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In the summer of 1974, several youth 
from Blakemore United Methodist 
Church in Nashville, Tenn. spent a 
week serving together at the Hinton 

Rural Life Center in North Carolina. When 
they unloaded their vans at home and spent 
time processing their experience, many of 
them wondered the same thing: “Couldn’t 
we be serving the people in our own com-
munities in the same way we served the 
families in North Carolina?” These youth, 
and their leader, George Bass, felt an over-
whelming call to create a ministry that would 
seek to serve the people in their own “back-
yard” through major and minor home repair. 
That backyard turned out to be the Cum-
berland Mountain counties east of Nashville. 
Thus, the dream and vision of Mountain 
T.O.P. (Tennessee Outreach Project) was 
born. Since the summer of 1975, when the 
fi rst Mountain T.O.P. volunteers gathered 
at Beersheba Springs Methodist Assembly 
in Grundy County, youth have been coming 
to the mountain to put faith into action.

From the beginning, George felt strongly 
about challenging youth to see beyond a 
week of service. He knew that the higher 
calling was and still is to go into the valley 
below with a sense of urgency in spreading 
the good news of Christ. Jesus’ calling to the 
fi rst disciples, found in the Gospel of Mat-
thew, became the foundation of Mountain 
T.O.P.’s spiritual direction. “And he said to 
them, ‘Follow me, and I will make you fi sh 
for people.’ Immediately they left their nets 
and followed him” (4:19-20). As a reminder of 
that call, the fi shhook has remained Moun-
tain T.O.P’s symbol for thirty-four years 

and is offered to every camper who comes 
through our gates.

Not Just Physical Needs
Mountain T.O.P. encourages youth to 

help meet not only the physical, but also 
the spiritual, emotional and social needs 
of the Tennessee Cumberland Mountain 
people. For example, a family may need 
a wheelchair ramp built for their handi-
capped son. We can help meet that need 
physically, but we also want to take the 
time to hear the family’s story. There’s 
something valuable, even holy, in taking 
the time to listen. Often, we fi nd God wo-
ven in those conversations, and discover 
the families we work with ministering to 
us more than we minister to them.

Similarly, we focus on being a partner-
ship-based ministry. Any family or indi-
vidual we work with is given the opportu-
nity to contribute to the project, whether 
that is through providing a meal for the 

work group or providing materials for the 
project. We try to be intentional in saying 
we work “with” a family instead of “for” a 
family. Likewise, we have immersed our-
selves in the same communities for over 
thirty-four years, forming relationships 
with our neighbors and stimulating the 
local businesses that will sustain this re-
gion economically.

Enriching the Youth
Also a priority is the Christian growth 

of the participants and staff who come to 

Mountain T.O.P. Youth are encouraged to 
step outside their comfort zones in a safe, 
Christian community where exploration of 
Christ is encouraged. Our main focus in cre-
ating this space came about when we found 
that many organizations offer a place to 
come and work, but very few offer the con-
nection of why we do what we do. Through 
personal refl ection time guided by a devo-
tional in the morning, a devotional on the 
work sites during lunch, a time to gather 
and share the day’s events and evening wor-
ship, we seek to encourage a day that is 
continuously refocusing on God, asking the 
questions: Who are you in Christ? What 
does He have planned for your journey with 
Him? What do you hear Him saying to you 
while on this mountain? What do you hear 
Him calling you to do when you leave this 
mountain?

Likewise, we create a space for the 
youth to plan and participate in worship 
services within “major groups” of twenty-
fi ve to thirty people each. Since our focus 
lies primarily in empowering youth to lead 
and acquire new skills, we offer the oppor-
tunity to contribute to worship in ways 
they may not have experienced previously.

Developing Leadership Skills
The third and final objective of 

Mountain T.O.P. is to develop the lead-
ership skills of participants and staff. 
The goal is to teach youth the value of 
servant leadership. To understand the 
true nature of a servant, one must look 
to Jesus as the example. In her book, No 
Greater Love, Mother Theresa writes, 

“May we never forget that in the ser-
vice to the poor we are offered a mag-
nificent opportunity to do something 
beautiful for God. In fact, when we give 
ourselves with all of our hearts to the 
poor, it is Christ whom we are serving in 
their disfigured faces. Jesus himself said 
that when we do good work for others, 
we do it for him. (Matthew 25:31-46).
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It is important to help youth recognize 
that their opinions and participation are 
valued. In fact, adults that attend camp are 
expected not to be the leaders within their 
work groups, but rather, to empower the 
youth to take on those responsibilities. Youth 
are encouraged to use power tools (often for 
the fi rst time), help plan and prepare projects, 
act as safety coordinators and/or lead a prayer 
with the families they are working with. They 
build confi dence in tackling minor home re-
pair projects such as building porches, sheds 
or wheel chair ramps, painting houses, seal-
ing roofs, and doing yard work.

In the year 2009, our focus has been 

on God’s Amazing 
Grace, centered on 
Ephesians 2:8, “For 
it is by grace you 
have been saved, 
through faith—and 
this not from your-
selves, it is the gift of 
God.” Through this 
theme, youth were 
inspired to show 
God’s grace to the 

people they served and to experience that 
grace in their own lives.

After his recent trip to the mountain, 
Jim Smith, youth leader for Mount Zion 
United Methodist Church in Mount Zion, 
Ill., wrote to tell us of the transformation 
his youth—and he—had experienced dur-
ing their week in mission:

“On the way to work this morning I 
was listening to our local Christian radio 
station when Amazing Grace came onto 
the radio, the version and artist used dur-
ing our camp week. It reminded me of our 
service we had on Sunday morning imme-
diately following our week at Mountain 

T.O.P. We opened our service of sharing 
and celebration with this song by asking 
the congregation to just sit and listen. You 
could have heard a pin drop except for 
the emotion of the team who had just re-
turned and then many around us listening 
to the words and music and then getting 
caught up in our emotion—before a word 
had been spoken. The thought of that 
moment, that hour in church that Sunday, 
and the memories of that week and those 
we touched and were touched by, was 
enough to bring me to a few tears again. I 
was reminded of not only how great that 
week was but the whole point of the week 
as well: God’s amazing grace.”  �
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For more information about how you can 
get your youth involved at Mountain T.O.P., 

please visit our website at www.mountain-top.org, e-mail 
sam@mountain-top.org or call our offi ce at (931) 692-3999. 
Mountain T.O.P. also offers adult programs in the summer 
and fall that include major home repair and children’s minis-
tries, Spring Break options mid-February through mid-April, a 
family weekend in April, retreat options, and facility rentals.
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