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WHAT IS SUMMER FESTIVAL CAMP?
Summer Festival is a unique retreat for young people. For a week during the summer, teens have 
the chance to get away from real life, hang out with people from all across the Midwest, deepen 
friendships, and talk about Jesus. Every day, speakers share inspiring stories about real life, Jesus, 
and how the two intertwine. The days are packed with fun surprises of all kinds. Between the 
music, the games, the speakers, and club – Summer Festival Camp can have a lasting impact on a 
teenager's faith journey.

The secret sauce of Summer Festival Camp: We get a bunch of churches to send teens and 
caring adults to camp. Those adults want to show Christ’s love to those teens. We bring everyone 
to a college campus. We eat great campus food and enjoy the luxury of top-notch facilities.

Then the Summer Festival team plans an intense week of incredible fun, great humor, and 
programming designed to break down walls of teens and build trust in their small groups. We have 
an excellent band for music. The Summer Festival team takes care of the programming details so 
that youth ministers and volunteers can focus on relationship building and earning the right to be 
heard in the teenagers' lives.

Finally, we give groups something worth talking about in those small groups. Each day is packed 
with two messages from a professional speaker who shares each morning and night on what it 
looks like to follow Jesus.

HISTORY
For 37 summers, Summer Festival Camp was run by Youth Forum and the guiding vision of Phil 
Darby McDonald. During its time at Youth Forum, Summer Festival Camp became one of the 
premier youth group events in the Midwest, with over 25,000 teens attending Summer Festival 
Camp since 1981.

In the Spring of 2016, Youth Forum passed the torch to a group of passionate young leaders and  
Summer Festival Camp became its own non-profit. The ministry continues to be guided by Tony 
Ducklow. Tony started his relationship with Jesus at Summer Festival Camp in 1999 as a seventh 
grader. In 2009, he took the role as Camp Director and is grateful to have been a part of camp for 
over 20 years. Tony sees leading Summer Festival Camp as something the Lord has called him to 
and considers it a privilege to lead the camp that God used to change his life. He continues to try 
and follow God’s call to be a faithful steward to the ministry.



Summer Festival 2022 Frontline Report

Tracey, one of the church leaders who brings students to camp every summer forwarded us this text from a 
parent a few days after camp ended last summer.

Hi Tracey!  Just wanted to thank you for nudging Kheagan to go to Summer Fest.  She did not stop talking about 
everything you all did for the 4 days.  The part that made my heart happy was when she said she prayed a lot, 
talked to Jesus a lot, and opened her heart to listen to what Jesus has to say.  I often doubt if I’m raising my 
kids good enough, but the conversations I had with her in the last 24 hours have made me so happy. So again, 
Thank you from the bottom of my heart

God used your financial gifts to change Kheagan's life. 

It was a really great summer. We were blessed with the opportunity to share the Good News of Jesus with 
teenagers desperate to hear some Good News! We’re sure we’ll be hearing about the impact of the weeks 
spent at last summer's camp for years to come. For that, we’re grateful to be co-laborers with you and Jesus 
on what was Summer Festival Camp 2022. 

In addition to the two weeks of traditional Summer Festival, a group of churches from Iowa contracted with 
us to put on an additional 4-day camp (The Boundless Gathering), serving an additional 250 people, to re-
place their cancelled national gathering. 

Here are a few of the things we’ll remember about camp last summer:

• All of the smiles and laughs on campers’ faces from opening bit to farewell lunch 
• 15 new groups joining us for camp!
• Campers building cardboard castles and then being surprised by a 5,000 water balloon fight
• An afternoon of campers winning chances to dunk their leaders in a dunk tank
• The band creating a mash-up from songs featured in Stranger Things, and the campers going wild for it
• The joy of being in the club room and worshiping together
• Providing SFC style programing at The Boundless Gathering and watching it work in another context
• Creating space where students poured their hearts out in dorm time
• Everyone at camp running around trying to avoid being eaten in the Predator Prey night game
• One of the church leaders, JT, sharing on stage about his battle with a devastating diagnosis and using it 

as an opportunity to inspire others to rely on God to persevere through their challenges.
• A real-life version of a ScoobyDoo mystery come to life
• Three unique silent disco dances, with 6 different DJs
• The powerful last night messages from Luke Trouten and Joelle Hassler
• The ways in which students took steps in their faith journey

God truly blessed us with an awesome summer!



After the summer of 2021, the SFC Leadership Team realized we needed a guiding document 
to help re-focus our team on why we do Summer Festival Camp. These thoughts helped 
anchor our team this summer. We’ve shared the visioning document below:

The Core of Summer Festival Camp
A manifesto of the why and how we do Summer Festival Camp

We exist to invite students to live life with Jesus. 

Our prayer for all of those involved in attending and organizing Summer Festival Camp echoes Paul’s words 
in Colossians 2:7: “Let your roots grow down into him, and let your lives be built on him. Then your faith will 
grow strong in the truth you were taught, and you will overflow with thankfulness.”

Everything we do is about starting and strengthening teenagers’ walks with the Lord. All of the joy, fun, 
strategy, and work is rooted in the simple, yet incredibly important goal of sharing the good news of the 
Gospel with young people. If we miss out on this, we miss the fundamental reason why we do camp. 

Three ways that we believe the Spirit is leading us to lead camp:

1, Creating space for relational ministry. Relational ministry works best when a leader from the local faith 
community comes with to camp, experiences camp with students, creates space for important conversa-
tions, and continues to be in real relationships with the participants after camp. The program of Summer 
Festival is rooted in helping leaders create trust with the young people they are walking with and creating 
space for important conversations to happen. If we can share the Gospel and create space for leaders to 
help students process it, we’ve hit the mark. 

For example, a messy fight creates the chance for shared experience, a skit night helps campers see their 
leaders as silly normal people, meals together allow for conversation, running around playing Clue creates 
shared adventure. By the time leaders and campers get around to discussing the Personhood of Jesus, Sin, 
The Cross and other important topics, leaders have earned the right to be heard and can help speak truth 
into these topics. 

We are a leader-centric experience. We strive to serve leaders and hold their feedback with the highest 
regard. Leaders are part of the core DNA of what makes the camp work on a foundational level. In so many 
ways their role is as minister and the camp staff’s role is to create an environment in which they can minister. 
Loving and serving leaders is who we are. When leaders make requests, we strive to meet the requests.

2. We are proudly multi-denominational. Camp is a large tent where many different practices and theologies 
can fit. This works for five reasons: 

• We’re focused on Jesus. As we put our focus there, we let the things that tend to divide us take a back 
seat at camp in favor of the things that connect us.  We know we’re not going to solve issues that have been 
present for decades, centuries, and even the whole church’s history in a four-day camp. 



In a day and age that has become more and more polarized, we’re intentionally trying to be comfortable in 
the gray. Just saying it doesn’t make it easy and there are real tensions when theologies push against each 
other. We believe that God uses that beautiful mess to help us all grow in following Jesus. 

• As leadership, we also seek to understand the theologies of the traditions we serve and to better help 
create spaces in which our speakers, musicians, and staff avoid landmines of anything that may be directly 
contradictory to a particular set of beliefs. 

• Leaders lead their own discussion times for their own students. This way they can help students they know 
put messages and experiences in the theological lens of their tradition. 

• We take a liberal arts approach. For example, “Here are some really interesting things to think about. I 
might believe them, do you? Why or why not?” We never force students to think a certain way nor do we try 
to manipulate them into subscribing to a certain set of beliefs. We only give them opportunities to consider.

• Finally, whenever a spiritual message is shared, we feel we owe it to both students and leaders to create 
space to process. After every club talk, we follow it up with small group discussion time. 

3. We believe that humor, creativity, and fun are foundational to creating environments where students will 
listen and consider the important messages .These tools also act as an accelerant in developing trusted 
relationships with adults. Camp is a party with a purpose.

The humor is in good taste and does not aim to offend, put down, be profane, or exclude. Instead, we aim 
to create memories, make students heroes, and break down walls. We also want it to actually be laugh-out-
loud funny. The programming should break down barriers through shared adventure, personal discovery, 
appropriate humor, purposeful music, excellent service, and an obvious respect for the things that count to 
teens.

We love when campers and leaders don’t understand how much time goes into pulling off the program-
ming. FTK (for the kids, for the kingdom) is a battle cry to remind us why we are doing the hard work to make 
camp happen. This creates an atmosphere of something exciting just happening. This is also why we keep 
most of the salient details about events a surprise for students. It’s way easier to manage expectations when 
you never know what fun surprise will meet you next. 

It can be so electric to be a part of creating this kind of environment, but to forget the purpose is to miss the 
point. The purpose is serving leaders and teenagers to be able to consider what Jesus is inviting them into. 

The who, the where and even the when have changed many times in our over forty years of existence. But 
the how and why has been a consistent true north. This manifesto serves as a road map of what makes 
Summer Festival work. 



LOOKING FORWARD TO CAMPS IN 2023
Our main focus is preparing for camp next summer. We're in talks with a dozen new groups about 
joining with us next summer. Pray for our team as we prepare for 2023 by inviting new groups to 
join us, locking in talented speakers, recruiting volunteer staff, and dreaming up another summer of 
unforgettable programming.

Besides our summer camp, we've been given the opportunity to partner with a group of churches 
hosting a very similar youth retreat each fall, named MEA Getaway. That program has been going 
on since the 80's and is held at Camp Castaway. Due to COVID, the camp hasn't run in over 3 years, 
but we are working with their leadership to see if we can resurrect the experience in 2023. 

Finally, a group of five churches approached us and asked if we'd run a small pilot camp in the 
Wisconsin Dells over Presidents' Day weekend this February.  The participants will experience the 
fun of the water parks during the day and have SFC-style programming at night. We are thrilled to 
be offering more camps year-round.

BOARD OF DIRECTORS
• Johnny Davy - Local Business Owner, Former SFC Camper, Program Team Member, Band 
Member and youth minister who brought students to SFC
• Seth Frei - Professor in the Business Department at Texas State, Ten Year Volunteer Assistant 
Summer Camp Director
• Joelle Hassler - Executive Pastor of Discipleship at Cross Roads Church, Former Middle school 
teaching pastor at Eagle Brook Church
• Brynn Frei - Licensed School Councilor. Pursuing a MA in Ministry to women and biblical 
counseling. Volunteer Assistant Summer Camp Director
• Nick Tofteland - Fundraising Consultant, Brenda Moore & Associates LLC and former youth 
minister who brought students to SFC
• Dianne DeKoning - Program Manager at Open Hands Foundation, Head Leader for Summer Fes-
tival Camp for the past 4 summers and former youth minister who brought students to SFC

We want to say a special thank you to outgoing board members Steve Richter and Ginny Olson. We 
are grateful for your leadership, friendship and helping us navigate the last 3 years. 

STAFF
• Tony Ducklow - Summer Festival Camp Executive Director (20 hours/week), former Summer Fes-
tival camper

The Board and Staff is committed to sharing the Gospel of Jesus Christ with every teenager.



Storage Unit $1,200

Insurance $2,500

Personnel $32,000

Fundraising 
Costs

$3,500

Administrative
Expenses

$2,000

Marketing $3,200

Volunteer 
Development

$500

Total Budget $45,000

Your financial gift will share the Good News of Jesus with 
hundreds of teenagers next summer!

Thank you for your consideration of making either a recurring or one-time gift.
Please feel free to use the included envelope or make your donation at 

summerfestivalcamp.com/give

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

High School 123 153 163 189 230 (projected) 149 135

Middle School 75 81 114 122 150 (projected) 73 210

Camp Attendance by Year:

2023  Operating Budget

In our financial model, the program 
fees cover both the program costs and 
part of the overhead operational costs. 

Every year we raise the rest of the 
modest operating budget to continue 
the impact of this ministry.




