
 

 

 

 

TRAIL LIFE USA 
Honoring the Legacy, Raising the Standard 

 

As Jesus prayed for us to be in the world and not be of the world (John 17:14-16), Trail Life was born in the original 
traditions of the Scouting movement, but is not part of any current Scouting organization. Instead we have 
accepted the challenge to “Honor the Legacy, while raising the Standard”. 

 
Many members of Trail Life have come from long association with scouting organizations and may struggle with 
leaving behind a group that they have come to love. However, the need that was identified by Lord Baden-Powell 
over 100 years ago still exists: to help young boys grow into great men of character. We in Trail Life share a 
dedication to raising young men of good character as influenced by our Christian values and beliefs.  While we 
have a heritage from the scouting movement as established by Lord Robert Baden-Powell in 1908, we are different 
and unique in many ways, especially from current scouting organizations. 

 
1. Trail Life is unapologetically Christian 

 

Trail Life was started by Godly men with an explicit purpose to raise up boys to grow into “Godly Men, Good 
Husbands, and Good Fathers”. This actually fits the earliest goals of the scouting movement— "....We aim for the 
practice of Christianity in their everyday life and dealings, and not merely the profession of theology on Sundays.... 
(Scouting For Boys, 1908).  Our starting point is a shared statement of faith that describes what we all share as 
core beliefs. Trail Life is not “non-denominational” but rather “trans-denominational”—we have defined common 
core BELIEFS that we can all share, and based on that, we are able to cooperate to offer the Trail Life program, 
even if we have different PRACTICES. 

 

Trail Life’s Statement of Faith is at the center of our program and all Trail Life materials reflect that worldview—but 
we work hard not to be “churchy or preachy”. On nearly each page of our handbooks and materials you will find 
reflected our shared Christian worldview.  A good analogy is Carrot Cake—we can hand a boy a bunch of carrots 
and he MAY eat them, but if we mix them in a Carrot Cake, almost all the boys will eat the cake without even 
realizing they are also getting the carrots! The effects are being seen: 40% of the boys coming into the program 
have not been part of an outdoor program, and a fair number of new members are unchurched. 

 

We may never be as large as some other organizations, BUT we will be true to our beliefs, steadfast in our 
standards, and unapologetic in our dedication to offering an excellent program to our youth, instead of pursuing 
large numbers of troops and members who may never participate. 

 

2. Trail Life is church-focused. 
 

Unlike other organizations, all Trail Life Troops are chartered and owned by churches that agree with our 
Statement of Faith (or non-profit organizations with a religious purpose at their core). Troops are formed under 
the aegis of church leaders and are expected to be core outreach ministries of those churches—no different than 
Vacation Bible School or Youth Groups. There is no mechanism for a group of parents who want to create their 
own troop to do so. At the same time, Trail Life is not designed to replace Sunday School. Trail Life uses the 
outdoors as a teaching tool to encourage boys to become Christian men. 

 
Another difference is “who owns the program”. The answer is the sponsoring churches do. They decide who their 
leaders are, what parts of the program they want to implement, even what uniforms are worn. While they must 
adhere to the safety aspects of the program and the Statement of Faith, they have total freedom to tailor the 
program to their individual circumstances. 

 

Most importantly, Trail Life as an organization is controlled by the chartering churches. Unlike other organizations, 
our organization is controlled by representatives from each of our constituent churches.  The Board of Directors 
are elected by votes of the chartering organizations, and changes to policy (including our Statement of Faith) will 
require a supermajority vote of all chartering organizations.  With God’s help we will never see the day where Trail 



Life has a major decision made or a course change enacted without the supermajority of our chartering churches 
agreeing. 

 
3. Trail Life is volunteer-driven 
Unlike other organizations, Trail Life emphasizes a core of volunteers to run the show. We currently have less than 
15 paid persons at the national level and we don’t anticipate ever having more than 40 or 50. We are reliant on 
volunteers to perform every task at the local troop level. Our support structure is also made up of local volunteers 
organized into “Area teams”, each one charged to support troops in a local geographical area (which is sometimes 
fairly large, e.g. the Alaska area is the entire state, and the Mountain West Area covers southern ID, MT, and WY). 
Area teams consist of Point Men (Area Chairmen), Direct Support Advisors (Commissioners), and committees to 
help troops with Advancement, Program, Membership, and other needs troops have. Areas are supported by 
regional teams—also made up of volunteers—who coordinate between Areas. Our Home Office staff is a mixture 
of paid staff and volunteers, kept deliberately lean—they work behind the scenes to keep the servers running, 
track registration and advancement, arrange large purchases such as uniforms, forward inquiries to the Areas, and 
help the store operate. 

 
By all agreeing to a common statement of faith, we are all bound in brotherhood to the same purpose as described 
by our motto, drawn from Colossians 1:10: to raise up young men to “Walk Worthy” in Christ. We are not 
encumbered by huge national staffs only interested in increasing their salaries, attempting absolute control of the 
program, inflating numbers, and competing for a larger position. 

 

4. Trail Life emphasizes experiences instead of earning badges 
While the Trail Life program resembles that of historical scouting, there are subtle differences: 

 
- The program emphasis of Trail Life is on ensuring the boys experience awesome outdoor experiences, and 

through that, be mentored by fellow Christian youth and adult Christian role models. The Woodlands Trail 
program operates using a program where each boy earns leaves and branches for experiencing or 
participating in activities, not demonstrating competency—with no theoretical limit to how many leaves a boy 
can earn.  In this fashion, we don’t encourage the boys to just finish an award then fall away from the 
program.  A boy that joins the program in the 2nd or 3rd  grade isn’t behind his peers—he just jumps in and 
starts earning leaves right alongside his brothers in Trail Life. At the end of the WT program, the boys tackle 
the Timberline Award which involves 4 activities that are not related to leaves or branches, but instead are 
encouragement to him and his fellows in Trail Life to explore what he believes. 

 

- In a similar fashion, in the Navigators and Adventurers programs the boys immediately start working on “Trail 
Badges” rather than launch into unique rank advancements, then shift gears after a few years. Trail Badges 
are designed to be worked on by individuals rather than as groups. And in keeping with the original goals set 
up by B-P, the youth lead in every way possible, being encouraged to learn to be “servant-leaders”. The 
program encourages the boys to plan and execute their own adventures. Recognitions the boys earn are 
attached to their “Standard”—a walking staff. This is actually similar to the original “hiking stave” tradition 
that the scouting movement began with. We don’t concern ourselves with behavior with the Standards, 
instead reminding the boys to carry out the last article of the Trailman’s Oath. 

 
- For adults there is no “chest candy” to be earned—our uniforms are plain and unadorned. Instead, we 

encourage adults to work as Christians to achieve their recognition by their service to the young men and the 
cherished “well done, my good and faithful servant”. 

 
So in summary, Trail Life was born out of the traditions of the original scouting movement, but is blazing and taking 
a different path. Is it the same as the old organization? Perhaps in some ways, but in other ways we are uniquely 
“Honoring the Legacy, but Raising the Standard”. 

 

Walk Worthy! 
 

 


