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To every teen who ever stood on the sidewalk

and wondered whether anyone inside would notice.

Someone did.

And to the Youth Camp counselors

who gave their summers to be that someone.

Heaven knows what you did.
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In Honor Of

This tribute is shared by both volumes in this pair — the children's table and the teens' table alike — because the work it honors was never divided between them.

This book is dedicated with deep gratitude to every child and teenager who has ever sat in a VBS classroom on a summer morning, or around a campfire on a summer night, and let a question rise up in them that they were not sure they were allowed to ask.

You were allowed. You are always allowed.

To the children who came every day of VBS even when nobody at home knew you were going. To the teenagers who got on the camp bus with something stirring in them they could not name. To every child who walked three blocks alone on a Sunday morning because something in them said this mattered enough to come. To every teenager who came home from camp different and had no one at home who understood why.

You are the reason this book exists.

And to the men and women who showed up.

To the VBS teachers who decorated their classrooms the Saturday before, who hot-glued cotton balls to cardboard arks at ten o’clock at night, who learned the motions to songs they would be singing in their sleep by Thursday, who looked a seven-year-old in the eye and said your question matters and meant it. You did not know which child at your table would carry what you said for the rest of their life. You said it anyway.

To the Youth Camp counselors who stayed up past midnight talking with a teenager who finally felt safe enough to say the thing they had been carrying for two years. Who sat with a thirteen-year-old on a dock under stars and answered the question honestly instead of giving the safe answer. Who drove an extra twenty minutes on a Sunday morning because a teenager needed a ride and nobody else was going to go get them. Who made the phone call that changed everything.

To the bus ministry workers who drove the same neighborhoods every Sunday morning and knocked on the same doors and loaded children onto the same bus and brought them to a place where someone was waiting to tell them they were loved by God. You were Luke 14:23 in a set of keys.

You will not all be remembered by name. The children you reached may not even remember your name. But the God who saw every Saturday morning of setup, every midnight conversation, every Sunday morning route, every hot-glued cotton ball keeps a different kind of record than we do.

He does not forget.

––––––––
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Preface
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This is a book for teenagers — and for the parents who are trying to walk beside them.

It is built around a table where four teenagers gather in a living room the night they come home from Youth Camp and begin asking the questions that camp raised but did not fully answer. The questions are the ones your teenager is already carrying — whether the thing that happened at camp was real or just the music and the moment, why most camp commitments do not last, whether a good friend who does not believe is really going to hell, how a person can know for sure that what happened to them holds, whether science has buried God, what the Bible says about identity and the body, what to do when you sin after you are saved, and what to make of the people who walk away from the faith. These are not small questions. Teenagers ask them more sharply and feel them more urgently than adults usually realize. This book takes them seriously.

Before you read further, let me tell you something about how this book is designed so you can use it the way it was intended.

If you are a teenager, this book is yours. You can read it on your own. Each dialogue stands on its own and each one engages a real question without flinching from the hard part. If you are a parent, you can read it alongside your teenager, or read it first so you understand what they are encountering, and use the Note to Parents at the end of each dialogue to guide the conversation at home.

There is a companion volume to this one — At the Table of the Church: For Children — which takes the same truths to the gentler, earlier versions of these questions that younger children ask, at a children’s table after Vacation Bible School. The two volumes share the same theological foundation and the same method. Each one stands alone. You do not need to have read the children’s volume to read this one. But if a dialogue here refers to something that was established at the children’s table — the two baptisms, the covenant meal, the finished work — those ideas are developed more simply there, and you can find them in the companion book if you want the foundation underneath them.

—   —   —
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I have been a pastor for thirty-five years. In those years I have sat with thousands of people — teenagers who were angry, teenagers who were performing a faith they were not sure they had, teenagers who had real questions and had learned that asking them out loud was not safe. The questions do not change much. The courage required to ask them out loud does.

The format of this book is Socratic dialogue. Socrates asks questions. Christian — a pastor with thirty-five years of ministry behind him — enters when the questions reach a depth that requires a word from someone who has lived with the answers long enough to know they hold. The teenagers do the real work. They bring the questions they actually have, push back against the answers that do not satisfy them, and arrive at the truth through the conversation rather than being handed it from the front of a room.

That is intentional. Faith that is handed to a person is somebody else’s faith. Faith that a person arrives at through honest examination of honest questions is their own. The goal of every dialogue in this book is not to tell teenagers what to believe. It is to give them the tools to examine what they have been told and find out whether it holds. It does. Every time. The truth is stronger than the question. It always has been.

These dialogues were not written for perfect families. They were written for families that are trying. For the teenager who got saved at camp and came home to a house where nobody knew what to do with that. For the teenager who has been in church their whole life and is privately terrified that none of it has ever been real. For the parent who wants to help and does not know how to start. For every person who needed a table where the questions were safe and the answers were real.

Every dialogue ends with a Note to Parents. This is the section where the pastoral work of the dialogue is translated into the practical work of the family conversation. What was covered. What it means for your specific teenager. What to say at home. The dialogues at the table are not meant to replace the conversation at your table. They are meant to start it.

The book ends where every good conversation ends — not with everything resolved but with every person turned in the right direction, equipped with the questions that matter and the tools to keep pursuing the answers. The table does not close. It goes home with every person who sat at it. That was always the design.
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Why the Teens’ Table Is Different
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This book is set at the teens’ table. A living room. Unpacked bags and shoes left at the door. Four teenagers who came home from Youth Camp earlier today, and a set of questions that the music has stopped answering. Before you sit down with them, it is worth understanding why a table of teenagers works differently from any other — because the difference is the whole reason this book exists.

—   —   —
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What Changes at Seventeen That Was Not There at Seven

A seven-year-old receives a picture and is satisfied. An eleven-year-old notices when the picture does not fully explain the thing it is pointing toward. A thirteen-year-old wants to know if the thing is real. A fifteen-year-old wants to know why it should matter to them personally. And a seventeen-year-old has been in rooms where the answer was performed instead of believed, and they can tell the difference, and they will not accept performance as a substitute for reality.

This is not cynicism. It is development. God wired the adolescent mind to test received authority, to press on inherited belief, to demand that the things they were handed as children hold up under examination before they commit their own lives to them. A faith that was never questioned was never owned. The teenager who pushes back at the table is not the enemy of faith. They are faith doing its most important work — finding out whether the foundation is real before putting their full weight on it.

—   —   —
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Prove It to Me

A children’s table operates on trust extended. A teens’ table operates on trust earned. That is not a character flaw in the teenagers. That is the developmental reality of a mind that has begun to understand that authority figures can be wrong, that inherited beliefs can be mistaken, that the confidence with which something is said is not evidence of its truth.

This means the teens’ table requires more. More honesty about hard questions. More willingness to follow the question past the safe stopping point. More precision about what the Bible actually says and what it does not say. More acknowledgment of genuine difficulty. More respect for the intelligence of the people asking.

The teenager who asks a hard question and receives a simplified answer does not conclude that the question was wrong. They conclude that the person giving the answer could not handle the question. And they stop asking. And a teenager who stops asking their questions inside the church will answer them outside of it.

—   —   —
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Why Do I Need to Do This?

The teens’ table asks why out loud. Why do I need to go to church. Why do I need to be baptized. Why does any of this matter for my actual life on Monday morning when camp is over and nothing feels the way it felt around the fire. Why should I believe this book over every other thing I was taught to believe is true. Why does God need my obedience. Why does the church need my presence. Why does what I do with my body matter to a God who is spirit.

These are not hostile questions. They are the questions of people who are deciding whether to invest their lives in something. A teenager asking why is not trying to get out of a commitment. They are trying to determine whether the commitment is worth making. And that determination requires a real answer.

The real answer is always available. The real answer is always stronger than the question. The problem is not that Christianity cannot answer why. The problem is that too many rooms have given teenagers the impression that the why question is not welcome — that asking it is a sign of weak faith rather than the beginning of genuine faith. At this table the why question is not only welcome. It is expected. Socrates will follow it wherever it goes. And it goes, every time, somewhere worth going.

—   —   —
[image: ]


What Is the Same

The theological spines do not change. Saved first, baptized second. Faith alone. Christ alone. Once for all. The relationship and the fellowship. Grace, mercy, and justice as forms of the same love. The finished work that cannot be unfinished. All of it true. All of it the foundation.

What changes is the depth at which it is pressed and the honesty with which the hard parts are named. A child hears that the Bible has more manuscript copies than any other ancient document. A teenager hears the specific numbers and is asked to compare them to Caesar and Plato and Homer and is shown why rejecting the New Testament on manuscript grounds means rejecting every ancient document ever written. A child hears that Jesus was fully God and fully human. A teenager hears why the cross only works if that is true and what fails if it is not.

The truth does not change. The presentation of the truth expands to fill the capacity of the mind receiving it. A child needs a picture. A teenager needs an argument. Both are being given the same reality. Both are being handled with the same respect. The depth differs. The substance does not.
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A Note on the Characters
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The four teenagers at this table are composites. They are not portraits of specific real people. They are portraits of real situations, real questions, real home environments, and real developmental stages that I have encountered across thirty-five years of ministry.

Jaylen is thirteen and got saved at camp four days ago. He meant it. He has meant things before and they did not last, and that history is the reason he is scared. He comes home to a house with no Christian framework. He has the most open heart at the table and the least structure to understand what happened to him. He needs someone to go get him on Sunday morning.

Priya is fifteen and comes from a Hindu background and came home from camp changed in a way she cannot explain to her parents. She does not yet know if she is a Christian. She knows something happened. She asks the hardest questions at this table because she has no church answers to fall back on and no loyalty to protect. She follows logic wherever it goes.

Destiny is sixteen and loves Jesus loudly and has been to camp three years in a row and had a powerful experience every year and come home every year to a faith that gradually faded back to ordinary. She knows all the right answers. She is about to discover the difference between knowing the right answer and owning the reason for it.

Tyler is seventeen and has been in church his whole life and has given the right answers in every room he has been in and is privately terrified that none of it has ever been real in him. He has been performing a faith for seventeen years. At this table the performance is going to stop working, and what comes next is either the most honest moment of his life or a deeper hiding.

Socrates is the questioner. He does not lecture. He does not deliver answers from a position of authority. He asks the question that the person in front of him is not yet asking and waits for them to follow it to where it leads. He is the figure every teenager deserves to have in their life and rarely does — the person who takes their question seriously, follows it past the safe stopping point, refuses to accept the performed answer as the real one, and trusts them to handle the truth.

Christian is the pastor. He has thirty-five years of ministry, a Provisionist soteriology, and a way of speaking to the person in the room rather than to the room. He does not enter every dialogue. He enters when the question has reached a depth that requires a word from someone who has lived with the answers long enough to know they hold under real pressure. When he enters he sits down first. He does not stand at the front. He is always a fellow traveler, never a lecturer.

The characters at this table are fictional. The questions they ask are not.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

How to Read This Book
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Here is how to use this book based on where your family is right now.

If you are a teenager.

Read it on your own. Start at the beginning, or start with the question you are actually carrying — each dialogue stands on its own. You will not be talked down to. The hard questions are taken seriously and answered completely. When something in a dialogue puts words to a question you have been carrying, that is the point. Bring it to a parent, a youth pastor, or a friend, and keep the conversation going.

If your teenager went to camp and came home changed.

Dialogue Twelve — Was My Camp Salvation Real — is written for exactly that moment. Give them the book and tell them to start there. Then read it yourself so you know what they read. And then ask them what they thought. Not what they believed. What they thought. The question leaves more room.

If your teenager has a friend who does not believe.

They almost certainly do. Dialogue Thirteen gives them the theological answer to the hardest question they will face about that friend, the tools to have the conversation they have been afraid to start, and a framework for telling their own story in three parts without needing a theology degree. Read that dialogue with them if you can.

If you are a parent reading alone.

Read it through. The dialogues will give you language for conversations you have been wanting to have but did not know how to start. They will also give you the honest theological foundations for questions your teenager has asked that you were not fully equipped to answer. You do not have to be a theologian. You have to be willing to sit at the table.

If you are a youth pastor or church leader.

This book was designed with post-camp follow-up specifically in mind. Consider using it as a small-group study in the weeks following summer camp. The dialogues are self-contained and the questions they raise are exactly the questions your teenagers are already carrying. Dialogue Twelve addresses directly the most urgent question a teenager faces when they come home — and the three reasons most camp commitments do not last.

The table is set.

Sit down.

At the Table of the Teens

Fourteen Dialogues for Those 

Who Won’t Let the Questions Go

“Do not let anyone look down on you because you are young,

but set an example for the believers in speech, in conduct,

in love, in faith and in purity.”

1 Timothy 4:12

Dialogue Twelve
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Was My Camp Salvation Real? Or Was It Just the Music and the Moment?
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Someone’s living room. The same night they came home from camp. Bags still at the door. The fire from Thursday night was four days ago and felt like both yesterday and a long time ago simultaneously. Jaylen had come because he did not know what else to do with what he was carrying. Priya came because something happened to her at camp and she needed to understand it. Destiny came because she always came to things like this. Tyler came because he had not been able to stop thinking since Thursday night and staying home alone with his thoughts felt worse than coming.

Socrates was already there. Nobody asked how he knew where they would be. He simply was there, in the corner of the room, with the patient look of someone who had been waiting for a very long time and was not bothered by the wait.

He looked at Jaylen.

Socrates: You have something you need to say before anything else.

Jaylen: Yeah.

Socrates: Say it.

Jaylen: I got saved Thursday night. I meant it. I know I meant it because I’ve said things before that I didn’t really mean and this felt completely different. But I’ve also felt things before that felt completely different and they didn’t last. So how do I know this is different? How do I know I’m not going to wake up in three months and it’s just... gone?

Socrates: Has anyone else at this table felt something at camp that did not last?

A pause. Then Destiny said:

Destiny: Every year. I go to camp every year and I feel it every year and I come home and after a few weeks it’s just... regular life again. And I always tell myself this year will be different. And it never is.

Tyler: I’ve been to camp six times. I’ve felt something every time. I’ve come home every time and gone back to exactly the same life.

He said it flatly. Not with self-pity. As a report from the field.

Priya: I’ve only been once. This week. And I don’t know what I felt. I know something happened. I’m not sure what it was or whether it’s real.

Socrates: Four different situations. All related to the same question. Let’s take them one at a time. Jaylen — why do you think camp commitments often don’t last?

Jaylen: I don’t know. I’ve seen it happen to other people. I just don’t want it to happen to me.

Socrates: There are three reasons it happens. Not one. Three. And they are completely different from each other. And the response to each one is different. The first reason is that it was not real.

The room was quiet.

Socrates: Some camp commitments are not genuine salvation. They are genuine emotional events. The setting was powerful. The community was moving. The invitation came at the right moment and saying yes felt like the only available answer. The person went forward and meant what they felt in that moment. But what they felt was the moment, not a genuine turning of the whole person toward God. The commitment was sincere. It was not saving.

Destiny: How do you know which one it is?

Socrates: Over time, not in the moment. The test is not how intensely you felt it. The test is whether the direction of your life changed. Whether there is a hunger for God that was not there before. Whether there is conviction when you sin that was not there before. Whether you find yourself drawn to the Word and to prayer and to the people of God in a way that you were not before camp. The emotional experience can accompany genuine salvation or it can be the whole thing with nothing behind it. Time and the honest examination of your life reveal which.

Jaylen: And the second reason?

Socrates: It was real but the world hit. This is the most common one. The salvation was genuine. The commitment was real. The person came home changed. And then school started. And the friends who were not at camp did not understand. And the family at home was not believing or was not supportive. And the church they returned to felt nothing like camp. And the sin that came three days later was more powerful than they expected. And one by one the conditions that fed the new faith were absent. And the coal went cold. Not because the faith was not genuine. Because nobody helped it stay warm.

Jaylen: That’s me. I think that’s me. The faith was real. But I came home and there’s nobody at my house who believes. Nobody asked how camp was in a way that meant anything. Nobody is going to help me read the Bible or pray or any of that. I’m just... alone with it.

Socrates: Yes. That is one of the most important things you have said at this table. Now — the third reason.

Socrates: It was real but people got in the way. The teenager came home on fire and told someone what happened. And was mocked. Or dismissed. Or told it is just a phase, or Christianity is for weak people, or you’ll grow out of it. And the teenager who did not yet have the theological framework to hold the faith under attack went quiet. Not because the faith was not real. Because no one helped them understand that the world’s hostility to genuine faith is not evidence against the faith. It is evidence for it.

Priya: John 15. If the world hates you know that it hated me first.

Socrates: Yes. The mockery is not a sign that the commitment was foolish. It is a sign that something genuinely happened that the world recognizes as different from what it wants you to be.

Tyler: So which one am I?

Socrates looked at him.

Socrates: Which one do you think you are?

Tyler: I don’t know. That’s the problem. I’ve felt things at camp six times. I don’t know if any of them were real or if all of them were just the environment.

Socrates: When you felt something at camp — were you trusting Christ? Or were you feeling the moment?

Tyler was quiet for a long time.

Tyler: I don’t know.

Socrates: That is the most honest thing you have said tonight. And the most important question you can sit with.

—   —   —
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Destiny: Why can’t church be like camp? Like — every year I come home from camp and go back to church and it feels completely flat. The music is different. The energy is different. The people are different. It’s like going from a concert to a school assembly. Why can’t church just be more like camp?

Socrates: What does camp have that church does not?

Destiny: A professional worship team. A huge group of people all there for the same reason. No phones. No school. No regular life. Everything is designed to help you encounter God.

Socrates: How many people does your church have?

Destiny: Maybe sixty. On a good Sunday.

Socrates: How many people were at camp?

Destiny: Two hundred and something.

Socrates: Does your church have a budget for a professional worship team, a creative director, a waterfront, a ropes course, and a staff of sixty counselors?

Destiny: No.

Socrates: Should it try to compete with that?

Destiny: I mean... it would be nice.

Socrates: Let me show you what camp actually is. Camp is a greenhouse. A greenhouse is a specially designed environment where every variable has been optimized to help a plant grow — the temperature, the light, the humidity, the soil. A plant grown in a greenhouse is a real plant. But it was grown under conditions that do not exist in the normal world. What is the greenhouse designed to do?

Priya: Give the plant enough strength to be transplanted into normal soil and survive.

Socrates: Camp is a greenhouse for faith. It is a specially designed environment where every variable has been optimized for an encounter with God — the setting, the community, the schedule, the separation from everyday noise. The job of camp is to give the teenager enough of an encounter with God to come home and build a faith that functions in regular life. Camp is not the destination. It is the beginning.

Destiny: But regular life is so much harder than camp.

Socrates: Yes. Which is why the greenhouse cannot be the garden. A plant that can only grow in a greenhouse is a plant that has been protected from the very conditions it needs to develop strength. The wind that bends a tree is the same wind that causes the root system to go deeper. The faith that is tested by regular Tuesday life — by school and family and the friend who mocks you and the Monday when God seems far away — is the faith that becomes durable. The faith that only functions in a camp environment is not ready for what life will bring.

Tyler: So church is supposed to be the garden.

Socrates: Church is the long game. Camp is an event. The church is the community of people who will know your name in ten years. Who will sit with you when something goes wrong that you cannot fix. Who will notice when you are absent and come looking. Who will carry the burden you cannot carry alone. Camp gives you an encounter with God. The church gives you a family in which to grow into the person that encounter was trying to produce.

Destiny: But what about the worship? Church worship is just so much less... it doesn’t feel the same.

Socrates: Is God more present when the sound system is better?

Destiny opened her mouth and then stopped.

Priya: That’s actually a serious question. Is He?

Socrates: What do you think?

Priya: No. He can’t be. If He is real He is equally real everywhere. The production quality cannot change how present God is. It can only change how aware we are of His presence.

Socrates: Yes. The camp worship did not make God more present. It removed the noise so you could hear what was already there. The question is whether you can learn to hear it without the camp’s help. That is exactly what spiritual maturity is — the ability to encounter God in the ordinary, the quiet, the flat, the regular Tuesday, without needing the greenhouse conditions to hear Him.

Destiny: That sounds hard.

Socrates: It is. It takes time. It takes the Word and prayer and community and a lot of regular Tuesdays. But the person who can encounter God on a regular Tuesday without a professional worship team has something the person who can only encounter Him at camp does not. They have a faith that will hold up when the camps are all closed and the music has stopped and there is nothing left but God and them and whatever is happening in their life.

—   —   —
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Jaylen: I keep coming back to the family thing. Like — I meant what I did Thursday night. But I go home to a house where nobody believes. Nobody is going to help me read the Bible. Nobody is going to pray with me. Nobody is even going to ask how I’m doing spiritually. I’m just going to be there alone with this new thing and the whole house is going to act like nothing happened. How am I supposed to grow in that?

Socrates: That is one of the most important questions at this table tonight. And I want to be honest with you about how important family support is and what happens when it is absent.

Socrates: The research is consistent across decades of studying faith development. The single strongest predictor of whether adolescent faith persists into adulthood is not the quality of the youth program. It is not the charisma of the youth pastor. It is the degree to which the parents model and reinforce the faith at home. A teenager who goes to the best youth group in the city but comes home to a house where faith is never mentioned is at a significant disadvantage compared to a teenager who goes to a mediocre youth group but comes home to parents who pray with them and read the Word with them and ask genuine questions about their walk with God.

Jaylen: So I’m already at a disadvantage.

Socrates: You are in a harder position than some. Yes. And you are not alone in it. There are teenagers in every church whose families are not believing. Who came to faith on their own or through a friend or through a camp — exactly like you did — and who came home to a house where the faith was not understood or welcomed. The question is not whether that makes it harder. It does. The question is what the church is supposed to do about it.

Priya: What is it supposed to do?

Socrates: Become the family. Ephesians 2:19 — you are members of the household of God. The church is the family of God. For the person whose biological family cannot provide what a believing family provides, the church is supposed to step in. The small group leader who texts on Tuesday to see how you are doing. The family that picks you up for church on Sunday morning. The mentor who meets with you once a week and helps you understand what you are reading and praying and living. The community that does for you what your biological family is not equipped to do.

Jaylen: Does that actually happen?

Socrates: When the church is functioning as it should — yes. It is one of the most beautiful things a church does. The person who was born into the wrong biological family for this particular walk being loved and supported by the family of God until they have roots deep enough to stand on their own. That is Luke 14:23. That is what the bus ministry was for. That is what the phone call was that brought you home from camp. Someone in that church made a call that cost them twenty minutes. And you are in this room tonight because of it.

Jaylen was quiet.

Tyler: My family is believing. They go to church. They say the right things. And I still feel alone in it. So it’s not just about whether your family believes. It’s about whether they actually walk with you in it.

Socrates: Yes. A family that performs faith without practicing it gives the teenager the forms without the substance. Which may be harder in some ways than a family that does not believe at all — because the teenager grows up thinking they know what faith looks like without ever seeing it be real. The form without the substance is its own kind of loneliness.

Tyler said nothing. But he looked at the table in a way that meant something had landed.

Destiny: So what do we do? Like — practically. We go back to school on Monday. What do we actually do so this doesn’t just fade like it always does?

Socrates: Good question. Practical answer. Four things. First — get baptized. If you genuinely trusted Christ at camp, water baptism is the first act of obedience He is asking of you. Not to complete the salvation — it is already complete. To declare it publicly. To put a stake in the ground that says this happened and I am not walking it back. A public declaration changes something in you. It makes the commitment real to people who can hold you to it.

Socrates: Second — find a church and go. Not because you feel like it. Not because it is as good as camp. Because the coal out of the fire goes cold and you cannot afford to be cold. The church is not perfect. Find one that teaches the Bible honestly and go. Every week. Even when you do not feel like it. Especially when you do not feel like it.

Socrates: Third — get into the Word every day. Not a chapter a day as a rule to keep. A conversation with the God who saved you. Read it like He is talking to you. Because He is. The Bible is not a religious exercise. It is the primary way God speaks to His people. A teenager who reads the Word every day for one year will not be the same teenager at the end of the year. The Word does something in you that nothing else does.

Socrates: Fourth — find one person. One person who is further along in the faith than you are, who you can be honest with, who will ask you hard questions and tell you the truth about what they see in your life. You do not need a crowd. You need one person who knows your name and your struggles and is not afraid to speak into both.

Jaylen: What if I don’t have that person?

Socrates: Then the church needs to give you one. And if the church you attend does not do that, tell them you need it. Ask for it. A church that will not provide that for a teenager who just got saved and has no family support is a church that is not doing its job.

—   —   —
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The door opened. Christian came in and sat down. He looked at Jaylen first.

Christian: You sinned three days after camp.

Jaylen: Yeah.

Christian: And you are afraid that proves it was not real.

Jaylen: Yeah.

Christian: The grief you felt after the sin — was it there?

Jaylen: Yes. I felt sick. Like I had ruined everything.

Christian: Dead people do not feel sick about sin. The conviction you felt is not evidence against your salvation. It is evidence for it. The Spirit does not convict people who do not belong to God the way He convicts His own. The feeling sick was not God leaving. It was God staying. Standing in the road saying — not that way. Come back. Which is exactly what Balaam’s donkey was doing.

Jaylen almost smiled at that.

Christian: Are you trusting Christ right now? Tonight. Is He the one you are turned toward?

Jaylen: Yes.

Christian: Then the faith is real. The sin was real too. Both are true. The response to the sin is confession and return. First John 1:9. Not re-salvation. Return. You belong to God. You sinned. You came back. That is the normal Christian life. That is what it looks like from the inside.

He looked at Tyler.

Christian: You have been to camp six times and felt something six times and come home six times to the same life. I want to ask you the same question I asked Jaylen. Are you trusting Christ right now? Not at camp. Not around the fire. Right now in this room. Is He the one you are turned toward?

Tyler was quiet for a long time. Everyone waited.

Tyler: I don’t know if I’ve ever actually trusted Him. Or if I’ve just been feeling the environment. I honestly don’t know.

Christian: That is the most important thing you have said in six years of going to camp. Not knowing is not the end. It is the beginning of actually finding out. The question is not what happened at camp. The question is what are you going to do tonight with what you actually know about who Jesus is and what He did. Not the feeling. The fact. The cross. The empty tomb. Tetelestai. Do you believe those things are true?

Tyler: Yes. I believe they are true.

Christian: And do you trust Him? Not as a feeling. As a decision. Do you choose to rest your entire life on what He did?

Tyler was quiet again. Longer this time.

Tyler: I want to. I’m not sure I know how to do that separate from the feeling.

Christian: Then let’s do it right now. Not around a campfire. Not with a worship team. In this room, on this couch, with these people watching. Faith is not a feeling you manufacture. It is a direction you choose. Choose it now. Out loud.

Tyler looked at him for a long moment.

Tyler: I trust Christ. Not the feeling. Him. What He did. The finished work. I’m choosing that right now.

The room was very quiet.

Destiny was looking at Tyler with the expression of someone who has just seen something they did not expect to see. Priya was watching without saying anything. Jaylen was watching Tyler the way a person watches someone do something they have been afraid to do themselves.

Christian: That is what
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