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 Connections That Go Beyond Camp 
Submitted by Stacey Burke, NEPA Synod Director of Communications and Bear Creek Camp Board Member

 
For generations, Bear Creek Camp has been a place where 
young people experience faith through community, 
creation, worship, play, and relationships. As a ministry 
supported by the Northeastern Pennsylvania Synod 
through Mission Support, the connection between Bear 
Creek Camp and the synod extends far beyond financial 
gifts. 

Each summer, pastors and deacons from across the 
Northeastern & Southeastern Pennsylvania Synods are 
among those who become part of the camp community by 
serving as volunteer chaplains. This summer, the Rev. Liz 
Koerner from St. John Lutheran Church in Stroudsburg, PA and Bishop-Elect the Rev. Jennifer Dee each spent a week 
at Bear Creek Camp, offering support to campers and staff while experiencing the ministry of camp firsthand. 

For Pastor Koerner, who has served as a Bear Creek chaplain three times, camp has long held a special place in her 
heart. “Through my years as a chaperone for Confirmation Camp at Calumet in New Hampshire, to working at a 
United Methodist camp during my summers in college, I have seen how an immersive experience in God’s creation 

with loving counselors and inclusive environments can change 
the mind and heart of a child,” she shared. 

The role of a chaplain can look different each week. Chaplains 
may lead Bible studies, accompany campers on activities, 
provide pastoral care, support counselors, or simply offer 
another trusted presence within the camp community. 

Bear Creek Camp Executive Director Collin Grooms sees that 
flexibility as one of the strengths of the program. “Every 
chaplain brings themselves to the role, which, like our summer 
staff and campers, is different for everyone,” Collin said. “Each 
person adds to the overall tapestry of our camp community 
for the week by sharing their unique gifts, interests, and 
passions.” 

For Bishop-Elect Dee, serving as a chaplain offered the opportunity to return to a ministry that has been part of her 
own faith journey. She grew up attending camp and later served on summer staff at Camp Calumet in New England. 
“A chaplain spends a week at camp getting to know campers and staff and being a support to them both,” she 
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explained. “They are an additional trusted adult to listen, 
laugh, learn, and connect.” 

Sometimes those connections happen in unexpected 
places. Bishop-Elect Dee recalled leading a Bible study 
from hammocks with a group of younger campers. As 
they ended their time together in prayer, voices began 
popping up from different hammocks as campers shared 
the things for which they were thankful. 

Pastor Koerner experienced a similar moment during 
Family Camp while talking with a parent and their sons 
about trusting God, trusting themselves, and leaning on 
community during difficult times. 

Camp ministry also has an impact on the clergy who serve. Pastor Koerner described a sense of God’s presence at 
camp. “The Spirit is always moving, and God is always at work in ways we can’t always know right away,” she said. 
“But at camp it feels all encompassing and that at any moment joy and love and growth in faith can happen.” 

The relationship between Bear Creek Camp and the synod reaches beyond the camp property as well. During session 
five this summer, three Bear Creek Camp staff members traveled to Reading to serve alongside ministries including 
Café Esperanza, Refresh Berks, and Adventure Day Camp at Zion Spies Evangelical Lutheran Church. 

Collin spent time at Café Esperanza, where he connected with the Rev. Rashon “Woody” Santiago and learned more 
about how another ministry supported by the Northeastern Pennsylvania Synod navigates that relationship. Bear 
Creek staff also brought camp into the community in a tangible way, taking archery equipment to Adventure Day 
Camp so its campers and staff could experience an activity normally associated with a week at Bear Creek. 

These connections demonstrate how Mission Support can bring ministries together, allowing them to share 
resources, learn from one another, and discover new opportunities to serve. The chaplain program creates another 
bridge between Bear Creek Camp and congregations throughout the region. “Having chaplains from different 
churches across our two synods is impactful because they can provide a direct perspective of our shared ministry 
back to their community and congregation,” Collin shared. 

For families, seeing a familiar pastor or deacon at camp can provide an additional sense of connection and trust. The 
chaplain program also helps connect congregations more closely with the ministry they support. “It’s an opportunity 
for first-hand connection with ministry realities and a chance to connect to where congregational donations are 
supporting ongoing ministry through gifts that support facilities projects and year-round operational needs,” Collin 
said.  

Through Mission Support, volunteer chaplains, shared resources, and relationships across ministries, Bear Creek 
Camp and the Northeastern Pennsylvania Synod continue to strengthen one another. What happens during a week 
at camp does not stay at camp. It travels home through campers, clergy, staff, families, and congregations, creating 
connections that continue long after summer ends. 

 

Help Make Ministry Possible 
Mission Support strengthens congregations, supports leaders, and helps new ministries 
take root across our synod and the wider church. Thank you for being part of this 
shared ministry. Learn more about Mission Support and how your congregation can 
support at godslove.org/missionsupport. 
 

https://nepasynod.org/missionsupport/

