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8 years ago the first official Camp Skillz was 
hosted at our organization headquarters 
in Old Hickory, TN. That first year it lasted 2 
weeks and served 29 kids. This summer, we 
just wrapped up 5 weeks of camp sessions, 
serving nearly 100 campers each week! While 

the camp has grown and developed, it’s foundational princi-
ples remain the same: provide a fun environment where kids 
acquire new skills, make friends, and feel valued for who they 
are. 

With a priority on maintaining an affordable camp experi-
ence, camp staff exercised great creativity in keeping ac-
tivities fresh and meaningful. Camp leadership Craig Duffy, 
Skylar Aaseby and Rob Muñoz worked hard to plan both an 
exciting and educational daily agenda. And the campers 
loved it! 

When asked about her favorite part of Camp Skillz, 11-year-
old Ezrah Aaseby said, “I really like the activities. Each and 
every day there’s a new activity and I’m like mind blown how 
they figure out all those activities and they’re all amazing! 
I’m just thankful.” 

Other campers responded with similar enthusiasm. “Playing 
soccer with the giant inflatable ball!” “Basketball because I 
learned to pass a lot better.” “Ahhh there’s just too much to 
say! Kayaking! And rock climbing. And the waterslide!” 

In addition to activity blocks, campers kicked off their morn-
ings at our outdoor amphitheater with high-energy games, 
weekly guest performers, and a brief lesson on a daily val-
ue or character trait. ‘Diversity’ was a value that 12-year-
old Noah Romero remembered. “I liked learning about how 
everybody is different but we should treat everybody the 
same.” Frank Williamson appreciated learning how caring 
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for our environment includes not just the space around you but 
the people around you as well. “I liked learning to be aware of 
everybody around you, because there were some people who 
were kind of in a bad mood and I noticed and tried to go help 
them, so I think it’s good that we learned about that.”

As its title suggests, Camp Skillz emphasizes not just a fun time, 
but an educational time as well. Each day one activity was de-
voted to introducing or honing a new skill. Campers learned 
about fire safety while making grilled cheese sandwiches over 
a campfire, examined diversity in cultures as they crafted and 
painted paper mache masks, and explored science principles of 
sound-producing vibrations when they made their own balloon 
and pipe noisemakers! 

9-year-old Xavier Garner’s favorite thing to learn this summer 
was how to make a fishing pole out of bamboo. In this activi-
ty each camper was walked through the process of tying knots, 
stringing bobbins and adding hooks so that they could take 
home their own fishing poles! Eden Loeffler took hers right to 
a local lake and was thrilled to 
catch several little bluegills.

One of the brightest additions 
to the program this summer 
was the presence of our ‘Jr. 
Counselor’ staff, who were all former campers that outgrew the 
program but didn’t want to stop coming to Camp Skillz! This 
summer was a time for them to learn a new set of skills, partic-

ularly how to facilitate a wonderful camp day for young kids. 
Our Jr. Counselors (aged 13-14) assisted camp staff by helping 

with setup and teardown, facil-
itating activities, and leading 
small group discussions among 
campers. They provided valuable 
extra hands during busy camp 
days, while learning under the 

guidance of seasoned camp staff. 

Jr. Counselor Ty Benoit shared at the end of the summer, “Be-
ing a Jr. Counselor made me realize I could do 
things I never thought I could do, like lead-
ing groups and being an example to younger 
children. In SLAM I learned how to lean on the 
Lord for strength and I used that with the kids 
during Camp Skillz.” 

When Jesus welcomes kids, he does so with 
those who immediately surround him. There 
is no “needy” applied to describe children; 
they are all in need. Every child is vulnerable, 
impressionable, and in need of a safe place to 
be cared for as a child. We’re thrilled to offer 
that to children in proximity to our headquar-
ters, using the gifts and space the Lord has giv-
en us, year after year. “Let the little children 
come to me, and do not stop them; for it is to 
such as these that the kingdom of heaven be-
longs,” (Mt. 19:14, Mk. 10:14, Lk. 18:16).

Mercedes (“Meche”) Parker, center, was awarded Camper of the Week by 
her counselor and junior counselor. During this particular session, campers 
learned about diversity and the responsibility to celebrate one another’s 
gifts. When the camp erupted in applause for Meche, they demonstrated they 
were learning the lesson!

Our counselors are fantastic at making kids feel welcome and celebrated. 
We could not have put on this quality program without their creativity 
and commitment. They are often competing with the previous summer to 
(again) achieve the title, “the best summer yet!”
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Something Sailor just said to me on her 
way out the door to camp this morning 
was, “I love camp so much. Good food, 
good activities, good friends.” This is 
her 3rd session in a row this summer, 
the last week, and her enthusiasm is 
just as high as the first day of camp at 
the beginning of summer. That takes 
real intentionality, care, hard work and 
talent on the part of the staff and camp 
organizers, to keep kids excited and 
engaged all summer long. Yesterday 
she learned how to kayak & she came 
home beaming and talking about how it 
was the greatest day and how it’s so cool 
to learn new things. This is our 4th year 
at Camp Skillz and it’s one of the best 
things about our summers. As a parent, 
it allows me to get some work done, and 
rest easy knowing that my child is safe, 
well fed, learning so much, having an 
absolute blast and surrounded by kind 
and caring individuals who love kids! 
Camp Skillz is truly the BEST! 

My kids love everything about Camp Skillz 
- the friends, the activities, and their won-
derful counselors!  I’ve been especially 
thankful for the staff who facilitate their 
week, take time to help them deal with 
conflicts and ensure they are having the 
best possible experience.  Water days 
are definitely a highlight but each day is 
filled with creative activities and friend-
ly competition,  and this really captivates 
my kids and has them coming home with 
with a lot of stories to share with me!
 

JENN REICHERT SAYS: 

LYSSA LOEFFLER SAYS: 



“I cleaned bathrooms at the neighborhood Community 
Pool.” 
“Pulled weeds all (pause) day (pause) long (pause).” 
“I filed papers for a large downtown law firm.”  
“My first job? MacDonald’s. I cleaned tables and floors.”
 

These are real answers to the question: “What was your first 
job?” asked of men and women who have been in the work-
force for numerous years to several decades. When ques-
tioned further about the skills they developed, the relation-
ships formed with an employer or manager, or the sense of 
confidence gained, they searched for a ‘good answer.’
 
“Well, I guess I learned that…umm, I did have to get up on 
time to get to work. That’s a skill I learned early on, I guess.” 
 
These aren’t people who can’t remember their first job or 
people who don’t understand the value of employment that 
benefits both the employee and employer. But when pressed 
about their first job, they had to admit that the experience 
had limited, or even minimal value. They showed up, they did 
what was expected, and they collected their pay at the end 
of the week—a typical first summer job.  This, however, is not 
the experience twenty-two 14 to 16-year-old youth had when 
they showed up on June 5th to start their summer employ-
ment with WorkWell, a job program funded through Nash-
ville’s Opportunity Now and facilitated by Global Outreach 
Developments, Int’l.
 
Each youth was assigned one of four possible employment 
opportunities: a team of farmhands with Hopewell Farms, ju-
nior counselors with Camp Skillz, junior media technicians, 
or junior basketball facilitators for Camp Skillz. On the first 
day, each youth met their near-peer (a college student who 
simultaneously exercises their growing managerial skills with 
the group) who would be leading them. 

A REALLY 
GOOD

SUMMER
WRITTEN BY ROSEMARY SHERROD
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Initially, everything might seem typical. A nervous first day, 
meet the manager, find out what you are supposed to do, do 
it, and come back the next day a little less nervous and a lit-
tle more familiar with what is expected. For many high school 
students starting their first job, this could be all their summer 
employment provides for them – tasks that they learn to do in 
order to please their employer. But WorkWell is not the typical 
‘first job’ and the youth testify to that with their words, work, at-
titude, and developing relationships with near-peer managers 
and co-workers. 

 “This has been a really good summer. Thank you.” one young 
man told his manager. After working with this particular em-
ployee all summer and learning about his background, his 
manager realized that these simple words represented a major 
change for this young man. Previously involved in gang activity, 
he suspiciously and even reluctantly was going to try something 
different this summer. What he found was more than a typical 
summer job. Kennedy Dupuis, one of the near-peer managers, 
reflected, “It was less about making them good at a particular 
job, and more about helping them to learn how to trust peo-
ple, be comfortable around people, and even believe that they 
themselves are capable of learning how to do something and 
carry it out to the end. All my projects centered around these les-
sons.”  Although it took time to learn how to trust, it happened, 
and everyone working with this youth noticed the change. 
 
While many kids work all summer in order to buy what they 
want, or afford to go someplace special, some youth work to 

help out their family. We had one young girl who had to do just 
that. Even though she realized the need her family faced, she 
struggled to give up her paycheck every week. Her manager 
took the time to let her know that although it may feel discour-
aging in the moment, “helping support your family is a great 
way to spend your paycheck. You are developing an endurance 
and strength that not many others have.” These words took 
root in this young lady to improve her demeanor and do that 
very thing.  

Parents also noticed remarkable changes in their children. “My 
daughter’s confidence has skyrocketed.” “I worried about how 
my son would do because of some behavioral issues he’s had 
but last week, we had a great report—all high marks in his per-
formance evaluation!”  And one grandmother who is raising 
her grandchild: “This has been exactly what he needed,” she 
remarked after seeing her grandson look forward to coming to 
work and being around his friends (formerly “I don’t know any 
of these people”).

Rachel Hartnell, WorkWell manager, explains: “Over the course 
of the summer, youth employees were evaluated on their lev-
el of confidence, how well they received constructive criticism, 
professional communication, taking initiative, conflict resolu-
tion, self-management, confidence to self-evaluate and report 
on a project. They received training on how to create a resume 

The WorkWell near-peers were able to help employees discover their hidden 
talents and develop them. Jonah Liley is a natural entertainer and this 
summer he learned how to use his gift to generate enthusiasm and energy 
from all 100 campers! 

Merci Warren, a student from the Academy for G.O.D., was able to further 
exercise her interests in journalism and photography by being a part of the 
media tech crew. One of her projects was a video of Camp Skillz posted to 
GOD’s Vimeo page. See all of our WorkWell videos HERE!
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and skills needed to succeed in a job interview. All of our em-
ployees gained one-on-one feedback on their job performance 
from their near-peers, and were checked in on and offered 
training by experts in the field. Every single one of them im-
proved. The best part was watching them celebrate their suc-
cess. I remember one of our young ladies saying, ‘Ms. Bri told 
me if I was going to work with kids, I had to smile more. Look 
at me now! I’m smiling all the time, and I just got employee of 
the week!’ ” 

After WorkWell, we don’t think they’ll be individuals that have 
to search for what they learned at their first summer job. We 
hope their lessons will give them the skills they need to suc-
ceed in every job here after! 

Kennedy Dupois (near-peer at right) taught WorkWell employees about 
food production, informing them of the reasons why they were growing 
food and who it was going to benefit! When you understand why you do 
what you do, the job performance is always enhanced.
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I’ll never forget the winter storm that hit the first year 
my son was in school. Due to particularly severe ice 
conditions, kids were out of school for multiple weeks 
within one month. As I was checking social media for 
updates on whether or not school would be canceled 
another day, I found pictures of teachers who were 

meeting at school, even though it was out of session. They 
were gathering together to pack boxes of food to deliver to 
students they knew wouldn’t have enough to eat. 

The 2016 Hunger in Our Schools Report found that 3 out of 4 
public school teachers say that students regularly come to 
school hungry. 81% of them say it happens at least once a 
week. (1) Teachers know that absence from school means 
that kids don’t get to eat. Kids just like mine, living right near 
mine, don’t eat if they don’t go to school. 

One of my friends, a teacher, told me that she packed an ex-
tra lunch every day because she knew one of her students 
was perpetually hungry, even though it was against the rules 
of the school where she taught. “I know I could get in trou-
ble, but I’m more afraid to face my Lord someday, knowing I 
didn’t give a hungry child something to eat.” 

Summer is “the hungriest time of year” in America, with 43% 
of low-income families saying summer is the hardest time to 
make ends meet.(2) I’m sure I’m not the only one who doesn’t 
notice malnourished children every day, but they’re there. 
Their malnourishment may even be disguised in the form of 
childhood obesity, which could lead to heart disease, diabe-
tes, and more. If you spend time with youth in our neighbor-
hood, you’ll notice their lack of familiarity with the food that 
comes from the ground. They ask if we’re serious when we 
tell them they can eat the food we just harvested from the 
garden. The signs are there, we’re just not used to looking.

FEEDING
5,000

WRITTEN BY LAURIE GERMERAAD KAGAY
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Here’s a few numbers to let it sink in: 
In America, 1 in 5 children are at risk of hunger. (3)
In Middle Tennessee, 1 in 4 children suffer from hunger. (4)
Among African-Americans and Latinos, it’s 1 in 3. (5)

More than 20 million children receive free or reduced lunch 
each school day in the U.S. Yet, only 10% of those have access 
to meals during the summer. That means 4 out of 5 children 
that benefit from free lunch in the school year, don’t have 
enough to eat for more than two months out of the year. (6) 

Kids aren’t hungry because their parents aren’t trying. It’s es-
timated that 92% of families who struggle with food insecurity 
have one or more adults working part-time, full-time or multiple 
jobs.(7) But when monthly bills increase by an average of $300 
in the summer, families have to make tough trade-offs to make 
it work. Two-thirds of all low-income families say they’ve 
had to choose between food and utilities. Two-thirds also 
had to choose between food and medical care.(8) Caregivers 
who are struggling to make ends meet are confronted with the 
reality that the least healthy foods tend to be the cheapest. To 
add to the struggle, when parents are working multiple jobs, 
many of them are too exhausted to cook a nutritious meal at 
the end of the day, so they turn instead to calorie-dense, nutri-
ent-poor food. 

These are the very families we serve at a number of our camps - 
the ones who couldn’t afford camp otherwise, the ones who are 
stuck inside with nothing to do in the summers because their 
parents are at work, and they don’t have anywhere else to go. 

Our camps do a lot for these kids--from skills development to 
trauma counseling to just some good old-fashioned summer 
fun. But stripped down to its bare bones, it’s a place where kids 
get to eat. Their meal always consists of a fresh fruit or vege-
table, a protein, dairy and grains. At some sites, government 
programming makes it available. At others, church groups and 
generous volunteers are to be thanked. Both require planning, 
cooking, facilitation and distribution, and we’re happy to sup-
ply it. This summer, we offered a total of 5,000 meals at 6 dif-
ferent locations, 5 of them in food deserts. (Food deserts are 
disadvantaged neighborhoods that are underserved by quality 
grocery stores, where nutritional options are limited to cheap-
er, high-calorie, and less nutritious food). 

Consistent healthy food not only wards off the hunger pangs, 
it decreases health risks like diabetes, cardiovascular dis-
ease or iron deficiency anemia. It also fights against “summer 
slide”--which refers to kids forgetting what they learned from 
one school year to the next. Studies have shown a marked cor-

These water bottles were always in sight at Camp Skillz Madison. Distribut-
ed on the first day, every camper still had it in their hand on the final day--a 
sign of their gratitude for the practical gift.

Wherever we ran a camp, we facilitated meals. Children were given break-
fast and lunch, each of them including fruit, vegetables, a protein, grain, 
and dairy.
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relation between summer slide and income level, with affluent 
peers not suffering from it in the same way. 

In our modern [food] deserts we’re watching the Lord provide 
food, the way He loves to do (Matt 14 & 15, Mark 6 & 8, Luke 9). 
We’re watching government programming be “God’s servant for 
[their] good” (Rom. 13:4), supporting it with our time and effort 
in facilitation. 

Breann Chigumira, our Summer Lunch coordinator, says, 
“Something I have noticed at the Old Hickory site is just how 
thankful so many of the campers have been when it comes to 
the meals. One camper’s mom was trying to get her hyped up 
for water day, but all her daughter would talk about was what 
was on the menu! The campers come up to me, give me big hugs 
and thank me for their meals, always telling me which one is 
their favorite. It really doesn’t get much better than that!”

At certain sites, the likelihood of hunger is definitely more pro-
nounced. In Madison, Breann facilitated a taco salad compe-
tition as a daily activity after teaching the kids that the more 
(naturally) colorful a plate is, the more nutritious. By mere co-
incidence, the campers had also received pizza as a reward that 
day, in addition to their typical breakfast and lunch. Yet when 
it came to the taco salad and toppings she brought, there was 
nothing left. They had eaten all of it--a sign of both the reality of 
hunger, and of the fact that the food really is good. 

On occasion, we’ve watched children not eat all their food, 
but also not throw it away. They carry it with them, guarding it 
vigilantly until they can walk it home at the end of their camp 
day. With each “to-go,” it becomes increasingly apparent that 
hunger has a real presence in the community. They’re either 
mindful of others in their home who are in need of the food, or 
know they will be hungry again later and want to be prepared. 

When the Lord teaches his disciples to pray, he reminds them 
to ask for this very thing: Give us this day, our daily bread, (Mt. 
6:11). It wasn’t that the disciples were themselves hungry; we 
know they have homes and jobs and nets that break with fish. 
Jesus is teaching them that part of their responsibility in prayer 
is to show solidarity with those who are hungry, and look for a 
way to get them fed. This is part of the will of God being done 
on earth, as it is in heaven (Mt. 6:10). 

I believe that God is with those teachers every time they give 
food to their students who they know can’t secure it otherwise. 
And I believe we’ve felt him with us this summer as we’ve seen 
him provide food for 5,000 in our modern desert. “For I was 
hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me 
something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me... 
Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who 
are members of my family, you did it to me.” Matt. 25:35,40

Thank you Lord, for letting us serve you.
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“The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hid-
den in a field, which a man found and cov-

ered up. Then in his joy, he goes and sells all that 
he has and buys that field.” Matt. 13:44
 
In a series of parables in the book of Matthew, 

Jesus tells his audience that the kingdom of heaven is like a 
treasure hidden in a field, found, covered up and purchased 
at great cost. In our society, the mention of treasure conjures 
up images of discovering a sunken or buried treasure chest, 
or more practically, finding something at a flea market that 
turns out to be worth exponentially more than the purchase 
price. This is not the kind of treasure that Jesus is speaking 
about. We know that because we know the story of Jesus’ 
life. When he traveled from city to city, he found treasures in 
the world (field) that were hidden from sight. Jesus’ treasures 
are the people for whom the kingdom of heaven belongs. 

“Blessed is the poor in spirit, for theirs in the kingdom of 
heaven” (Matt. 5:3). That is the hidden treasure. As Rafael 
Reyes, the camp director, prepares volunteers for their work 
at the new camp site in Madison, he brings up this parable. 
This is not the first time Rafa discovered a hidden treasure. 
For the past three summers, Rafa conducted summer camp 
at a Hispanic immigrant apartment complex in Antioch. In 
describing the new camp, a crowded trailer park filled with 
Hispanic immigrants, he asks the volunteers if they’re ready 
to give their hearts away to the precious children who reside 
there. The children who live in these places aren’t preparing 
for a weeklong summer camp experience in the woods. They 
aren’t packing their suitcases, putting batteries into their 
flashlights, stashing snacks in their backpacks, or rolling up 
sleeping bags. They can’t afford summer camp. Most of them 
couldn’t find transportation to and from a local summer day 
camp program even if the cost were affordable. Like the man 

WRITTEN BY ROSEMARY SHERROD
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water slide is waiting for them as they organize themselves, fol-
low instructions, and show deference to the younger campers 
by allowing them to go first.  Or they work together to construct 
a cardboard fort to protect themselves against the barrage of 
water balloons coming at them. Arts and crafts are a favorite 
among the campers. While children are busy building, painting, 
gluing or designing a particular craft, they may not realize that 
their counselor is reinforcing the lesson of listening and follow-
ing directions. Whether playing games, making crafts, cooking, 
performing or participating in the variety of activities facilitated 
for them, campers gain confidence in developing their skills.   

And above all the summer camp activities, the children get to 
receive “us.” Our camp counselors aren’t fulfilling a summer job 
responsibility; they are giving themselves over to people who 
are poor, marginalized, and fearful in this culture of anti-immi-
grant bias. This includes more than facilitating fun activities, it 
necessitates the kind of awareness to realize the needs that ex-
ist, and what they need from our staff. When realizing that  kids 
struggled to attend camp because they have to stay home to 
watch their younger siblings while parents are working, site di-
rector Alex Castro tells them, “I know it’s hard, We know you’re 
being asked to do a very adult thing. But, you also have the op-
portunity to be a leader. The young kids are watching you, and 
learning what good things are possible.” 

“AND ABOVE ALL THE SUMMER 
CAMP ACTIVITIES, THE CHILDREN 
GET TO RECEIVE “US.”

in the parable, once this community of need was discovered, we 
devoted our resources to bringing summer camp to them right 
in their own backyard. 
 
Whether the trailer park in Madison or the apartment complex in 
Antioch, the children and their families have appreciated a sum-
mer camp that is free for most families and conducted within 
walking distance of their home. Breakfast and lunch are provid-
ed. Activities are centered on themes that teach and reinforce 
character lessons. And the fun factor abounds. The campers 
look forward to Friday’s ‘water day’ where a massive blow-up 

Left: Camp Skillz Antioch is completely run by SLAM teams. Many teams come prepared with their own activities to engage the kids, from songs to water 
games to teaching percussion. We couldn’t do what we do without these volunteers! Right: After a short break during camp sessions, one young boy returned 
to camp saying, “I was so excited for camp to start I couldn’t sleep!” The last day of camp evoked similar sentiments: “We’ll see you again soon,” assured Alex 
Castro, their camp director. “Tomorrow?” was the immediate response of one child who didn’t want camp to ever end.

Rafael Reyes (left), Site Director for Camp Skillz Madison, reflected: “I 
believe that parents rest easy knowing their children are in a safe environ-
ment with people who truly care for them. I truly believe we are teaching 
and demonstrating to these children that they do have a place to be kids, 
to learn, to play, and to be cared for. This,” Rafa emphasized, “is the king-
dom of God.”
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One of the tell-tale signs these children are uncharacteristical-
ly skeptical of receiving good from others was evidenced when 
we converted the basketball court at the trailer park to a futsal 
court by purchasing and installing a plywood barrier around the 
court’s circumference. Before this, the children were prohibit-
ed from playing soccer on the court because it was damaging 
the fence. Culturally, though, soccer, not basketball, is the game 
these children know and love. As they watched the court being 
transformed, they asked hesitantly, “Will you take this down 
when camp is over?” “No,” our counselors responded, “we put 
this up for you--it will stay here.” Then they smiled. 
 
If you were to drive through either of these areas, you would be 
hard-pressed to see anything of value. But Jesus alters our focus 
and looks for what is hidden. Across the bridge, on the other 
side of the river, hidden from the sight of passing motorists is a 
is a trailer park of kids with little or nothing. We’ve had to work 
and dig, but we’ve found a treasure and the resulting joy. 

Joy is the look on Jesse Grooms’ face on the final day of camp, 
when mothers of the campers demonstrated their appreciation 
in the best way they could. That day they showered the camp 
with pies, tamales, pupusas, and more. Joy is the look on the 
campers’ faces when Stef Nsubuga, their lead counselor for the 
last few years, makes a special appearance with her newborn 
baby. Although the baby kept Stef from being on-site, she let the 
children know that she worked as the camp’s logistics coordina-
tor from her home. Joy is the overwhelming emotion of SLAM 

teams who took Rafa’s advice and gave themselves to the kids, 
and in doing so gave “everything that [they] had,” (Mt. 13:44). 

That joy is the testimony of each of our camp counselors so 
much so that an end to summer is not an end of serving these 
children and families.

When a young girl was asked why she wasn’t wearing her shoes, she lowered 
her head and her voice: “They don’t fit anymore,” she muttered, “they are 
too small.” It was the last day of camp so shoes were quickly purchased for 
her. However, as important as it was to meet this need, it was also import-
ant to give them to her in a way that would not shame her in front of the 
other campers. We didn’t let any of the other children know that she had 
been given shoes, but she did. Immediately, she found three of her friends 
and happily showed off her shoes! When we saw that she was grateful and 
not embarrassed, we rejoiced along with her.some and made sure that our 
gift to her didn’t add to her shame. If people truly are the treasure, we have 
to give them more that resources, we have to love them as we would love 
ourselves.

Institute student Jesse Grooms spent his summer managing the Camp Skillz 
Antioch site. Of the experience he says: “I learned a lot this summer about 
working with people, what activities the kids really like, and how to incorpo-
rate character lessons in nearly every activity. But above all, I learned how 
much I could love these kids! My heart grew this summer and I thank God for 
the opportunity I had.”
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“Gathered in the name of the Father, gath-
ered in the name of the son, gathered in the 
name of the Spirit, gathered here we are, the 
new nation. We are one.”

These were the lyrics sung by over 100 
youth during one of five SLAM weeks held this summer. As 
students sang these words and joined hands, they were re-
minded of Jesus’ prayer in John 17:21, “that they will all be 
one, Father, just as you and I are one.” They were encouraged 
to look around the room and recognize the unity that the 
Lord wants them to have as his followers. They were further 
reminded to remember the faces of the people they were 
serving: the elderly, the immigrant, the homeless, the refu-
gee. In Matthew 5, Jesus emphasizes that his people are sup-
posed to be the salt of the earth, the light of the world, a city 
on a hill. We challenged these students that, together, they 
could represent the Lord and bring light in places that had 
only known darkness. 

The following day, students were sent out to their service 
projects. One group was given the opportunity to spend the 
day with a group of Congolese refugees in their homes. Sev-
eral students began working on a craft with some young Con-
golese girls, creating a paper chain of people holding hands 
and decorating them in all different colors. It was a visual 
reminder of the unity they had sung about the night before. 
Soon after, their Congolese friends began serving up an au-
thentic African feast. As they shared a meal together, the stu-
dents were moved by the hospitality of their new friends and 
the joy of fellowship experienced by everyone present. It was 
a moment that solidified the concept of unity that God longs 
for his people to have. 

WRITTEN BY KELLY JOBE
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Students Living a Mission creates opportunities like this for stu-
dents to learn and live out God’s Word amidst Nashville’s most 
vulnerable populations. This summer was no exception. One 
student told us, “I just never knew you could meet with God out-
side of church. This whole week, we’ve been meeting with God in 
everything that we have done.” Another said, “I just feel like I have 
unlimited energy when I’m around you guys. It’s as if you have 
something to say about the Bible no matter what we’re doing.” 
We love testimonies like this!

The theme of this summer was “The Genesis of Something Nu” 
derived from 2 Peter 3:13, “But according to his promise we are 
waiting for new heavens and a new earth in which righteous-
ness dwells.” It was our goal for students to understand that 
they could join God in bringing righteousness into the world. 

One group experienced the joy of partnering with God while 
leading a kids camp for immigrant children. Prior to their SLAM 

week, they had prepared Bible stories to share at camp. One of 
the students noted that she thought the story of Daniel and the 
lion’s den would resonate with the kids because of the kind of 
challenges she knew that they faced. She was right. The kids 
loved hearing Bible stories - so much so that they began excit-
edly peeling through the students’ Bibles, asking them what 
other stories were in it. The students were so moved by the kids’ 
desire to learn that they purchased Spanish-English children’s 
Bibles for everyone in the camp. 

We pray that their time of service in Nashville would inspire 
these youth to carry the same heart back to their hometowns. 
We want their love of God and subsequent service to extend 
into their everyday lives. One student testified that serving the 
elderly during her SLAM week opened her eyes to the fact that 
she has a grandmother who is also getting older. She was chal-
lenged to be more intentional with her grandmother by spend-
ing time with her and listening to her stories. 

SLAM weeks provide not only opportunities to invest in youth, 
but also their youth pastors and leaders. One youth pastor 
shared with us, “I came to the SLAM week with a heavy heart 
about several things, but my faith in God deepened, and I left with 
more peace about it all. I was thoroughly challenged by some dis-
cussions with the SLAM staff, challenged for my own commitment 
and paradigm of ministry and how communities can be trans-
formed by the gospel. I appreciate the out-of-the-box approaches 
that are presented to not only the youth, but to us adults too!” 

Students joined hands as a sign of their unity as followers of Jesus and their 
shared desire to be his hands and feet in the world. Weeks like these deepen 
friendships amongst students as they worship, learn, and serve together.

After the students and their new Congolese friends finished their craft, the 
little girls requested a photo to remember the moment. Before they knew 
it, everyone in the room jumped into the picture together!
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These are just a few of the many, many testi-
monies and stories that came from over 400 
students and leaders who served with us this 
summer. We are deeply thankful for another 
summer to invest in youth, for the many people 
that they were able to serve, and for the ways 
that they have been changed by the Lord. We 
experienced first-hand the power of students 
coming together to be the light of the world. 

When we began working at a nearby elderly high rise, 
residents were initially hesitant to open their doors to 

new visitors. Because of our consistency, over time, res-
idents began to greet us asking, “You guys must be with 

SLAM, right? Can you come to my apartment? You guys 
are welcome anytime you want!”



“Then Jesus went about all the cities and 
villages, teaching in their synagogues, and 

proclaiming the good news of the kingdom, and 
curing every disease and every sickness. When 
he saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, 
because they were harassed and helpless, like 
sheep without a shepherd. Then he said to his 

disciples, “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; 
therefore ask the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into 
his harvest.”

“Then Jesus summoned his twelve disciples and gave them 
authority over unclean spirits, to cast them out, and to cure 
every disease and every sickness.”

In Matthew 9:35-38, we read that Jesus “saw” the needs of 
the poor. It was this seeing that incited in him genuine com-
passion. His response? “Jesus sent out the twelve” (10:5) on 
mission, so that they too could share his burden and become 
the kind of laborers God needs in his harvest. Compassion is 
the capacity to ‘suffer with’ another. Jesus surrounded him-
self with people in need--the broken of the world. As he did, 
he felt their pain, and wanted to bring healing. Summer In-
ternship (SI) is designed to help people see the needs of the 
world, learn about God’s perspective on these issues, and de-
velop the same compassion we see demonstrated in Jesus.

SI provides a facilitated 40-day educational experience in 
which interns are immersed in God’s Word and given oppor-
tunities to serve some of the most beautiful people in the 

WRITTEN BY BRANDON GALFORD
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world, demonstrating God’s love. As they drop their mobile de-
vices, they’re challenged to open their eyes to people around 
them. As they let go of their typical summer plans, they’re in-
troduced to the realities of a bigger world. For many interns, 
this is a completely new experience, which causes them to ask 
the Lord different questions, like what their role should be in 
response to all they have seen. 

This year’s summer internship began with a one-week training 
phase in Nashville, where the interns were daily challenged to 
depend on the Lord and not themselves. Through passionate 
times of prayer and worship, in-depth Bible studies, kids camp 
activities, group discussions, intentional exercises and chal-
lenges, and documentaries that exposed them to real issues in 
the world, the summer interns were prepped for the needs they 
would encounter when they stepped foot in El Salvador and 
Uganda. Specifically, they became aware of the fact that there 
is too much need in the world for any one person to shoulder on 
their own. Even Jesus called 12 others to join him!

One of the unique aspects of SI is the opportunity interns have 
to actually live amongst the people they’re serving. During their 
time in El Salvador and Uganda, the interns had the privilege 
of experiencing life amongst a harvest of people for whom God 
cares deeply. They ate the native food, enjoyed genuine conver-
sations, and lived and served alongside Salvadorans and Ugan-
dans. Intern Amelia Harrison put it this way, “The really special 
part is that we get to actually live in Sitio Nuevo instead of just 
commuting here. I really enjoy it because it allows for us to get 
truly immersed into the culture and have more time connecting 
with everyone who lives here.”

In El Salvador, they assisted in health care centers, facilitated 
youth camps and sports clinics, and participated in building 
and agricultural projects. Through these experiences, the in-
terns were faced with the humbling realization: God needs me. 
He has chosen to perform his restorative work in the world 
through the labor of his people. Reflecting on her time with An-
tonia, a widow, Lauren Garrison wrote, “The Lord needs me to 
know the Bible - to become equipped - so that I can serve them 
in a way that is dignifying and purposeful. The Bible is trans-
forming the way I think and see and hear. I know that the Lord’s 
heart is breaking for the people in El Salvador, and now mine is 
too.”

In Uganda they facilitated kids camps with athletic competi-
tions; they also served meals to 440 kids at St. John’s Primary 
School. They enjoyed table fellowship in the homes of widows 
and labored in the community garden. They were inspired by 
people like Quinn, the daughter of G.O.D. cooperatives Law-
rence and Josephine Ssemakula, who suffers from sickle cell 
anemia. Jackie Bowling was especially moved by the testimo-
ny of this precious 17-year-old girl: “Quinn is a perfect example 
of someone who truly relies on the Lord for rest and strength 
through the pain. I am encouraged by her to seek God even 
when I don’t understand why, when I feel my own pain or when 
I forget all he’s done for me.”

Lauren Garrison, a student at the Institute for G.O.D., bonded 
with Debbie, a student at the Institute for G.O.D., East Africa: 
“The LORD is transforming her through learning his Word, just 
like he’s transforming me.” Interns learned that following Jesus 
includes learning to follow him alongside people from other  
         cultures who want to do the same.

Before and after the international portion of SI, interns spent time in 
worship, prayer, Bible study and forming their team dynamic. During their 
debrief, interns shared how much their perspectives had changed as a result 
of the people they met in El Salvador and Uganda.

Interns Emily Marotta and Amelia Harrison perform wound care on a young 
girl who attended the teams’ camp days. First aid is a necessary skill when 
ministering in remote locations
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In reflecting on their time abroad, one theme consistently came 
up: sight. Just as Jesus saw and responded with compassion, 
these interns testified to the sight God has begun developing in 
them. Lauren Roberts said, “I really feel like on this trip the Lord 
opened my eyes to the social and economic injustices of the 
world in a new way.” Lauren Garrison shared: “The Lord taught 
me and is teaching me how to see. I can’t walk past a neigh-
borhood now without analyzing the structures. I can’t go to the 
bathroom without noticing where the water comes from. It’s not 
because I want to make judgments, but because to be a servant 
of the Lord I can’t ignore my surroundings anymore. I can’t act 
like the realities of this world can be justified.” Emily Marotta 
testified how this sight is producing in her hope for what God 
wants to do. In that, she didn’t have to despair over the current 
tragedy of the situation: “God sees the least of these--he sees 
and knows every single barefooted child, every widow, every 
orphan, every person who feels unseen. Every time I look into 
the eyes of a St. John’s student, I see hope. Every time I hear the 
daughters of some of our cooperative sing songs of praise and 
worship, I see hope.”

Summer Internship truly is a life-changing experience. It’s an in-
vitation to feel the compassion that Jesus felt as he looked at 
the world and saw many harassed and helpless. SI is an oppor-
tunity to see from his perspective, gained by an intensive study 
of his Word, and then venture into the pockets of the world 
where such helplessness isn’t hidden away. SI gives interns a 
glimpse into the lives of those for whom Jesus felt compassion: 
the diseased and sick (9:35,10:1), harassed and helpless (9:36). 
Whether they choose to serve in international missions or not, 
we pray they at least become more compassionate people, be-

20

cause they took a summer to “suffer with.” Like the many years 
of intern teams who have gone before them, this team has 
joined in Jesus’ prayer, asking the Lord of the harvest to send 
out laborers. Opening your eyes can change everything.

All of our interns’ service in East Africa included our cooperatives and 
students by their side. Intern Jacky Bowling bonded with Miriam, a student 
at our East African Institute, as they spent every part of the interns’ Africa 
portion together.

Summer Interns 2018: (left to right) Kaylee Johnson, Lauren Roberts, 
Josh Bingham, Lauren Garrison, Servando Nava, Emily Marotta, Jacky 
Bowling, Sara Giguere, Amelia Harrison.



I remember my immersion trips (taken 6-12 years ago) 
like they were yesterday. So many lessons learned, 
such formative experiences for me as a person in 
Christ and as a missionary. Thinking about my own 
immersions makes me very excited about the immer-
sion trips that were taken this summer, which I get to 

share a bit with you now.

According to Merriam-Webster’s, immersion is ‘instruction 
based on extensive exposure to surroundings or conditions 
that are native or pertinent to the object of study.’ In the case 
of our missionaries-in-training, the object of study is the peo-
ple of the nations--their language and customs and values 
and, well, everything. Where? In their nations--and also their 
homes, their workplaces, their day-to-day--that’s the exten-
sive exposure part. And the instruction? That’s where God’s 
Word comes in, making every experience an opportunity for 
education that produces holiness.

This summer, 10 of our Institute students had the opportuni-
ty to go on an immersion trip to the region in which they’ve 
chosen to serve. Five of them participated in a traditional im-
mersion, which lasts 4-6 weeks, while the other five experi-
enced a nontraditional immersion (due to familial and work 
responsibilities), which had them on the ground for about 2 
weeks.

In El Salvador, Ethan Harris, Michael Watkins and Kyle Becker 
spent ten days working on sustainable building projects to 
better accommodate visitors to our campus and to serve our 
neighbors and local farmers. Their tasks included bathroom 
reconstruction, plumbing to redirect grey and black water 
into a septic tank, water tower installation for when the city 
water is shut off (which is daily), as well as land clearing, com-
posting, and garden maintenance for our agricultural efforts. 

WRITTEN BY BRYNN BUCHANAN
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They spent considerable time with the youth we work with, and 
hosted an event for them to have a safe, fun evening filled with 
worship, the Word, and a focus on unity and healthy relation-
ships.

In the Philippines, Carl Cook, Amanda Byrd and Darbie Guess 
spent a month participating in all of the ministries at our 
community center and the surrounding neighborhoods. They 
worked in the garden, tutored children in English lessons, as-
sisted a midwife with prenatal and postnatal care, facilitated 
character- and skill-development sessions at a home for abused 
girls and organized music workshops at a home for boys. They 

also visited a resettlement village formed after 2013’s Typhoon 
Haiyan, a men’s and women’s prison and a dumpsite, among 
many other things. But in all this service, the most meaningful 
part for them was the deepened relationships they developed 
with our international team (Clark and Rina Miller and interns 
working at the community center) as they ministered side-by-
side.

In India, Gabby Ladd and Corey Foster spent six weeks 
strengthening relationships with our cooperatives, employ-
ees and ministry partners, along with visiting a boys hostel, an 
organization for deaf women and a deaf elementary and sec-
ondary school, and helping to facilitate a Bible conference for 
local believers. Corey and Kristin Streeter also spent ten days 
participating in the Bible conference, leading worship and de-
votionals, visiting hospitals and programs for women, as well 
as Kristin teaching women’s health courses.

Our people are our assets, both those whom we send and those 
whom we send them to. Each of these immersion participants 
is a resource in and of themselves, and they’re becoming more 
so as they continue learning the Word and applying it to life. 
Yes, they’re students of culture and language and community 
development, but all of that takes second (an important sec-
ond!) to being students of the Word (a crucial first). What they 
were able to accomplish, and the increased sight they had at 
each place visited and with every interaction, was the result of 
the investment they’re making into the Word. Hear it for your-
self!

“While talking to a lawyer about my work, she said, ‘You light up 
when you talk about what you do. I can see you’re very passion-
ate about it, and that’s rare.’ I felt confident and full of life as I 
shared with her about how God’s word teaches us to value hu-
man beings and how, like Jesus, we work towards the benefit of 
those who are vulnerable. God’s word is so revelatory and I’ve 
been impacted by the process of enacting my education from 
the Word in everyday life and the confidence it’s brought to my 
life.” - Corey Foster

“In Luke 10, when Jesus sends out the 72 disciples to visit 
homes, he gives a very detailed list of criteria they need to em-
ploy in order to know how to carry out their ministry. Verses 

One of the most wonderful aspects of an extended immersion trip is the abil-
ity to cultivate friendships with other believers. Members of our team first 
visited this Indian fellowship over a year ago, and this summer immersion 
students got to meet them, hear testimonies, and learn how God is working 
in India’s capital region.

Immersion participant Carl Cook and community center intern Jairus work 
with a local fisherman to prepare nets for the nearby coast. One of the 
objectives of an immersion is to provide participants with an immersive 
experience into the everyday life of the people who we do ministry with 
and for in the community where our headquarters is situated.

22

“OUR PEOPLE ARE OUR ASSETS, 
BOTH THOSE WHOM WE SEND AND 
THOSE WHOM WE SEND THEM TO.”
 



EDITOR’S NOTE
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(615) 832-2470 /GODInternational GODInternational.org

Reviewing this edition, Acts 1:8 came to mind:
“But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; 
and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, 
and to the ends of the earth.”

At the beginning of the book of Acts, when Jesus was his preparing his 
followers for what was to come, he enlightened them to the fact that 
they were going to usher in a global movement, starting right there in 
their (new) hometown. This was not of their own doing, but a result of 
the power given to them by the Holy Spirit. The responsibility to be his 

witness is a privilege shared with all believers. We get to witness to the 
fact that he is alive and good and concerned with the well-being of the 
entire world! 

One of our mottos as an organization is “a strong local presence for a 
lasting global impact.” This edition was special because it zeroed in on 
one summer, and showed the scope of our effort: local, regional, na-
tional and international (the flow of this newsletter matches this same 
pattern). I’d like to encourage you to make a strong impact for God in 
your locality. It’s the best place to start. 

WRITTEN BY LAURIE GERMERAAD KAGAY

5-6 stick out to me: ‘When you enter a house, first say, “Peace 
to this house.” If someone who promotes peace is there, your 
peace will rest on them; if not, it will return to you.’ And then in 
verse 9: ‘Heal the sick who are there and tell them, “The king-
dom of God has come near to you.”’ This last semester in Luke-
Acts class I learned that once we’ve been welcomed into a home 
and have stayed with that family, eaten their food and begun 
building a relationship with them, we’re responsible to bring 
holistic (which includes physical and relational) health to that 
home. There was a family going through an incredibly difficult 
time with their relatives. My first thought as an individualist 
from America was, ‘Well, that’s not our business, we shouldn’t 
interfere. It’s complicated and what right do we have to step in?’ 
Then this passage came into my heart and reminded me that 
as God’s people we’re responsible to see health restored in a 
home. This family has always accepted us with great hospital-
ity and kindness, and now we’re responsible to invest our time 
and energy into helping see the health of their family restored. 
It’s not intrusive, it’s a service. Of course, it must be done with 
great care, intentionality, and prayer, but we can’t overlook it 
because of our individualistic (cultural) tendencies. Mike and 
Marco [the trip facilitators] addressed the conflict, and it was a 
powerful model to me of living out Jesus’ expectation to bring 
peace and health, beginning with households.” - Ethan Harris

“After caring for the sick we encountered, or putting on an im-
promptu kids’ camp for children that showed up at our door, 
or praying for a friend who shared they were going through a 
difficult time, or cleaning up the community center, or staying 
up late to study the Bible--the interns would ask us why we 
responded in the ways we did, and we were able to say, ‘We 
learned this from Jesus, and from the people who’ve taught us 
the Bible, who exemplify for us what God wants from his peo-
ple.’” - Amanda Byrd

Amanda Byrd is sharing an exhortation from the word with the help of 
translator Cherelynn Ocampo.  Learning how to communicate effectively in 
a cross-cultural context is a valuable lesson for immersion participants.
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