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 Hello everybody. For those of you who don’t know me so well, my name is Ben 

Williams. I’m 18 years old and I’m just finishing up my senior year at Grissom High School. 

Next year, I’ll be attending Auburn to pursue a degree in mechanical engineering. I’ve been a 

member of this church since I was born, back when I would spend my Sundays in the nursery 

with Ms. Arlyn. Over the years, this church and this diocese have meant more to me than most 

other things in my life. It wasn’t always that way though. In fact, my faith didn’t mean a whole 

lot to me until about three years ago, when I was a freshman. 

It was during this freshman year that my brother, Walt, all but forced me to go to Rites of 

Spring at Camp McDowell. Rites of Spring is a weekend long high school event at camp that 

occurs during spring break of every year. As I alluded to earlier, though, I didn’t want to go to it 

one bit. I had been to camp before, but I didn’t know the vast majority of people that would be at 

this event. However, Walt was persistent, and promised me that I would enjoy myself there. I 

begrudgingly signed up, to prove my brother wrong if nothing else- to prove that I would not 

have fun at camp. These weren’t exactly the purest intentions; I realize that now. Regardless of 

this, though, the time eventually came for Walt and I to head down to camp. When we arrived, I 

began to do exactly what I expected to do all weekend- that is, sit off to the side of the crowd by 

myself. This strategy, however, didn’t last long. We hadn’t been there for ten minutes when this 

curly headed blonde kid walked up and started talking to me. He asked who I was, how I was 

doing, where I was from- all the usual small talk. But this was different. This time, he was 

actually interested in what I had to say. He wasn’t just asking questions to break the silence, he 

was asking questions so that he could better know me. In the years to follow, this fellow, who I 



later came to know as Andy Vahle, became a good friend of mine. It was at that moment, though, 

that I realized that I wasn’t going to be able to prove Walt wrong. The people here were 

downright friendly, and I wasn’t going to be able to be grumpy for the entire weekend. Laying in 

my squeaky camp bed that night, I realized that I had found something that a lot of people spend 

their whole lives searching for. I had found a home, and a group of people who really and truly 

cared about me. From then on, I began to value my faith more. Not only at camp, but here at St. 

Thomas as well. For the first time in my life, I found myself really listening to the words that I 

was saying in Eucharist. I attended youth group more frequently and began to make new friends 

there as well. The work that this church had to do on me was far from finished, though. Over the 

coming years, it would teach me lessons that I won’t soon forget. 

One of the most prominent of these moments came at a place called Sawyerville Day 

Camp. Many of you are familiar with this ministry, but for those of you who aren’t, Sawyerville 

is a free day camp that is put on every summer in the poverty stricken land known as Hale 

County, Alabama. This particular occurrence was last summer, during session two of 

Sawyerville. It was my second straight week there, so I was running very low on energy. I was 

an upper camp counselor for that session, so I was with children of ages 12-14. Now, one day 

during this week, the United States soccer team played Germany in the World Cup. Being the 

patriot that I am, I was decked out in American flag attire. I had American flag shoes, American 

flag pants, American flag shirt and an American flag bandanna. We were leaving breakfast on 

this day when one of the female campers walked up to me and asked why I was so dressed up. 

When I told her that the United States played Germany in the World Cup on that day, she asked 

me, “What’s that?” I began to explain that the World Cup was a worldwide soccer tournament 

that a bunch of countries play in. At this point, she stopped me and said, “No, what’s Germany?” 



Woah. What’s Germany? This girl, who was between the ages of 12 and 14 just asked me what 

Germany was. That was a lot to handle. I probably just babbled out something about how it’s a 

country in Europe and walked away, too stunned to say much else. Over the next couple of 

months, I began to appreciate how lucky I really am to be able to go to a strong public school, to 

live in a stable house, to never have to worry about going to bed hungry. These were all things 

that I had taken for granted for the majority of my life. I knew that there was hunger and poverty 

out there, but I never realized how close to home they struck.  

Another of the lessons that this church and this diocese have taught me came through a 

ministry that a lot of us here at St. Thomas are particularly close to. This ministry is called 

Special Session at Camp McDowell. For those of you who haven’t experienced or at least heard 

of Special Session, it’s a week-long camp session for people with mental and/or physical special 

needs that is staffed by some combination of high school and college kids, along with adults 

there to help out. This past summer, I had the privilege of being on staff for this event. I was 

nervous at first. I had never had any experience whatsoever with this kind of work. But 

regardless, I pushed on. I was assigned to hang out with two campers that week- Curtis and 

Jeremy. Curtis had severe epilepsy and mild intellectual disorder, or ID. Jeremy was almost 

completely deaf and also had mild ID. We were nearing the end of the week and things were 

actually going about as well as I could have expected them to. There’s always a dance on the last 

night of special session and this just so happened to be that night. We were outside of Eppes hall, 

down the hill at Camp McDowell, when Curtis had a very serious seizure. I was facing away 

from him when it happened, and all I heard was a solid thump on the gravel ground. Curtis had 

gone down face first and was rather cut up. We quickly called an ambulance and sent Curtis off 

to the Walker Baptist Medical Center. Soon thereafter, Kathleen Lynch, who is, of course, now 



the youth minister here, and I loaded up in Kathleen’s Volkwagen Beetle to go be with him in 

the hospital. Now, at this point, Curtis had every reason to be unhappy. His face was severely cut 

up and the doctor feared that he had sustained further damage to his brain. Regardless of this, 

Curtis was smiling from ear to ear when we walked in the room. We ended up being in the 

hospital for at least five hours (I lost count at some point) and finally learned that Curtis was 

going to be fine. In the meantime though, Curtis informed us that his favorite singer was R. Kelly 

and he even went on to sing Kathleen a song that he came up with. I was too caught up in the 

moment to realize it at the time, but looking back, Curtis taught me an important lesson. He 

showed me that even the least fortunate events can become so much better if you take them on 

with a smile on your face. In short, Curtis had shown me that optimism helps a lot of things. 

Looking back, this church has done a lot for me and for all of the seniors that are moving 

on after this year. And, even though I’m sure I’ll be back from time to time, I will miss this place 

and these people. So I’ll leave you today with one of my favorite quotes from a favorite band of 

mine, the Avett Brothers. “We came for salvation. We came for family. We came for all that’s 

good, that’s how we’ll walk away. We came to break the bad. We came to cheer the sad. We 

came to leave behind the world a better way.” 

Amen. 


