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Steven Bohn: 

I’m often asked the questions, particularly as a Millennial and particularly by my secular 

friends who know me outside of my ministry work, how I can do the work I do or “Steven, 

what’s your faith all about??” or “How can you actually believe in God??”  I actually love 

getting these kinds of questions because I enjoy sharing about my faith journey, in hopes that it 

might serve as an example to others of what God can pull off.  As I look back on my life with 

gratitude for the road so far and anticipation of where the Spirit will lead next, I have such a deep 

appreciation for the power in sharing our stories.  I think we often have more in common with 

each other than we may realize – similar stories of success, struggles, fears, etc. – we just don’t 

share them for whatever reason.  So, thanks a bunch for letting me share some of my faith story 

with y’all this morning! 

I’ve pretty much been a Presbyterian my whole life.  When I was growing up, my mom 

was a church organist and music director, so we attended whatever church she worked at.  Going 

to church was almost a part-time job with Wednesday night dinners and Bible study.  Sundays 

involved attending both the contemporary and traditional worship services, Sunday school, youth 

choir and youth handbell choir practices and Sunday night youth group.  And we were “good 

southerners” so you already know that none of that was optional. I also served on my church’s 

Christian education committee, the Greater Atlanta Presbytery’s youth council, attended 

Montreat youth conferences and the Presbyterian Youth Triennium, and served as a Youth 

Advisory Delegate to the 2004 General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (USA).  I mention 

all this not to brag about my accomplishments as a youth, but because I want to highlight that my 

younger, formative years involved a rich experience of the church recognizing me, the gifts God 

gave me and my ability to contribute to the larger body of Christ even as a young person.  We’ll 

come back to this point in a bit! 

After graduating high school, full of enthusiasm for going off to Auburn University with 

dreams of becoming a youth director, my path took a different turn than I predicted.  I joined a 

fraternity and was swept up into a string of poor choices and poor social influences which led to 

me dropping out of college in the middle of my first year.  Faced with the prospect of a shameful 

return home to both my community and my church as a failure, I instead ran away.  I ran away 

from everything that had made me “me” and spent almost four years hiding in the “wilderness.” I 

speak, of course, of my time living in the rather interesting state of South Carolina. 

I took an entry-level job in the Columbia area with the video game retailer, Gamestop, 

and quickly worked my way up to becoming the store manager of a multi-million-dollar store 



when I was only 20 years old.  For a few years, I thought I had it made! I was making a good 

salary for my age and my lack of degree.  But something was always nagging at me – something 

was missing – and that feeling never went away.  Around year four of my time in South 

Carolina, I had a couple of incredibly painful life events that were just the pits at the time but in 

hindsight freed me to follow the path that God was already weaving for me.  Mind you, I hadn’t 

walked in the doors of a church for almost four years at this point, but I knew that what was 

missing in my life was God and being a part of a worshipping community.  I spent months in 

daily quiet reflection and contemplation of where my life was at, and where I felt my life might 

be going.  I recalled my enthusiasm for being a youth director back when I left high school and 

wondered if maybe that was still what I was meant to do. 

I will never forget the day I quietly sat in front of a waterfall at one of the city parks with 

my awkward prayer to God that I felt meant for some different purpose and wondering about 

what that might be.  In a deeply transformative moment, I knew that God was speaking to me.  

God shared with me a vision of a future that included a life of service.  A life where I probably 

wouldn’t know what was in store for me next, other than to spend each day saying “yes” to doing 

God’s work in this world and saying “yes” to God’s people.  I called up my former youth 

director, who I hadn’t spoken to in years, and asked him if I was crazy for considering 

abandoning the career I had built with Gamestop to try and take a swing at ministry.  I’ll never 

forget his words – “Steven, yes!  We always saw the gifts for ministry in you, and the church 

needs you!” 

That same day I called up my mom and said I was moving home to Georgia. The next 

day, I put in my two weeks’ notice at Gamestop and my area manager and district manager 

laughed me out of the room when I told them I was quitting to go become a youth pastor.  If you 

knew me back then, you may have laughed too.  So, I packed up and moved home to Atlanta.  

The very next day, I walked into the office of the youth director at my mom’s church and said, 

“Hey I know you don’t know me, but I would like to volunteer with your youth group.” 

Volunteering with that youth group for a couple years led to summer staff jobs as a 

counselor at a Presbyterian camp in Georgia.  Summers of being a camp counselor turned into an 

offer to participate in a year-long internship with the same camp, where I also was partnered with 

a Presbyterian church to run their children and youth ministries.  That work led to me being 

offered a summer job running day camp programs for Highlands Camp.  Several summers of 

leading day camp programs for Highlands led to me moving out to Colorado in the fall of 2015 

to spend two years as Highlands’ Director of Summer Camps, and now I’m here with y’all!  This 

goes to show that you never know what may happen if you walk in your friendly church 

educator’s office and ask what you can do to help. 

Back to the original questions of why I believe in God and why do I do what I do: I can’t 

help but believe in God because as I look back through my life, I see the story of God taking a 

hot mess of a dude, and shaping me into something that kind of resembles a disciple. Every time 

I experience the joy of a successful ministry moment, a smile from a kiddo, or the love shared in 

true Christian community, I experience the love of God circling me and others. 



And I do what I do because I love the church! The church is THE place that from my 

younger years through today has welcomed me and given me a place to belong, to serve, and to 

love others.  When the church is saying “yes” to folks like me – not because of our accolades or 

degrees or what we can bring to the church but saying “yes” for us to simply be who we are and 

who God has called us to be, amazing things will happen.  I implore the church to consider its 

hospitality and not just its welcome but its inclusion of everyone, their failures, successes and 

all! 

I chose the Genesis scripture passage for this morning because it is a story of radical 

hospitality – a story of Abraham and Sarah eagerly running to greet and serve the Lord through 

their three guests.  It’s the scripture passage that we used on the very first day of staff training for 

summer camp counselors across my eight years of service at summer camps.  We used it as an 

example of the Biblical hospitality that we expected from each of our counselors.  And I bet that 

it’s a model of hospitality that God expects from everyone in the church, too! 

I am convicted that I stand before you today only through the grace of a God who created 

me, loves me passionately, and demands that I fiercely love each one of you and our neighbors 

outside these walls.  And I’m also convicted that if the church universal is out here in the pews 

and out there in the streets tearing down walls and fiercely loving our neighbors there’s so many 

other different stories that God is weaving and waiting for us to welcome in.  Thanks for letting 

me share a bit of mine with you today. 

Rev. Jacqueline Decker Vanderpol 

 “It’s God’s will for my life.”  “I really think God is calling me to marry this person.”  “I 

really think God is calling me to move to the west coast.”  “I really think God is calling me to 

quit this job.”  “I think it’s God’s will for my life.”  The quote we’ve used for the sermon series 

that ends today is “Never place a period where God has placed a comma.”  But sometimes I 

wonder if we don’t invoke God’s name as if it is a period.  It ends the sentence, and often the 

way we say it makes it sounds like we want to end the conversation.  “It’s what God is calling 

me to do.  Period.  End of conversation.”  I don’t know if you’ve ever had someone you’re close 

to tell you that God is calling them to do something that you deeply, in your soul thought was a 

terrible idea.  If not, then say a prayer of gratitude that you’ve never been part of such an 

intensely aggravating experience.  When I served on the presbytery committee that oversees 

candidates preparing for ministry, we would often say to incoming candidates: “I see you have 

tremendous debt from your undergrad work, and you’re financing your three years in seminary 

entirely through student loans.  Given the median salary for pastors, you won’t be able to afford 

to work in a church and make your loan payments.”  To which they always responded: “All I 

know is God is calling me to ministry.  I’ll figure out the money later.”   

When Claire Strickler told her faith story last week, she told of a couple of times she felt 

God nudging her to do something – like fostering a young boy Sanjay.  But did you notice how 

Presbyterian Claire sounded when she said it?  Much more so than these candidates training to be 

Presbyterian pastors.  And here’s the difference: every time Claire mentioned God nudging her, 

she also mentioned the community, like the social worker in her Bible study, saying, “You and 

your husband would be great foster parents.  Have you ever considered it?”  Presbyterians are 

notoriously skeptical about inner voices and ulterior motives, about thinking we hear God when 



really we hear our own ego or insecurities calling.  Which is why we will never affirm God’s call 

without the community.  It’s a three-legged stool: the individual, God, and the community of 

faith, and without the community’s support, that stool won’t stand.   

Perhaps this sounds like a defensive stance, a way for the Church to prevent people from 

going awry.  In part, that is what it is.  But, flip that coin over, and you have the community 

Steven was talking about.  A group of people that sees gifts in you before you even see them in 

yourself.  A group that celebrates you and the unique impact you can have in God’s world.  The 

people you call after sitting in front of a waterfall and feeling that equally comforting and 

discomfiting nudge; the people who say, “Yes!  We saw that in you so long ago.  We’re so glad 

the Spirit moved you, so you can see it in yourself now.” I can remember the exact moment 

when someone – usually not a family member – named something they saw in me, and in every 

case, it was years before I thought, “well, maybe they weren’t totally wrong.”  And so often, 

those non-family affirmations were people in the Church.  I bet you can remember the exact 

moments when someone else really saw you and saw something in you.  It costs us nothing to 

give that to someone else.  Being seen, feeling seen is not the norm in this world that defaults to 

superficial interactions and relationships.  So, providing that moment of affirmation, that honest 

recognition of the person in front of you… that’s what it means to provide sanctuary.  Amen. 
 


