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If they can get out there and see for themselves what God has made, young people will become absolutely passionate about God’s creation. That was the belief that prompted Keith Hamill and Richard Storey to develop Tongariro Eco-Adventure, the first camp run jointly between A Rocha Aotearoa NZ and Scripture Union. 

Internationally, A Rocha has had a profound effect in reviving the church’s concern for God’s creation. One of the key reasons for its effectiveness is that A Rocha brings people into direct experiences of creation, in the context of a Christian community that acknowledges the Creator. For many, these experiences are life-changing. In countries like Kenya, Portugal and Canada where A Rocha organizations have field studies centres, giving people such experiences is part of the daily work. But for A Rocha Aotearoa NZ, which doesn’t yet have a centre, a different approach was needed. So A Rocha Aotearoa NZ recently teamed up with Scripture Union to run an ecologically-based youth camp. For its part, Scripture Union was delighted to add an ecologically-focused camp to its range of adventure camps, as it has a strong environmental ethic and a focus on discovering God through the experience of camping outdoors. As we began planning together, we discovered how closely the philosophies of the two organizations are aligned.

In mid-January this year, 9 senior teens and 6 leaders arrived at Scripture Union’s Crusader Lodge at the foot of Mt. Ruapehu to spend a week exploring Tongariro National Park. Our goal was to discover as much as we could of the biological and geological wonders in the park, and to reflect on what our discoveries could teach us about the Creator. Our approach was to be the same as Jesus’ when he spoke of the lilies of the field – that by carefully observing God’s work in creation, we can understand His character and the relationship He desires with us.

The theme for the first half of the week was that God knows and cares for every living creature he has made. We explored the diversity of alpine shrubs and forest trees at the foot of Mt. Ruapehu, examined the invertebrate life of the local streams, and learned to recognize the calls and fleeting glimpses of native forest birds. In evening Bible studies we discussed God’s covenant involvement in his world and his covenant involvement in our lives. In the middle of the week we shifted our attention to the greatness and power of God – a fitting theme when you’re sitting on an active volcano! The Tongariro Crossing was a highlight for many of the campers, both for the physical challenge and for spectacular evidence of God’s power in the lava flows, craters and steaming fumaroles. With a grand view over the plains we discussed mountains as a type of “thin place” where people go to meet with God in prayer, and we used the mountain crossing as a metaphor to discuss our personal walk with God. The following evening, with God’s splendour on display in a brilliant night sky, we spent an hour admiring the sweep of the Milky Way, inspired by Louie Giglio’s wonderful DVD “Indescribable”. 

No Christian camp would be complete without considering how we should respond to God’s great love, and no discussion of ecology would be complete without considering how we should care for the planet. So, we finished the camp discussing our vision for God’s future kingdom and how each of us might play a part in it. And we put our faith into action helping two Department of Conservation wardens to check and re-set stoat traps along the Whakapapa River, part of DoC’s programme to protect the endangered blue duck (whio). 

From the enthusiasm of the campers and leaders, we judged Tongariro Eco-Adventure a resounding success. I believe this was due to the combination of Scripture Union’s experience in community-building in camp settings, A Rocha’s wide knowledge of the local ecology, and the emphasis of both organizations on Bible reading and prayer. We are excited that this group of teenagers has started their year with new eyes to see God in creation and a deeper desire to care for His good earth. We are looking forward very much to running Tongariro Eco-Adventure again next year, and exploring the possibilities for adding other A Rocha-Scripture Union joint camps in the future.

Photos of the camp can be viewed at http://picasaweb.google.com/Liza.Koshy/TongariroEcoAdventure
