgrounds as sites of leisure apart from the corruption of the technological and 

industrial human environment were being challenged both to define their utility and preserve 
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their traditional anti-modern identity. Programming decisions about any number of issues 

ultimately expressed deep commitments to particular understandings about leisure. 

 The very first issue of CROM News, the newsletter of the American Lutheran Church’s 

committee on Camp, Retreats, and Outdoor Ministries, featured “Theology of Leisure” as its 

banner headline. Pastor Bert Locker explained that CROM was also addressing leisure and 

vacation ministries and sought to explain what that meant and why people should care about it. 

American society at the end of the 1970s was becoming more mobile. How would the church 

meet the needs of snowbirds, college students, or families on vacation? Second, the church 

needed to consider the increasing importance of the laity. The model of a “clergy centered 

church is becoming obsolete.” As populations moved around, fell apart, and came together more 

rapidly, they needed to support lay leaders who could nurture the temporary and ad hoc exercises 

in Christian fellowship. Finally, the church needed to devote more thought to the nature of time 

itself. Time spent on reflection, on listening to the needs of others, or enjoying the company of 

one’s family were all worthwhile Christian activities.416 Church leaders where cognizant of 

dramatic shifts going on in American religiosity and some, like Locker, were open to radical new 

definitions of what it meant to “do ministry” or to “be the church.”  

The focus on practice as the root of theology opened the door to myriad new program 

ideas. Developing theological insights from how the church was already functioning illustrates 

the reciprocal cycle within camp programming. While the counselors were innovating and 

adapting in the local camp, national educators and camp administrators repackaged and 

disseminated program interventions nation-wide. The program had always been a crucial 
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component of camp life, but in the 1960s and 1970s it became formal, utilitarian, and 

commercial.  

 On the evening of July 4th, 1976, at 10:00pm on the east coast, 5:00pm in Hawaii, and all 

across the country, camps simultaneously held bonfires to celebrate the bicentennial anniversary 

of American independence. An ACA committee chaired by Ernie Schmidt organized the 

National Bicentennial Campfire and the effort received praise and support from President Gerald 

Ford. There were over 10,000 camps across the country in 1976, with the potential to reach over 

a million children in simultaneous celebration of the United States. After more than a decade of 

fractious social and political revolution, without a coherent response, the ACA invested 

significant energy in this initiative including months of staff planning and a dedicated National 

Campfire Guide publication.417 

 Schmidt justified the initiative in the spirit of civil service, patriotism, and nostalgia. “It is 

organized camping’s way of contributing to the Bicentennial…The whole concept of camping 

has a closeness to the type of life early Americans lived at the time of the founding of our 

country,” Schmidt said.418 The impulse to contribute to the celebration was probably born of the 

realization that as a predominantly seasonal activity, the operation of organized camps during the 

Fourth of July meant that they would have an opportunity to organize such an initiative. Whereas 

campers could expect local celebrations particular to each camp, the occasion of the bicentennial 

provided the justification for a national event. The assertion that eighteenth-century lifestyles 

were analogous to the camping experience in the twentieth century was willfully selective, 

especially in light of the recent social struggles. One would have to overlook a great deal of 
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technological, social, legal, and cultural developments. Even the capacity or interest in 

coordinating rural camps from Maine to Hawaii was a product of twentieth-century technology. 

What’s more, organized camping emerged in the middle of the nineteenth century, so the 

closeness of camping and early America is largely symbolic. Presumably, what Schmidt meant 

was that camps sought to affect a romantic approximation of the frontier experience through the 

restriction of technological inputs, which made it analogous to an unspecified time before 

industrialization.  

Schmidt continued, “We see this program to be inspirational, patriotic, and fun; it also 

provides us with a time to point up the nation’s history; it provides us with the opportunity to 

emphasize the education and environmental uses of land by our camps; and for campers who 

participate, it will be a chance to demonstrate leadership.”419 Patriotism, environmentalism, and 

leadership were the three stated objectives of the event, and the extent to which the 

recommended program met these goals reflects how quickly the antiestablishment concerns of 

the counselors could be marginalized in the name of patriotic unity. 

The authors of the National Bicentennial Campfire Guide suggested that the bicentennial 

could provide the justification for revitalizing the entire life of the camp. “Can the National 

Campfire be a historic turning point in the life of your camp? Would this be the time to launch a 

new project – a chapel, a new ceremonial fire ring, or reconstruction of a log cabin? Plan now. 

Begin to think about projects similar to these.”420 The idea was to dream big and optimistically. 

The turmoil of the 1960s and 1970s could be left behind in the new dispensation. Especially 

suggestive is the recommendation to build a chapel to commemorate the nation and the national 
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holiday. Camp was comfortable with the implication and all the suggested structures reflected 

particular visions of the ordered community: the rural chapel, the indigenous fire ring, and the 

familial cabin. 

The guide prodded camp directors to structure their campfires along the “four S’s” in 

order to maximize the emotional and spiritual efficacy of the experience. The four S’s were 

songs, stunts, stories, and showmanship. Songs were an important part of the campfire 

experience that provided for general participation and moderated the emotional timbre of the 

experience. “Guitar music and campfires just naturally go together and obviously at this campfire 

there should be soft, beautiful, inspirational, and patriotic songs. The first songs sung at the 

campfire should be full of pep and action and the last ones soft and quiet. The rule is ‘follow the 

fire.’”421 When the fire is large and raging, the songs should reflect that energy and enthusiasm, 

and when the embers had died low and cool, the songs should be more contemplative and restful. 

Stunts meant memorable and spectacular displays of some kind. Lighting the bonfire, passing 

torches, retiring worn flags, were all listed as possibilities. “Certainly within this program area 

there should be recognition and illustration of the many benefits that 200 years of freedom have 

brought to the American people,” the authors opined.422 As far as stories, these could include 

historical stories such as Presidents Jefferson and Adams both dying on July 4, 1826, or the 

stories could be heroic and mythic such as Paul Bunyan, but significantly, the authors noted that, 

“inspiration must be a key part. The program may include the reading of religious stories, 

perhaps some prayer, certainly rededication to God and Country.”423 Showmanship emphasized 
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the importance of careful planning and charismatic execution. These four S’s, even more than the 

conservative impulse of nationalism, illustrate the stakes that organizers laid in the National 

Bicentennial Campfire. Camp leaders saw this event as an opportunity to reestablish some sort of 

consensus around the ideas that had traditionally motivated the camping movement. Although 

environmentalism is only referenced in passing, it is significant to note that it’s the only 

midcentury social critique to even get lip service in the campfire guide. The bicentennial guide 

promoted country, God, and nature (in that order) as the organizing principles that could unify 

and revitalize organized camping in the late 1970s. 

President Gerald Ford wrote a letter to the ACA commending them on the initiative and 

Ernest Schmidt passed the letter on through Camping Magazine with the recommendation that it 

be incorporated into the festivities. “The letter from the President of the United States adds 

another exciting dimension to the whole occasion. Camp directors may want to further 

emphasize the patriotic significance of the Campfire by reading the letter from the President.”424 

Significantly, the counselors featured very little in the specific plans for the campfire. Although 

the guide stated that each staff member had important skills to share, the emphasis on specific 

program recommendations and the recitation of Ford’s letter underscore how the National 

Bicentennial Campfire was an event constructed and disseminated from the national leadership 

for the purpose of unifying a fragmented community and nation. Counselors were assumed to 

pitch in and execute the recommendations of the national administrators and the local directors, 

and the fact that the national leadership felt comfortable making these requests and publicizing 

them to the President meant they were confident that counselors, who only four years earlier had 

been refusing to salute the flag, would be compliant. 

 
424 “Ford commends campfire plan,” Camping Magazine, (June 1976), 5. 



 

 

291 

 

 The trajectory of church camps and retreat centers within the camping industry shifted 

with the impact of American society more generally. While camping professionals struggled to 

respond to changes that were being demanded by college-aged activists, their relationships with 

their counselors became increasingly salient. Intergenerational understanding was facilitated not 

only though the advice of national leaders and theorists but by the experiences that camp 

directors had on the ground. Immediate exigencies like drug use in camp or breakdown of 

authority required individualized and contextual solutions, but the problems were widespread 

enough to warrant a national conversation on these themes. Increasingly visible and tragic 

examples of political gun violence meant that camp directors were forced to confront their own 

contributions to gun culture and the celebration of shooting as a skill or a sport. Some dispensed 

with their gun programs and others doubled down. The multitudinous responses to the various 

crises of the era meant that, for the first time, real divisions emerged with regard to ethical and 

political philosophies in camp life. However, by the close of the 1970s, camp professionals were 

confident that concise and well-executed programs, such as the bicentennial campfire, could be 

implemented with minimal need for counselor input and creativity. The era of the prepackaged 

curriculum had dawned. Furthermore, of the urgent social critiques that young people were 

making in the 1960s and 1970s, it is significant to note that environmentalism was the primary 

one that was explicitly and enthusiastically adopted by the camping mainstream. 

 By the late 1970s, the ecology movement had reformed certain aspects of institutional 

ecumenical Protestantism and nowhere was this more apparent than in the programming of 

outdoor ministries. In 1976, Parish Life Press produced a series of camping curricula for the 

Lutheran Church in America that illustrates how a new ecological sensitivity could be expressed 

in the camping format through intentional program prescriptions. The ecological movement and 
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its relationship with outdoor ministries provides one example of how camp programming could 

promote specific moral and intellectual objectives. 

 Written and edited by David W. Gieschen, the program was divided into themes by age 

group: elementary (grades 4-6), intermediate (grades 7-8), and senior (grades 9-12). Each of 

these programs took on different themes and objectives appropriate to the developmental 

capacity of the intended audience. Within each curriculum, the program was further divided into 

days, similar to the “How God Works” program described earlier. 

 By delving into the contents of these programs from 1976, two things will become 

apparent. First, institutional responses to the ecology movement came late to the party and were 

more reactive than constructive. Second, when fully engaged, ecumenical Christians had a 

variety of intellectual resources and constructive ideas about how to promote better ecological 

stewardship. It is the later point, the breadth and depth of programmatic innovations with which 

we are concerned here. 

 The elementary curriculum was entitled The World God Made and sought to introduce 

the youngest campers to the natural world in a way that would inspire awe and respect and 

thereby set the stage for applied advocacy in later years. Gieschen described the four objectives 

of the curriculum for young campers. It sought to “develop greater awareness of God’s created 

universe,” “appreciate what God provides through his creation,” “become more sensitive to the 

interdependence of all things within the created universe,” and get children to “see themselves as 

important in God’s plan for creation and as instruments of his love.”425 In summarizing these 

objectives, Gieschen shared that they were designed to “acclimatize” the camper to God’s 
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physical universe. “This camp course then is a sensitizing of the camper’s faith in a God who has 

created good and wonderful things,” Gieschen wrote. The point was to make young campers start 

to feel at home in the natural world. This was affected through a sense of comfort and inspiration 

rather than doctrine or science. Gieschen wrote that the purpose was to “help young people 

develop an acute sense of God’s creation without having to know if spiders have more or less 

legs than an insect or what elements make up a drop of water and so on.”426 The curriculum 

sought to develop an emotional and spiritual connection with the natural world before fixating on 

rigid or atomized science. This was an especially religious approach that drew on older traditions 

of romantic sublimation and sought to reconcile new insights from science to that older 

emotional commitment. 

 The World God Made was segmented into seven different components. There was an 

“Appreciation Day” on arrival at camp, five full days, and a “Dedication Day” for the last 

morning before departure. The important point was that the camp program began the moment the 

children arrived and lasted until the moment they departed. 

 “Appreciation Day” was structured to introduce the children to the physical layout of the 

camp and the human resources that made it possible. By drawing their attention to the landmarks 

and also the congregations, synods, volunteers, and benefactors who made the camp possible, 

Gieschen hoped that the children would become comfortable with the campground as a physical 

space and appreciate that they were part of a larger human community that was supporting their 

week of discovery. He suggested that a reception center with a banner, enthusiastic welcoming 

committee, and signs around campus would help campers get oriented and let them see that they 

were already part of a functioning community. All-camp gatherings, “discovery centers” with 
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natural history displays or live animals were also recommended as ways to get into the spirit of 

the week. 

 The five full days were “A World of Beauty,” “A World of Usefulness,” “A World With 

Love in It,” “A World for Living Together,” and “A World for You.”  Each day had a short 

introduction that oriented the staff member to the theme and its implications. It had a series of 

“action ideas,” which were specific activity recommendations that the counselor could use to 

promote the theme, and a number of Bible verses related to the theme that could be used to 

reinforce the scriptural and religious foundation for the day’s activities. 

 For example, the theme of the first full day – A World of Beauty – introduced the 

counselor to the theory of “acclimatization” in camping. Developed by Steve Van Matre in 

Acclimatization – published by the American Camping Association – the theory was that through 

intentional conversation techniques such as using tangible examples from the physical 

environment, forcing each child to contribute verbally, using accessible language appropriate to 

the age group, asking questions, and yet also avoiding overanalyzing everything, counselors 

could encourage campers to gradually take on more and more responsibility for interpreting the 

camping experience. In that way, they became accustomed or “acclimatized” to the process of 

organized camping and they started looking out for symbolic and moral lessons by themselves.427 

Gieschen argued that one way this could be accomplished in the theme by leading an “awareness 

circle.” Campers were encouraged to encircle some natural object, observe it for a period, and 

then take turns describing what was unique, beautiful, or mysterious about it. The discussion 

could develop organically from there, with the counselor occasionally reinforcing the theme of 
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beauty and appreciation.428 The function of the camp program in the 1970s was to provide the 

ideological and pedagogical foundation upon which the camp and the counselor made activities 

available to the campers, but it also provided a menu of specific ideas about what things they 

could do to reinforce those points. 

 The intermediate curriculum, Created with Love, was written by Nancy Price and edited 

by David Gieschen and meant for middle school children. Price summarized the objectives by 

saying that in the course of week the campers would come to “recognize the loving presence of 

God in the created universe,” “sense how much the world needs God’s love,” “acknowledge their 

dependence on God and their interdependence with the rest of creation,” and “be motivated to 

love others as God has loved them.”429 Compared with the objectives of the elementary-age 

curriculum, we can appreciate how the moral argument is developing through the progressive 

age brackets. Only after teaching children to appreciate the beauty of creation, the authors then 

move on to defining that beauty as a manifestation and inspiration for love. We can also note 

how the theme of interdependence had become crucial to religious environmentalism in the 

aftermath of the ecology movement. Whereas ecological science had demonstrated how life 

forms depended upon one another in dynamic webs and cycles, Christian environmentalists had 

moralized that insight and used it symbolically to celebrate virtues such as harmony, balance, or 

love. 

 Price listed the daily themes for Created with Love in a more casual register than 

Gieschen did. “In the Beginning,” focused on introductions; “You are a Creature of God,” taught 
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campers about self-awareness and relationship to God; “Don’t Go it Alone,” was about the 

importance of relationships; “No Place to Hide,” discussed vocation and purpose; and so on.430 

Each of these days had a specific theme with prescribed activities, but the more opaque language 

meant that counselors had more flexibility to introduce the theme in ways that were sensitive to 

the dynamics of the particular group. Whereas elementary aged campers could be expected to 

follow directions because they were young and senior-high campers could be expected to follow 

directions because they were becoming more mature, intermediate campers were notoriously 

variable and dynamic. Drawing in themes of love and creation, the program also provided more 

latitude for self-interest and self-discovery appropriate to the developmental concerns of 

intermediate campers. Addressing Christian definitions of relationship under the banner of 

“Don’t Go it Alone” was especially inspired. It gave the counselor an opportunity to address 

romantic interpersonal relationships while also drawing on ecological insights about the natural 

world. 

 The senior-high curriculum was the most explicitly environmentalist and drew on direct 

activism and advocacy which had inspired American youth during the 1960s and early 1970s. 

Gieschen wrote Crises in Creation in order to give senior campers a mature appreciation of what 

the term crisis meant, since it was being used rather ubiquitously in the 1970s, and also provide 

specific resources for them to engage with ecological problems being debated in society, all 

within a specific Protestant milieu. The days’ themes took the camper through a series of crises: 

“Crisis from the Beginning,” “The Ecology Crisis,” “The Energy Crisis,” “The Population 

Crisis,” “The Hunger Crisis,” “The Vocational Crisis,” and “A New Day,” started with a 

definition of crisis as the eternal and inevitable dynamism of a universe that is constantly 
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unfolding, led the camper through a series of ecological problems, and ended with the Gospel 

promise of redemption and hope.431 

 The first full day of Crises in Creation focused on “The Ecology Crisis” and provides a 

useful example for how camp programming in the late 70s incorporated utilitarian concerns from 

society at large and adapted them to the moral and spiritual concerns of the ecumenical 

Protestant tradition. In setting up the theme for the day, Gieschen acknowledged that the 

highwater mark of the ecology movement had passed. “The subject of ecology is not a new one. 

It has been a genuine movement in our society for some time but probably reached its peak as far 

as public interest is concerned in the late 1960’s. Campers may wonder why it is important to 

discuss it at this time since they have probably often dealt with it in school and perhaps at 

previous camp sessions.”432 Gieschen justified the importance of talking about ecology in a 

couple ways. First, he pointed out that it was a complex and evolving field that required 

sustained attention as new solutions and problems emerged. Second, he was skeptical that 

society had fully embraced the lessons of the ecology movement before the enthusiasm faded. 

But most importantly, he thought that church camps had a unique opportunity to compliment the 

movement with a moral imperative. “Perhaps more important to this study is the fact that 

ecology has theological and religious implications. Too often ecology has been dealt with as a 

pure science and seldom is it really looked at as a moral principle whereby people are answerable 

to God. Ecology is the understanding of the relationship of created things and beings and their 

environment. A Christian would add that this relationship must also include God and that those 
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who really want to understand must recognize him as the Creator and see themselves as his 

creatures fully responsible to him for all their actions. Ecology, then, has ethical implications.”433 

As a program activity, Gieschen suggests a “give and take” exercise, where campers explored the 

campground for creatures or objects in relationship to one another in order to stimulate a 

conversation about reciprocity, exchange, and predation. By appreciating how ecological 

networks function, Gieschen argued, campers could be brought to reflect on the nature of 

harmony, mutual dependence, and respectful use. Furthermore, campers could rate these “give-

take” creatures on a scale from 1-10 with 1 being givers and 10 being takers and, finally, they 

should discuss where humans would fall on such a scale.434 The effect was to reinterpret the 

insights of the ecology movement in a Christian community and thereby make them central to 

the campers’ emerging identity of Christian citizenship in American society. By crafting a moral 

interpretation of the world and situating the human within that physical network of creation, 

counselors could talk about traditional Lutheran themes of human sin, grace, and sanctification 

through the lens of ecological science with tangible examples from the world around them. 

 Camp programming like the 1976 Parish Life Press series illustrates how camp 

administrators used detailed pedagogical techniques, clearly articulated themes with concrete 

learning objectives, and specific campground activities in order to reinforce a top-down 

institutional approach to outdoor ministries. Curricula like this would have been marketed and 

distributed across the American Lutheran Church and beyond so that youth of all ages across the 

country could have feasibly encountered these activities and didactic lessons. As religiously 

affiliated camps and retreat centers became more professionalized and national church 
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institutions provided more resources, programming became more homogenous and better 

organized but also less contextual. 

 By the late 1970s, environmental stewardship had emerged as the dominant paradigm for 

ecumenical Protestant environmentalism. The fact that it has remained paradigmatic until the 

present is indicative of both its vitality and its accommodation to an ascendant American 

individualism. The Camps, Retreats, and Outdoor Ministries committee of the American 

Lutheran Church hosted an Environmental Stewardship Conference at Koinonia in Highland 

Park, New York in March of 1978. Analyzing the working papers of that conference provides an 

insightful snapshot of how ecumenical Protestantism responded to the ecological crisis and how 

camps and retreat centers participated in the construction of a new morality of the environment. 

 The five-day conference started with a keynote address by Charles Lutz in which he set 

the tone by defining the concept of stewardship and arguing for its reformation in light of new 

ecological sensitivities.435 Lutz argued about stewardship, “We have truncated the word. Church 

gives 90% of its attention to helping me with how I use 10% of my resources – that portion 

which goes for mission support or charities, my giving. In the Momentum for Mission emphasis, 

in our camping programs – we have a chance to redress the imbalance somewhat.”436 Lutz was 

lamenting the degree to which the church remained mired in an economic definition of 

stewardship. The application of the stewardship discourse to tithing practices remains one of the 

significant rhetorical competitors with environmental stewardship. Statements like Lutz’s were 

part of the conversation that would ultimately make environmental stewardship an effective 
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paradigm, because it built from shared values of prudence and thrift, but it fixed environmental 

values in a transactional language. 

 The first section of Lutz’s address was an exegesis on the Biblical foundations of 

stewardship. First, stewardship reminded Protestants that they were involved in the management 

of natural resources and not ownership. “There is but one Owner,” Lutz admonished his 

audience. Second, stewardship was about more than tithing, it was about, “taking carefully, a just 

share of non-renewable resources and care-taking, caring tenderly for, attitude of good farmers re 

land” [emphases in original].437 The turn of phrase between taking carefully and care-taking 

emphasized the significant distinction Lutz was making between renewable and non-renewable 

resources. While humans were justified in undertaking extractive industry, it needed to be 

measured against standards of justice toward the earth and future generations of people. 

Furthermore, the cultivation of renewable resources should recall the “good farmer,” a powerful 

agrarian symbol in America’s economic and social history. Lutz continued by expounding on the 

etymological origins of the term “steward,” sharing that the word, “comes from sty-ward, warden 

or manager of the sty, an earthy business, not detached from daily life, not an ecclesiasticized 

image.”438 Lutz’s evocation of the agrarian origins of the word and the overt anticlerical critique 

echoes Lutheran doctrines about the value of secular work. However, Lutz anchored the concept 

of stewardship firmly in these economic terms when he turned to the Greek, saying, “[the] Greek 

word oiko-nomos, household manager, produces our word “economics” stewardship is about 

responsible economics.”439 Whereas later commentators would point out the shared origins of 
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economy and ecology, Lutz was satisfied that stewardship meant sty-manager and economics 

meant house-manager. Explicitly arguing that stewardship is about “responsible economics,” 

conceded the terms of Protestant environmentalism to transactional, anthropocentric, cost-benefit 

analyses. 

 However, Lutz pivoted at this point and explained how such a view required ethical 

living and a shared concern for a quality environment. God retained the title of ownership over 

the Earth, and humans were merely the holders of a “use permit.” Scripture contained, “no 

absolute right to private property [and so] my use of property cannot be oblivious to needs of 

others. Stewardship thus is not just a vertical matter between God and myself… it is always a 

way of loving my neighbor.”440 Although he opted to use economic language to make his point, 

Lutz’s vision of stewardship was one that subjected humanity to a servile position, in service 

both to God and to the community (of humans). Lutz’s concept of stewardship and the working 

definition that motivated the 1978 ALC conference is representative of broadly shared ideas 

regarding Protestant environmentalism. Human beings, as contingent caretakers of God’s 

property, are called to work diligently and prudently in order to respect that responsibility and 

enact love for the neighbor. 

 The second part of Lutz’ keynote was more original and explicitly addressed how the 

institutional church camp was being called to fulfill the obligations of just environmental 

stewardship. Church camps and retreat centers were “consumers” of food, land, water, and 

energy; they were “conservers” tasked with caring the campgrounds they inhabited; they were 

“citizens” in larger social and ecclesiastical institutions; they were “celebrators” with the skills 

and resources to evangelize about the gift of creation; they were “educators” who could train 
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people in the “values and practices of earth-care,” and they were “examples” for their visitors to 

emulate.441 Lutz’s summary of church camping and the various roles they filled in the life of the 

congregational church and the community provides a straightforward (if occasionally redundant) 

catalog of responsibilities. It also introduced the structure for the rest of the conference, as small 

groups devoted themselves to thinking through the implications and opportunities of these 

diverse roles. 

 Lutz concluded by articulating a set of pitfalls that church camp leaders should try to 

avoid. These cautions were consistent with the anxieties felt in the competitive market of 

American religion and they undercut some of their own moral authority. For instance, Lutz 

argued that Protestant environmentalists needed to “begin with people where they are, helping 

them to take first steps in behaving a new way;” an incremental approach that functions to 

protect and support the status quo.442 Furthermore, “meeting people where they are” enforces an 

individualized approach to morality where each person is only responsible for the growth that 

they elect to undertake. He continued, “be a witness but not a self-righteous pain in the 

ass…watch making a new pietism of simpler living and purity of diet… beware the ‘simpler than 

thou’ temptation.”443 It was appropriate for church leaders to advocate for healthier 

environmental behaviors, but it should not invite prideful self-aggrandizement. However, by 

dissuading church leaders from embracing their roles as role-models, Lutz again reinforced an 

individualized approach to environmental ethics where each Christian was traveling their own 

path to better living.  
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Lutz said that church camp leaders should “approach changes in consumption patterns 

not as bad news, a burden, but as the Good News of release from destructive and oppressive 

ways.”444 Here, Lutz was providing a sound Lutheran hermeneutic for dealing with his first 

pitfall. People can be skeptical about change and hesitant to embrace reforms, but by reframing 

them as liberation rather than prohibition, people could understand them in a new way. “There 

will always be some Law and justice aspect to it, but there is some Gospel present too.”445 A 

spoonful of sugar helps the medicine go down. In that vein, Lutz argued that church camp 

leaders should “keep it cheerful, upbeat… watch guilt, but be aware that some guilt has its 

place… Christian’s way of dealing with guilt is to repent, to turn and go another direction.”446 

Lutz’s admonishments were a balanced and orthodox rendering of Protestant hermeneutics. By 

defining stewardship in economic terms and by guiding campers and retreat-goers through the 

moral landscape, Lutz hoped that his audience would be able to advocate for a new 

environmentalist dimension to stewardship values. 

Charles Lutz’s keynote address identifies several missed opportunities in the intellectual 

history of early Protestant ecology. In particular, his “pitfalls” put the finger on some important 

alternatives. Meeting people where they are is a popular ministerial catchphrase that emphasizes 

the therapeutic dimensions of congregational ministry. In settings where pastors need to maintain 

lifelong relationships and they might interact with their congregants fifty weeks a year, there is a 

strong pressure not to rock the boat too hard. In fact, the historian David Hollinger has argued 

that part of the decline in ecumenical Protestantism during this period was the liberal clergy’s 
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propensity to outpace their congregants on social issues.447 So this is a real concern, but it begs 

the question: if White ecumenical Protestant clergy could provide unpopular progressive 

leadership on “empire, race, sex, abortion, and divinity,” why weren’t they more progressive on 

the environment? I think the answer is twofold: stewardship and individualism. 

Environmental stewardship was the moderate middle course between exploitation and 

more radical environmentalisms such as deep ecology, biophilia, or “pantheism” (panentheism). 

Perhaps the Black Freedom Movement provides a useful analogy: when I say that many 

ecumenical pastors supported the Civil Rights Movement, I mean that many were supporting 

people and institutions like Martin Luther King or the NAACP; not Malcolm X or the Black 

Panthers. When Presbyterian elites supported Angela Davis’s legal defense fund, there was 

vicious backlash from the pews. The availability of environmental stewardship, when framed 

against the status quo of post-World War II material abundance and industrial waste, was seen by 

many in the clergy and in the laity to be truly progressive enough. I would argue that if there was 

space for a radical environmental alternative within the church, it was in outdoor ministries 

where their daily accountability to specific congregations was more limited, their physical 

isolation provided room for experimentation, and their pedagogical mission could have allowed 

more creative theological and ethical growth. I’m not saying that they were, could have been, or 

should have been entirely autonomous or heterodox, but there was and is an opportunity to host 

debate, engage new ideas, and nurture a permanent reformation. 

But, of course, the second reason why radical environmentalisms were not explored at 

church camp or in the congregations concerns the heritage of individualism. This dissertation has 

demonstrated that individualism has an especially rich and deeply rooted place in the culture of 
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the campground. To a large extent, it was the popularity of church camps and retreat centers with 

the frontier and wilderness metaphors of these institutions that facilitated the rising individualism 

within American ecumenical Protestantism. Consider the early alternative emphases of 

ecclesiastical institutionalism from the conference model and the importance of training up 

church leaders. Immediately after World War II, camps started shifting to the small group model 

with the spiritual and moral development of individual democratic citizens. There were other 

significant pressures asserting individualism in American culture after World War II: it has a 

long history in American culture. But the point is that this emphasis on individual conscience, 

exemplified in Lutz’s arguments about “meeting people where they are,” “keeping things 

cheerful,” and “not being a self-righteous pain in the ass,” demonstrate what made moral 

environmentalism so appealing. The hard, prophetic work of organizing people for political 

action and social reformation was a much rockier road than allowing elective eco-friendly self-

soothing. In a society tacking to the right after the late 1960s, individualism and moderatism 

foreclosed some of the more inspired environmental ideas. 

 As the stewardship conference broke into small groups throughout the week, they worked 

on a variety of issues such as facility management, environmental education, and resource 

sharing about nature study and public engagement.448 One of the most intriguing reports came 

from Group III – Public and Private Agencies as Resources. They were charged with considering 

what agencies church camps should see as partners, what distinctive contributions church camps 

could make to social solutions, how they related with public policy formation, and how they fit 
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in the whole life of the church.449 Within this broad question, the group’s ruminations on how 

church camps made a distinctive contribution to the issue of environmental stewardship was 

especially telling. 

 Group III began from their theological heritage and its foundation for their worldview. 

“We have a theology – First Article of Creed. Undergirds certain values and assumptions, e.g., 

interrelatedness of people and environment (rest of nature) creation as gift of God, who remains 

the Owner (‘the earth is the Lord’s) human beings called to management, to stewardship,” the 

group noted. The recitation of the image of God as “Owner” from Lutz’s keynote address 

underscored the economic foundations of stewardship theology. The First Article of the Creed - 

“I believe in God the Father almighty, creator of heaven and earth” - was a deceptively simple 

foundation for stewardship theology. The group noted that cosmology didn’t need to be 

broadcast to outside agencies, but that Protestants needed to have a firm understanding of why 

they cared about creation. However, the relationship between God as Creator and God as Owner 

was not fully developed. With regards to church leadership, however, the group argued that 

“[Camps] can and must be up front with the theological reflection among our own constituency. 

There we may be the only organized prophetic voice concerning use of the land (and other 

creation resources). We also have a certain credibility on the subject: it is natural turf for us and 

we are generally perceived as having a legitimacy when we address ‘care of the earth’ 

considerations.”450 Practically, the group noted that church camps, “have a breadth of geography 

that encompasses at least several counties, sometimes several states. No congregation can make 
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that statement.”451 Here the group identified two key contributions that outdoor ministries could 

have made to the life of the church, moral environmentalism, and American society in general. 

They were relatively - and sometimes absolutely - large tracts of land with varying degrees of 

development where people could encounter natural systems in intimate ways. They were 

religious institutions with an acknowledged and intentional moral authority. They drew in a 

broad constellation of local congregations and could train people to think more expansively 

about their region.  

Church camps and retreat centers were uniquely situated to build on the legacies of 

American Protestantism as an ethical system and American camping as an educational and 

recreational system. By promoting environmental stewardship as the model for American 

religious environmentalism, outdoor ministries selected a specific interpretation of theological 

cosmology, nature, and society. The limitations of such an approach were not immediately 

apparent as church camp leaders sought to identify the most effective language for promoting 

their vision in the late 1970s. Stewardship was certainly better than wasteful exploitation, but it 

was individual and transactional. That it has remained the dominant paradigm ever since is a 

testament to the continued rise of individualism and skepticism for public solutions in American 

political philosophy after 1980. Religious and moral environmentalism has been fighting a rear-

guard action born, in part, of its own success. 
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Chapter 9: Conclusion 
 

During the 1980s, ecumenical Protestantism and mainstream environmentalism were both 

eclipsed by an emergent American conservativism. The histories of these movements and society 

as a whole illuminate the trajectory of these outdoor ministries at the end of the twentieth 

century. 

Ecumenical Protestants consolidated as their numbers dwindled. Among the traditions 

studied directly in this dissertation, the Methodists had kicked off the trend early in 1968 when 

the Methodist Church merged with the Evangelical United Brethren Church to form the United 

Methodist Church. However, the Presbyterian Church (USA) formed in 1983 from the 

Presbyterian Church in the United States and the United Presbyterian Church in the United States 

of America. The Evangelical Lutheran Church in American formed five years later in 1988 from 

the American Lutheran Church and the Lutheran Church in America. These institutional reforms 

coincide with a period of decline in ecumenical Protestant participation, membership, and 

influence. Although ecumenism has its own intellectual tradition and theological rationale, this 

circling of the wagons – as it were - has its own sociopolitical logic as well. 

 The expansion of political and legal rights to Catholics and Jews was part of a more 

inclusive definition of human brotherhood and American culture that promoted a vision of 

society where religious identities were private and personal. The 1960 election of John Kennedy 

was an important milestone in this transition. In the aftermath of Supreme Court cases like Engel 

v. Vitale (1962) and Roe v Wade (1973), American religion restructured along political 

ideologies rather than denominational or theological identities. The Kennedy election, 
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prohibition on prayer in public school, and the right to abortion set off the so-called “culture 

wars.”452 

Ecumenical churches provided intellectual and institutional leadership in many of 

midcentury’s reform projects, also including the Black Freedom Movement, the Women’s 

Liberation Movement, and the Anti-Vietnam Movement. There was some dissension among 

rank-and-file ecumenical Protestants and a realignment to more conservative churches. However, 

there were also significant demographic consequences to ecumenists’ embrace of women’s 

reproductive rights. David Hollinger summarized succinctly, “Evangelical women birthed many 

more children than did ecumenical women.” Furthermore, Hollinger points out that the political 

realignment made it more difficult for ecumenical churches to recruit from socially mobility. 

Ecumenical churches had long been emblems of respectability to which charismatics and 

evangelicals could aspire, but the new ideological divisions provided an avenue for evangelical 

churches to retain their members by casting themselves as the bulwark of “traditional values.” As 

the ecumenists embraced pluralism, diversity, and the history of American secularism there was 

less intellectual and social pressure on the rising generation of ecumenical Protestants to remain 

members of their parents’ churches. Evangelicals, on the other hand, continued to emphasize 

Christian exceptionalism and retained the psychological imperative to keep their children in the 

fold. Therefore, while ecumenical Protestants succeeded in reforming American society in the 

postwar period, those very reforms precipitated their own demographic decline and ceded the 

ground of conservative Christianity to the evangelicals.453 It’s also worth noting that 
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evangelicalism is intellectually simplistic.454 As traditional institutions deteriorated, the focus on 

individual salvation and strict moral binaries lent itself better to modern media and an atomized 

society. 

Simultaneously, mainstream environmentalism experienced similar consequences to their 

successes. Whereas the Protestants had consolidated institutions, environmentalists consolidated 

methods. Rapid legislative successes during the Nixon administration included the establishment 

of the Environmental Protection Agency, the extension and expansion of Great Society programs 

for clean air and clean water, and the versatile Endangered Species Act, coupled with a receptive 

Supreme Court meant that it appeared most gains could be made in legislative and judicial 

action. Indeed, those overwhelming successes took a lot of the wind out of the sails of popular 

environmental activism a la Earth Day. Therefore, activist environmentalism became the 

purview of professional lawyers and lobbyists or, at the other end of the spectrum, a minority of 

radicals like Earth First! (1980) or the Earth Liberation Front (1992). When a conservative 

counterrevolution began in the American West with the Sagebrush Rebellion and the later Wise-

Use Movement, there was no longer an effective grassroots organization to counterbalance it. 

The Sagebrush Rebellion sought to transfer federal land in the West to the states, ostensibly on a 

state’s rights logic but with the intention of developing the land for resource extraction. The 

Wise-Use Movement sought similar ends but with a more nuanced argument for “multiple-use.” 

Ronald Reagan was a vocal advocate of the Sagebrush Rebellion while Governor of California 

and while campaigning for the Presidency. Reagan’s election in 1980 and subsequent 

nominations of James Watt (Interior) and Anne Gorsuch (EPA) marks the end of the Second 
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Environmental Era. Even with the escalating urgency rendered by knowledge of anthropogenic 

climate change, the American environmental movement has floundered on the shoals. 

Important transitions were also afoot in the lives of America’s children which are 

germane to the topic of churches and summer camps. A few high-profile cases of children being 

harmed by adults led to a withdrawal from public spaces. The deterioration of neighborhood 

cohesion, with fewer “eyes on the streets” exacerbated the vulnerability and it became unsafe to 

send one’s children out to the play. Steeper competition for access to higher education and the 

need to fill children’s time in the absence of informal, unstructured, play meant that children 

were being shuttled from one activity to another. Some of these activities retained elements of 

outdoor skill-building such as scouting or family camping, and even organized camping. 

However, part of the point is these activities were all predetermined and scripted, similar to the 

difference between unstructured camp exploration and the formal camp program. Another 

important point is that even those activities that are held outdoors might not be about the 

outdoors. Richard Louv has written most persuasively about this disassociation of American 

children from nature, which he called Nature Deficit Disorder. Unstructured play in the outdoors 

yields significant educational, psychological, and social benefits.455  

Louv observed that even summer camps are not very well engaged with the outdoors, to 

which the ACA countered that the overwhelming majority of their member camps operated 

programs “primarily staged in the outdoors.”456 Physically being outdoors is an important first 

step, but the point is that there’s an important distinction between being in the world and 
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engaging with the world. Soccer games are also primarily staged in the outdoors, but children 

won’t learn much about nature from playing soccer. And the reader will recall that in the new 

leisure marketplace, camps were increasingly likely to develop and market specialist camps like 

“soccer camp” which would devote more time to skill building and development rather than 

exploration and leisure. 

 Transformations in outdoor ministry between 1945 and 1980 illustrate that it is a dynamic 

movement within Christian education that can promote a variety of philosophies and agendas. 

Starting with the Toledo Conference of 1946, ecumenical Protestants began to emphasize 

decentralized, small-group camping over the traditional conference format. Conferences treated 

nature as a passive backdrop for their institutional and denominational education programs. 

While they certainly used natural features like lakes or fields as recreational assets, the unique 

programmatic contributions of nature in the conference was its remote location, which afforded a 

focused and beatific experience. The emphasis on institutional growth, denominational and 

theological heritage, and leadership development yielded a ministry format that strengthened 

institutions. However, they depended on robust institutional apparatuses to support their ministry 

in part because it was not especially different from the educational program offered in the home 

congregation. 

 As decentralized church camps became more popular in the late 1940s and 1950s, they 

operated within a Cold War context that encouraged them to embrace certain nationalistic 

narratives in order to justify their ministry as sufficiently American (anticommunist). The icon of 

the individual pioneer within the imagined frontier became paramount and church camps – along 

with the larger camping industry – capitalized on widespread nostalgia for the frontier in the 

dervish of postwar materialism and consumerism. Within the context of church camps, the 
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emphasis individual moral and spiritual development gradually eclipsed denominational identity 

and institutional integrity. 

 In the late 1950s and early 1960s, there were some forms of environmental advocacy 

based on early twentieth-century ideas about preserving aesthetic endowments. Outdoor 

ministries and ecumenical Protestant leaders engaged with these efforts in a limited way, 

demonstrating a carefully conservative approach to environmental issues. Environmental 

stewardship (an appropriation of individualistic economic metaphors) became the popular 

paradigm for explaining and justifying environmental issues. This approach emphasized 

anthropocentric arguments for the wise use of material and aesthetic resources. As the ecological 

revolution picked up speed after the publication of Silent Spring, church camps only integrated 

these insights in specific and limited ways. 

 Rather, it was the dramatic social transformations wrought throughout the 1960s and 

especially towards the end of that decade that would trigger real transformations in outdoor 

ministries. Yet, these transformations took the form of intergenerational anxiety and a vibrant 

discourse about how to control college-aged counselors and provide relevant experiences for 

counselors and campers. While nature remained a centerpiece of how camps marketed 

themselves, ecology remained a peripheral concern throughout the 1960s as debates about 

dissent and conformity seemed much more pressing. Some disillusionment with national politics 

in the late 1960s, along with Great Society wilderness protection measures, led to a shift from 

metaphors of camp as pioneering frontier to camp as naturalistic wilderness. 

 It was not until a year after the radical, secular, grassroots organizing of Earth Day in 

1970 that camps sat up to pay attention to the ecology movement, and even that response was 

sluggish and moderate. Camping institutions such as the American Camping Association 



 

 

314 

 

acknowledged the obvious overlap between outdoor education and ecological awareness, though 

their institutional and ideological commitments yielded a lukewarm embrace of environmentalist 

aims. 

 What sealed the church camping movement on the intellectual trajectory in which it has 

been trapped was the dual rise of environmental stewardship and individual morality. In the 

aftermath of the contentious 1960s and the crises of the early 1970s, ecumenical Protestantism 

engaged with social issues in such a way that it contributed to the rise of evangelicalism and a 

rightward turn in American culture. Church camps, likewise, with their heritage of frontier and 

wilderness nostalgia, promoted environmental stewardship and individual morality. However, 

they also increasingly emphasized their role as antimodern and antisocial oases for individual 

reflection, restoration, and recreation. By the end of the 1970s, the church camping movement 

had undergone important shifts in the language they used to describe nature, from the campus to 

the frontier to the wilderness. They had navigated some of the dramatic social reckonings of the 

postwar decades. And they had also encountered the ecology movement, which blended these 

two concerns of social mobilization and new ideas of nature. Yet, the general conservatism of the 

camp industry leaders and camp directors meant that these reforms were engaged tentatively, 

gradually, and conservatively. 

When I describe how organized camping peddled particular forms of frontier or 

wilderness nostalgia, what I’m describing is how camp directors framed their campers’ leisure. 

Nostalgia is a complex and much-maligned emotion that is typically associated with historical 

error, nearsightedness, retroversion, and prejudice. This view is not entirely unjustified. Historian 

Stephanie Coontz has argued that certain ideas about gender and family have been perpetuated 

by popular media that capitalizes on inaccurate and nostalgic views of the past. She argued, 
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“selective memory is … a serious problem when it leads grown-ups to try to re-create a past that 

either never existed at all or whose seemingly attractive features were inextricably linked to 

injustices and restrictions on liberty that few Americans would tolerate today.”457 As certain 

Americans try to enforce a corrupt nostalgia for a patriarchal, nuclear, heteronormative 

household of the type featured in Leave it to Beaver or Father Knows Best re-runs, it undermines 

the actual diversity of American households that existed in the past and that live in the present. 

Furthermore, those sorts of expectations of female submission can fuel domestic tension. 

Coontz’s argument uncovers the complex dynamics of American families and gender roles, but 

her view of nostalgia is the one-dimensional and irredeemably corrupted selective memory. 

However, this fixation on the negative nostalgia cedes an important human emotion to 

those forces and abuses. Psychologists studying nostalgia have uncovered a variety of positive 

attributes which stem from the emotion. They have found that nostalgic narratives are more 

effective than ordinary narratives in eliciting self-esteem in the individual, a more intimate sense 

of community with one’s neighbors, and more optimism in the future; it promotes charitable 

intentions and behaviors and fosters empathy with charity’s beneficiaries; and nostalgia also 

promotes self-continuity, especially in order to counteract periods of acute self-discontinuity.458  

Psychologists define nostalgia as a social emotion and it carries this consequence of 

individualism within a public narrative. Although public narratives about the past are always 

fraught with complexity and perspectival tensions, this is neither surprising nor disqualifying and 

the impulse to dismiss nostalgia as irredeemably corrupt does not adequately confront its 
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potential for social construction. As Wing-Yee Cheung and team note, “Nostalgia may counter 

these temporal declines in optimism and renew the strength of goal pursuit. By so doing, 

nostalgia could facilitate improvement, if not success, at least in cases where pessimism is 

unwarranted or maladaptive.”459 Nostalgia is not simply an idea about what the past was like, it 

contains a vision of what one might like the future to be. That was certainly the case with the 

camp directors discussed in this dissertation. Their nostalgic ideas about the American frontier or 

the Edenic wilderness were flawed, but they contained specific criticisms of midcentury 

American society and specific ideas about what the future could be. 

Nostalgia is the emotional attendant of a desire for the past. Whereas that past is often, 

admittedly, flawed or fictitious, the emotion is meaningful because it also taps into powerful and 

profound identity myths. Here I mean myth in the sociological sense and not as a pejorative 

dismissal. When I discuss nostalgia here, I mean an emotional projection or preference for an 

imagined past. I follow Frederick Jackson Turner in arguing that the frontier experience shapes 

the American psyche but I contend that the transformation from a physical frontier to an 

imaginary frontier has only universalized its accessibility and enhanced its efficacy. In the 

historian Greg Grandin’s The End of the Myth, he argues that American ideas about the frontier 

took precisely this course. Even after the closing of the physical frontier and into the twenty-first 

century, American elites mobilized the frontier as a symbol of perpetually expanding markets, 

technologies, and institutions. For Grandin, this metaphor allowed a malignant elision of race, 

gender, and class division in American society. As long as the frontier kept expanding and the 

future utopia was held out on the horizon, privileged Americans could continue to deflect calls 

 
459 Cheung, et al., “Back to the Future,” 1493. 



 

 

317 

 

for reform.460 Like Coontz, Grandin focuses on the abuse of nostalgic myths and illustrates some 

of the significant ways that they can corrupt the social imagination. But as Grandin argues, when 

the mythic frontier was symbolically closed by the border wall rhetoric of Donald Trump’s 2016 

campaign, racist and misogynist rhetoric metastasized to the heart of American political 

discourse.461 The frontier nostalgia had been part of what kept those voices on the fringe. In a 

world of perpetually expanding horizons, there’s less incentive to scramble in a zero-sum scrum. 

Is the frontier myth a nefarious opiate for the masses or a rallying point for optimistic progress?  

Without some shared mythos, it is difficult to maintain a vision of community, much less 

imagine how a community might function together. Consider the psychologist Constantine 

Sedikides and team’s finding that, “Nostalgia is a resource that can be implemented in times of 

psychological aversiveness, such as negative affect, discomfort due to unfavourable feedback, 

boredom, meaninglessness or loneliness. Nostalgia regulates these aversive states… Nostalgia 

strengthens a sense of belongingness or acceptance, which, in turn, elevates self-continuity.”462 

After World War II, the popularity of the frontier on television shows, in space, at the margins of 

America’s shifting Cold War, and especially in the playful performance of camping (family and 

organized camps included), Americans held forth an optimistic view of the future by mobilizing 

a powerful myth about the past. 

Still, Coontz and Grandin make valuable points about the pitfalls of nostalgia. Nostalgia’s 

emotional power and potential is not an excuse but rather a caution for its careful and critical 

application. Camp directors certainly erred at times in how they mobilized the frontier for 
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children, especially with regards to their treatment of American Indian symbolism.463 The 

Harvard literary scholar Svetlana Boym provides the typology of nostalgia that is most useful for 

differentiating between these negative and positive attributes. Boym argues that there is a 

substantive distinction between “restorative” and “reflective” nostalgias.  

Restorative nostalgia stresses nostos and attempts a transhistorical reconstruction 
of the lost home. Reflective nostalgia thrives in algia, the longing itself, and 
delays the homecoming – wistfully, ironically, desperately. Restorative nostalgia 
does not think of itself as nostalgia, but rather as truth and tradition. Reflective 
nostalgia dwells on the ambivalences of human longing and belonging and does 
not shy away from the contradictions of modernity. Restorative nostalgia protects 
the absolute truth, while reflective nostalgia calls it into doubt.464  
 
Boym is playing with the etymology here. Nostalgia was coined by the Swiss physician 

Johannes Hofer in 1688 from the Greek roots nostos (return home) and algia (longing) and 

initially referred to the spatial homesickness of conscripted soldiers but has obviously taken on 

temporal significance as well.465 

The distinction between restorative nostalgia and reflective nostalgia has several 

illustrative dimensions. By focusing on reconstructing the lost home, restorative nostalgia is 

making implicit statements about belonging. These statements are often exclusivist since not all 

people share the same home and therefore a restorative nostalgia can reproduce scripts that 

reinforce historic prejudices and privileges. This is the sort of corrupt nostalgia that Coontz and 

Grandin describe. The reflective nostalgia, however, exhumes some of those tropes and invites 

us to critique our cultural memory.  
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The historian Gary Cross provides an interesting example for consideration here in his 

monograph Consumed Nostalgia: Memory in the Age of Fast Capitalism. Cross describes the 

Greater Washington, D.C., Black Memorabilia and Collectible Show, a popular venue where 

African American middle-class adults display, acquire, and collect American race kitsch.466 

Obviously, they are not sentimental about seeking to restore Jim Crow America. Rather, 

ownership and preservation of those materials stimulates reflection on American racial history. 

Cross’s larger point is that in the second half of the twentieth century, nostalgia became highly 

personal and a market developed around servicing that emotion with material goods and 

consumed experiences. Cross’s observation of the importance of market forces and atomized 

emotional therapy in nostalgia is consistent with my argument that the popular ethic of 

environmental stewardship is limited by its individualism. Other scholars such as Daniel Rodgers 

have described these trends more generally as a systemic “age of fracture” after the 1970s.467  

As camps responded to the ecological crisis by shifting from frontier to wilderness 

metaphors, they participated in exacerbating these very trends. Whereas the dominant symbols of 

the frontier were often communal - such as the wagon train or the Pony Express - and the 

rhetoric dealt with democracy and citizenship, the dominant symbol of the wilderness was more 

solitary - such as the fur trapper or backpacker. More than merely participating in these trends, as 

youth-centric educational institutions, they arguably were among the most important for 

accelerating this trajectory in the raising generation. 

To a significant degree, the camps under consideration here dealt in what Boym would 

call restorative nostalgia. Before the ecological era, they conceived of their project as an aspect 
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of the true American frontier tradition and later they argued that wilderness provided access to 

the “real world” free of human artifice. Furthermore, they were also critical of urbanity and 

modernity in a fairly simple and dualistic way. Whereas camp directors usually lived in the rural 

or peripheral areas where the camps were located, the system that supported the camps were 

based in the power of the cities and the rapidly growing suburbs. So, while nostalgia refers to the 

preference for the imagined simplicity of the frontier or the honesty of manual labor, the 

conditions to which the system were reacting were the anxieties wrought by the material 

abundance, domestic convenience, and workplace automation of the twentieth century. Couple 

this with an increasing awareness of the unseen and unseeable corruption of nuclear and 

chemical technologies, and the modern urban world – with all the dynamic social upheaval of the 

twentieth century – reveals the logical preference for some Edenic escape available at a camp or 

conference center. But as the historians of camping, Leslie Paris and Abigail Van Slyck 

demonstrate, the organized camping project was inherently modern and demanded significant 

technological interventions in order to “manufacture wilderness,” as Van Slyck put it.468 A more 

reflective nostalgia would presumably have included a more self-aware acknowledgement of this 

tension.  

 To what, then, do people prefer the imagined past but the imagined present? I typically 

describe the force which drove the transformation tracked in the dissertation as moving from 

“frontier nostalgia” to “wilderness nostalgia.” First, camps were always nostalgic institutions. 

The impulse to intentionally eschew comfort and convenience in order to approximate a rustic 

situation, deal in hand-worked arts and crafts, “unplug” from modern technologies, and revel in 

nonhuman nature is only intelligible as a nostalgia-inducing activity. However, as I’ve just 
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illustrated, nostalgia is neither simple nor, necessarily, corrupt. I draw on these theories of 

nostalgia in order to complement Paris and Van Slyck by describing a shift in the object of camp 

nostalgia. To categorize it as categorically “antimodern” or “modern” obscures a significant 

transition in the optimistic or reflective aspect of camp nostalgia. Whereas they once promoted a 

nationalist program of democratic citizenship centered on the frontier myth, many camps 

eventually came to embrace a biophilic nostalgia based on admiration for the wilderness. All 

these myths are as complicated in themselves as the process of myth-making and myth-recalling; 

those tensions were very much the subject of this dissertation. 

What the philosopher Josef Pieper called contemplation or Svetlana Boym called 

reflective nostalgia is what runs beneath and soars above the organized camp.469 In a place set 

apart, where the visitor is detached from the pressures of the neighborhood, the home, and 

(today) the internet, they are confronted with a new reality we can call nature. Camp directors 

continually interpreted that nature for them, and they always did so in nostalgic terms. We 

characterize this as nostalgic because it looks backwards to the past in order to grasp forward to 

the future. The emotional longing for the frontier or the wilderness screams that there is 

something back there worth remembering. Sometimes, admittedly, that nostalgia is exclusive and 

“restorative,” but it can also be reflective and stimulate contemplation. 

 This discussion of nostalgia and the emotional function of nostalgia is essential for 

understanding the import of this dissertation. Nostalgia is the bedrock of the camping experience 

and is largely what separates recreational camping from involuntary forms of outdoor living. As 

the historian Richard White noted, White middle-class environmentalists in the twentieth century 

were prone to treating nature as the space in which work does not happen. This led to an 
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untenable divorce between working-class laborers and the industrialists who depended on natural 

resources for their livelihoods and recreationists who attempted to preserve remote areas for the 

recreational, aesthetic, or spiritual benefits that they conveyed.470 Nostalgia indicates the deep 

emotional resonance that camping can have for an individual, for a community, and for a society. 

If there is a more holistic alternative to environmental stewardship, be it ecological love or 

biophilia, practitioners in organized camping still need a way to access those lessons. Reflective 

nostalgia, that introduces campers and church groups to what we lose through the exploitation of 

nature, while modeling the applied practices of an ecologically sensitive institution, could be 

channeled into the political organizing necessary to mobilize communities and promoted a life-

giving social and intellectual agenda. The dynamic changes in church camping and outdoor 

ministries reveals that such a transformation is possible, though camp leaders have demonstrated 

a tradition of conservatism while progressive leadership from ecumenical elites have undermined 

the very institutions they hoped to revitalize. The most successful strategy would be to educate 

and empower college-aged counselors who could provide relevant leadership and nurture their 

campers in a process of discovery, inspiration, and activation. 

Organized camping is ostensibly about community, even when that community is defined 

by its high sense of individuality. In the first half of the dissertation, camp directors moved away 

from the conference campus and used nostalgia for the frontier to make arguments about the 

meaning of the American nation and the value of democracy. They constructed their camps in 

ways that reflected this vision and enthusiastically endorsed decentralized small-group camping 

as the approach most conducive to practicing democratic behaviors. During the 1960s and 1970s, 

competing ideas about what community meant led to intergenerational tension and dissention 
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within the profession about how nationalistic their metaphors should be. The ecological critiques 

popularized after Silent Spring, democratized by Earth Day, and legislated in the Nixon 

administration changed the vocabulary around nature in such a way that nostalgic yearning for 

the wilderness competed with the frontier. Church camps and retreat centers, as a significant 

sector of organized camps and an understudied ministry within American Protestantism provided 

a new and illuminating perspective for considering matters of emotion, nature, religion, and 

society. 

The rise of individuality during the 1970s is a well-established historical phenomenon 

with a rich historiographical foundation.471 The transition within outdoor ministries from 

denominational institutionalism to spiritual individualism is a significant case study in that 

broader cultural transition. However, this particular case has several unique features. First, with 

its focus on youth education, this case better explains the rapidity of the generational shift to 

individualism. From the source of what children were taught about how they related to each 

other and to the world, we can better understand how they came to articulate applied 

individualism in their careers as adults. Second, considering the historical function of the moral 

establishment, the case of ecumenical Protestant institutions yielding to individualism indicates 

how this transition came to be seen as not only right or reasonable, but morally good as well. 

Third, there is a vista from which it appears that this postwar transition to individualism in 1950s 

church camping predated the general withdrawal from the public sphere that we see in the 1970s. 

This should not be read to suggest that church camping caused the Me Generation, but many 

young adults in the Me Generation went to camp as children in the 1950s and 1960s when camp 
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directors were emphasizing small groups, individual spirituality, and self-actualization. 

Traditional explanations such as the late-1960s social movements or the early 1970s economic 

crises should at least consider how those adults were intellectually primed to see themselves as 

atomized moral creatures consuming institutions by election rather than subscription. 

Church camps and retreat centers provide access to new insights about how religious 

communities understood nature. Therefore, there are several intriguing avenues for additional 

scholarship on these issues. Most obviously, extending the chronological frame into the 1980s 

and 1990s would be illuminating. How liberal Protestants responded to anti-environmentalist and 

evangelical ascendency would be suggestive for how deeply these ecological commitments were 

adopted. The environmental historian Hal Rothman said of environmentalism, “it became a 

secular religion, but like most American religions, its adherents were many and its faithful 

few.”472 This cynicism is justified if one holds an ecological notion of environmentalism. What 

this dissertation has demonstrated, however, is that people have multiple environmental ideas to 

draw from. The enduring popularity of the National Parks indicates that the American public 

retains a high devotion to ideas of environment as scenery, but the reduction of Bears Ears 

National Monument and the legal opening of exploratory drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife 

Refuge indicates that the pressure of environment as resource at margins of public land remains 

contested. As discussed throughout, an idea of environment as creation does problematize 

notions of ownership and management and introduces the moral obligations of stewardship. I 

would think that once one subscribes to a divinely ordained model of environmental stewardship, 

those commitments would be hard to shake. But as we’ve seen, stewardship is flexible enough to 

include all sorts of behaviors. The rising awareness of anthropogenic climate change in the 1980s 
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and 1990s also adds urgency to these questions. Despite some specific flare-ups of radical 

environmentalism in the 1980s and 1990s, these voices are increasingly marginal in public 

discourse as mainstream environmentalists fight rear-guard action to protect emission standards, 

public land use, water pollution, the Endangered Species Act, the mandate of the Environmental 

Protection Agency, and a host of other issues that had once been generally well-accepted. I’m 

not convinced that America’s “moral establishment” has been effective partners in these 

struggles and this impotence stems from the logical flaws in the stewardship paradigm that is 

developed and disseminated through the country’s church camps. 

Of course, the old moral establishment of the seventeenth through twentieth century has 

eroded in the twenty-first. In order to get a more robust appraisal of religious environmentalism 

in the current moral landscape, we would also need a more inclusive view of American religion. 

Switching the focus to more fully include evangelical Protestants would be interesting. 

Premillennialism, creationism, climate change denial, and prosperity theology all have 

environmental features to which outdoor ministries could provide context. Although evangelical 

Protestantism has been functional and influential throughout American history, it emerged as a 

nationally significant political force between 1980 and 2008. Led by institutions such as Focus 

on the Family and the Moral Majority, the so-called Religious Right came to dominate election 

cycles and became intimately enmeshed with the Republican Party. Evangelical influence has 

waned since its zenith during the George W. Bush Era, but they remain an important rhetorical 

and symbolic constituency. However, evangelicals are currently reckoning with their own 

internal conflicts as social-justice and environmentalist critiques have captured an audience 

among younger generations of evangelicals. Roman Catholics and Jews also have robust outdoor 

ministry traditions. The most complete and authoritative statement on environmental issues has 
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been Pope Francis’ Laudato si’, but its production and reception were contextual and outdoor 

ministries can help us understand that context. 

This research could also be expanded geographically. My case studies were located in the 

Eastern forest and the Great Plains because that’s where the American camping tradition 

developed, that’s where ecumenical Protestant institutions are strongest, and that’s where the 

population is most accessible. But attention to the ecological context could be enhanced by 

including cases from desert and mountainous areas. How are the theological metaphors of water 

mobilized in the desert? How do camp directors use a mountain aesthetic to draw out the rich 

scriptural tradition of mountain veneration? 

Our ideas about nature determine how we behave in the world. Church camps and retreat 

centers provide us with a new and important set of institutions through which to evaluate the 

moral and practical application of those ideas. Organized camping is a product of modernity, 

with its new ideas about an insulated childhood, bucolic antiurbanism, and the intentional 

bracketing of industrial technologies. But because of that perspective, camping is perpetually 

nostalgic. Rather than fight this impulse, camp directors, clergy, and scholars should embrace the 

power of nostalgia to stimulate reflection on the choices we make every day.  

The ecumenical camping leaders Maurice Bone, Rodney Britten, and Norwood Wright 

wrote a memo as independent contractors in October 1971 that illustrates some of the tensions 

within the outdoor ministry movement during the second half of the twentieth century. When 

they defined the organized resident camping, they noted that,  

Growth as a person involves not only physical growth and physical skills, mental 
growth and intellectual achievement, but growth also in social graces, good 
attitudes, self-confidence, self-reliance, resourcefulness, emotional stability, sense 
of value, moral convictions, religious beliefs, and a sound philosophy of life. 



 

 

327 

 

Personal growth, then, is the true measure of the value of an outdoor Christian 
experience.473  
 
By 1971, in the midst of the ecological revolution and in the aftermath of the late-1960s 

social movements, church camp leaders understood the primary interest of church camping to be 

individual “personal” growth. Throughout the document, the authors referred to “personal and 

social responsibility” and “intergenerational relationships” in passing ways, so they clearly had 

an idea about the institutional potential of these places. However, the major thrust of their 

argument was that these places nurtured well-rounded, complete, Christian individuals.  

The way they integrated this individual into the broader social context was remarkable:  
 

What role may Christian outdoor education play in our present milieu of polarities 
and revolutions, of identity and value crises in the seventies, when all about us we 
see and feel the dynamics of rapid change? We need to deal with the real needs of 
man – those we tend to sweep under the rug, e.g. racism, poverty, oppression, war 
– all problems of relationships, God-Man-natural world. A new understanding of 
ministry is that people have the abilities to deal with their problems in a realistic 
way.474 

 
The authors understood the radical challenges they were facing, as we understand them today: 

they’re many of the same challenges. This dissertation has argued that the reason they could 

identify the problems in 1971 and yet fail to effect meaningful solutions over the past fifty years 

is because of the flawed hyper-individualism of their approach and the authoritarian 

professionalism of their institutions. I don’t know if church camps can solve all the world’s 

problems. That seems unnecessarily ambitious. Rather, I contend that camps are uniquely suited 

to make a meaningful contribution to addressing the ecological crisis. When Bone, Britten, and 

Wright observed that people have the ability to deal with their problems, they unnecessarily 
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atomized what is an inherently social process. People have the ability to deal with our problems, 

and the only realistic way requires imagining social and political solutions. 

Camps can become important models of green energy solutions to inspire and challenge 

their synods, presbyteries, and conferences. All camp construction should be LEED certified. 

Camps should care for their legacy by tending to invasive species and supporting biodiversity. 

Religiously affiliated camps and retreat centers, with their particular focus on morality and 

ethical development are especially accountable. There are myriad resources for making sound 

environmental decisions, and until church camps recognize this form of God-love and neighbor-

love as their highest and most unique priority, they are abdicating their greatest responsibility 

and their greatest opportunity. 
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