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Discovery pitches a revival tent for future ministers
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Music, barbecue, yard sale
Saturday, April 28

8 a.m. to 5 p.m.

Green Meadow UMC
1633 Louisville Road

Alcoa, Tenn.
www.themeadow.org
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Young people gather with 
Bishop James Swanson at 
an event for those exploring 
a possible call to ministry. 

By Millete Birhanemaskel
Knoxville News Sentinel

TOWNSEND, Tenn.  – The scenery outside is dark and 
forested. The only audible sound is a flowing river.

Inside a nearby cabin uphill are 28 boisterous 
teenagers. They laugh and joke amongst them-
selves, but the scenery outside is emblematic of 
how many of them truly feel.

They came together at Camp Wesley Woods, 
from different walks of life � a rocker, a basket-
baller, a young lady with a heart for youth. This 
weekend they will share a common walk exploring 
the vocational ministry.

For some, the direction is clear as the river s̓ 
flow. Others are feeling their way through the dark, 
responding to a call that at times seems frightening.

For leaders in Holston Conference, the camp is part 
of reviving a Christian movement that began with, and 
depends on, the youth, said Bishop James Swanson.

Kristy Crawley, 16, of New Market, Tenn., didnʼt 
realize how much camp would change her life.

�I mean, it s̓ just a weekend. What can happen in 
a weekend?� she asked.

Swanson, 57, recalls the first time he stood behind 
a pulpit in his hometown of Houston, Texas. 

He was 7 or 8 when he was called to present the 
Sunday school lesson to the congregation.

Swanson doesn t̓ remember what he said, but he 
remembers receiving a standing ovation and three little 
old ladies who came over and laid hands on his head.

�Yep, just as I thought. That s̓ a preacher s̓ head,� 
Swanson recalls them saying.

Swanson uses that analogy to explain: �The 
Christian movement at its very beginning was a 

youth movement. The Bible is very clear, Jesus was 
30 years old when he began his ministry. He was 12 
when he found his way into the temple.�

Statistics show a different story of what is hap-
pening in the church. The percentage of elders under 
35 in the United Methodist Church has dropped 
from 15 percent � 3,219 - to 4.7 percent � 850 
� since 1985, according to a 2006 survey released by 
the Lewis Center for Church Leadership at Wesley 
Theological Seminary in Washington, D.C.

Meanwhile, the proportion of elders 55 and older 
has increased from 27 percent to 41 percent.

Other denominations also report a low percentage 
of young clergy, according to the report, compiled 
mostly from church pension fund data.

The United Church of Christ had the highest 
percentage of young clergy at 17 percent - or 409 � 
although the United Methodist Church held the high-
est actual number of clergy at 850 � or 4.7 percent.

The Roman Catholic Church reported the lowest 
percentage of young clergy at 3 percent as of 2001, 
the most current data available.

Theologians offer several explanations for the 
decline: denominational differences � such as the 
non-ordination of women and celibacy requirements, 
and limited women s̓ roles and advancement that 
lead some to leave the ministry after a few years, and 
clergy status � low salaries and the fact congregants 
can be demanding in a 24/7 world.

But young leaders are out there and eager to explore 
what may � or may not � be a call to ministry, said the 
Rev. Dan Gray, Holston youth ministries coordinator. 

�Our role is to encourage young people who want 
to explore a call and be there to help nurture that,� 
Gray said.

Kristy Crawley is like any teenager pondering what 
to do in life � be an X-ray technician, maybe a nurse. 
But becoming a United Methodist minister was not on 
the short list.

Then she attended Camp Discovery, held this year 
on March 16-18. She expected to have a fun weekend 
with like-minded people. She expected to find clearer 
direction on how to satisfy her heart s̓ desire to help 
young people.

She didnʼt expect to feel a call to clergy. The real-
ization left her in tears the first night.

�Why would God want me to do something for 
him?� Crawley asked. �Why would he pick me?�

Gray said sometimes young people attend camp and 
discover they are not called to vocational ministry.

Or, like Shawn Walker, 16, of Harriman, Tenn., 
they leave with more questions. It was only after his 
second trip to Discovery Camp and after hearing 
far too many stories of his peers being ostracized at 
church because of how they look that he understood 
his calling.

Walker � who is in a heavy-metal band and wore 
spiky hair, chains and a Guns N  ̓Roses T-shirt � was 
once asked to leave a church because of his appearance.

�I want to get up on stage or a pulpit and preach 
my heart out,� Walker said. �I think Iʼm the one who 
should stand up and fight.�

Swanson reminded the group not to be drowned out 
by the words and ways of �those of us with potbellies.�

�Donʼt let the church forget it was a young 
man who died on that cross, not an old geezer like 
me,� he said.  ■

Reprinted with permission from the Knoxville 
News Sentinel

By Bonny C. Millard
The (Maryville) Daily Times

ALCOA,  Tenn.  – Three teenage mothers sit around a conference table, 
discussing new baby developments and waiting for class to begin. 

Sixteen-year-old Jessica Moon expresses excitement that her 
daughter, Haley, has two new teeth. Moon, and the other two mothers, 
Shannon Hunt and Emily Byrd, also talk about what they are learning 
in school.

They attend the School of Hope, a program designed to help young 
parents continue their education when it has been interrupted by a 
pregnancy.

Their other three classmates have called in � two with a stomach 
bug and one with car troubles. Some have withdrawn from regular 
high school to study at the School of Hope to earn a general educa-
tional development (GED). Others were being home-schooled after 
their pregnancies.

They meet for four hours a day, five days a week, and have to 
abide by an attendance policy. But the school provides much more 
than preparation for getting a GED, said Linda Daugherty, coordina-
tor and teacher.

The School of Hope, a mission of Green Meadow United Method-
ist Church in Maryville District, provides a �nonjudgmental place for 
teenage parents to pursue their education,� Daugherty said.

The teenagers are developing life skills such as cooking, shopping, 
banking, and parenting as well as eyeing the possibility of furthering 
their education after earning their GED. The underlying theme of the 
program, which started in mid-October, is to educate parents so their 
children can have a better life, Daugherty said.

The six teenagers � five mothers and one father � now attending 
the school all want to do better �because they realize they are respon-
sible for another life,� she said. 

The students are all at different levels, but the small class size 
helps provide them with individual attention. Daugherty and another 
teacher use the Alpha Omega Christian home school curriculum. �It 
allows each of the students to work at their own pace,� she said.

The University of Tennessee Federal Credit Union donated cur-
riculum that teaches students how to write checks and handle check-
ing accounts. The students also learn about filling out job applications 

and proper attire for an 
interview. 

The school offers a spiri-
tual component including 
Bible study, Daugherty said. 
The students are reminded 
that they have a congregation 
praying for their success. 

Academics are important, 
but nurturing and a sense of 
community are also crucial, 
she said. The young mothers 
and father need to feel they 
are not alone in a society that tends to alienate them.

�Friday s̓ kind of our nurture day,� she said. �We have the parent-
ing classes, and we cook.�

The students get lessons in parenting skills from Curtis Trent, a 
clinical supervisor from East Tennessee State University. Trent, who 
is working on his education specialist degree, is working with the 
group as part of his final project.

Trent talks to the students about what kind of parents they are 
going to be, how to deal with their children, learning to communicate 
better, and getting the fathers more engaged in the child s̓ life.

�Theyʼre a pleasure to work with because theyʼre motivated,� 
he said. �They want to do better.� Trent will present his research to 
ETSU officials, who want to apply for a federal grant for a compa-
rable program.

Green Meadow UMC formerly provided housing for a similar 
program, MC Families, that eventually lost its federal funding. Sev-
eral years ago, Green Meadow decided it wanted to continue to assist 
pregnant teenagers and started making inquires.

The fledging program received help from Blount County s̓ assis-
tant director of schools and became a member of the Tennessee Asso-
ciation of Nonpublic Academic Schools. 

Then two unexpected gifts set the project in motion. Reynolds 
Foundation gave $1,500, and Holston Conference gave a $5,000 grant 
through its �Change for Children� program.

�Without those, we would never have been able to open our 
doors,� she said.

The program s̓ enrollment is closed for now but 
with more money, another teacher could be hired. 
The school now has a waiting list.

For students like Hunt, who was the first 
enrollee, it has offered a new opportunity.

Hunt, 17, knows this school could be her last 
hope. She s̓ been on probation since she was 11 and 
graduated from the Blount County Drug Court two 
days after her daughter, Alaina, now 17 months old, 
was born.

This past year has had its ups and downs. Her 
father died in February, but she married Michael 
Hunt in June. He is not Alaina s̓ biological father 
but is raising her and supporting what Shannon 
Hunt is trying to achieve.

Hunt s̓ probation officer told her that she needed 
to make this opportunity work. Because of her 
father s̓ illnesses, she said she would like to pursue 
a career in nursing. 

Hunt is candid about the wrong turns her life has 
taken but is determined to make life better for her 
child. The school is helping her achieve that goal. ■

Reprinted with permission from the The Daily 
Times
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Green Meadow UMC gives teenage parents �a nonjudgmental place to pursue their education.� 
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