Choir Tour 2009:  Deeper

By Cyndi Palmer
The excitement leading up to this year's Tour for the CCS High School Choir was palpable.  It was fun to watch students counting down the days until Tour, looking forward to what God would do.  That was very encouraging to chaperones who seemed to be particularly weighed down before tour this year with all sorts of burdens, including schedule conflicts that prevented us from even meeting as a group beforehand.  We couldn't rely on great organization to carry us through:  it would have to be God.  
Undoubtedly, it was God who directed us to return to Jacksonville, Illinois this year.  This is the first time in the ten years of CCS Choir Tour that we have gone back to the same place a second year—that's just not the way we do it.  Some felt perhaps that choice was disingenuous, that we hoped to somehow duplicate last year's extraordinary Tour experience. On the contrary, it became abundantly clear that we were exactly where God wanted us to be, and far from duplicating last year's experience, we instead transcended it.  

In the eleventh chapter of the book of Job, Zophar challenges Job, “Can you understand the mysteries surrounding God All-Powerful?  They are higher than the heavens and deeper than the grave.  So what can you do when you know so little, and these mysteries outreach the earth and the ocean?”  (Job 11:7-9, CEV)  What can you do when faced with the deep mysteries of God?  You can go deeper.  That's what nearly all of the 49 CCS choir members did from Wednesday, March 25th through Sunday, March 29th.  
Before the trip, students and chaperones alike prayed and fasted for the people in all the places we would visit, as well as for all of our participants and the logistical details.  “Choir Tour” is not a string of performances but rather worship services led, for the most part, by our high school students.  In each place we visit, the choir leads worship and encourages audience participation. Drama & Dance deliver truth in a captivating format.  Students share testimonies of what God has done in their lives, and invite the audience to pray with our choir members in pairs or small groups.  God always moves in these settings, but not always in predictable ways.
The devotion Cook Liotta shared Thursday evening captured what we’d already seen to that point and would continue to see throughout the Tour: that God wants to show us different facets of Himself, deeper dimensions of His perfection, if only we have the eyes to see—just as the creatures in Revelation 4, going round and round God’s throne, eternally see more reasons to cry out, “Holy, Holy, Holy…”   Several CCS students said they felt a greater depth to this year’s ministry, deepening their own commitment to Christ and helping other students go further with Christ, as well.  In Jacksonville, it became apparent that while our ministry last year broke the ice, brought down walls—this year, people went further…deeper.   

The theme carried on our t-shirts and in our services was “CRY OUT,” a reference to the blind men in Matthew 20 who refuse to be hushed, but cry out to Jesus, and then cry out all the more, until Jesus turns and says to them, “What do you want me to do for you?”  That notion, of continuing to cry out regardless of discouragement, spoke to many people in each of the places we went to minister.  It also fit hand-in-glove with other themes that the Lord brought out to us through the trip: continuing to fight, pushing through, pressing on to maturity, going deeper.  

This year’s drama/dance reflects the ongoing struggle, and the ultimate victory:  the perfect presentation for five days replete with stories of believers caught in conflict, but still struggling, fighting the good fight.  Such stories encouraged many others who were in the same place but felt alone there.  The stories were also a vivid reminder that the fight is worth it, and that the enemy really IS defeated.  The final portion of the drama for this year, which I really hope everyone gets to see, is presented to the song “Shout Unto God,” with a vibrant celebration on the lyrics “The enemy's been defeated / Death couldn't hold You down / We're gonna lift our voice in victory / We're gonna make Your praises loud.”  One student, looking at a photo of the final pose of that celebration said it seemed to sum up all of Choir Tour.  The key to our victory is demonstrated in the drama, when Jesus empowers Courtney to send the enemy away.  Chad translated that to a young man with whom he prayed at Westfair Christian Academy who was feeling angry because he couldn't overcome an addiction; Chad explained to him that anger is a sure sign he's trying to do this on his own rather than giving it to God and trusting His overcoming power.  

Our schedule this year was very full: Wednesday night in Dayton, with the youth group at Miamisburg Assembly of God; Thursday morning back to back chapel services at Dayton Christian School, first for 400 Junior High Students, followed immediately by the service for 400 Senior High students; Friday lunch and ministry at Westfair Christian Academy in Jacksonville Illinois; Friday evening ministry at “Youth Encounter,” a gathering of youth groups from around the city of Jacksonville; Saturday afternoon ministry at Knollwood Retirement Center, then Saturday evening recreation with youth from Church of the New Covenant; and finally Sunday morning, ministry in the morning worship service at Church of the New Covenant in Jacksonville, Illinois. Praise God for His energy – we surely would not have had enough on our own. 

A phrase we seemed to hear a few time daily was Press Through.  When you're exhausted, when you're sick or injured or just feeling dry, it can seem that fighting the good fight or even continuing to cry out is just too much work – but it's in pressing through that those concepts leave the abstract and become real.  I was impressed to see these kids press on, pushing through those obstacles, for God's glory.  At Westfair on Friday, Courtney Dorow was feeling very sick and dizzy and Hannah Schock had a very sore foot.  Courtney and Hannah talked and prayed together; they realized that the drama brings a powerful message that the enemy would like to silence, but that gave them all the more motivation to push through.  Courtney later said that when she made that decision, that nothing would stop her from bringing this message, her stomach calmed down and stopped hurting.  Her headache remained, but the dizziness left.  And Hannah performed so well that no one would ever have known she was hurting.  That's just one of many examples I could cite.  By Sunday, even the most energetic among us were tired, but you'd never have known it from the way our choir worshiped and ministered in the morning service.  When they sang “You Never Let Go,” the choir was positively thunderous.  The lesson in the lyrics, “And there will be an end to these troubles / But until that day comes / Still I will praise You,” is a lesson they'd been living.  

The music portion of our ministry, as vital and precious as it is, seems to have become simply the opening act as the choir members' real desire is to get among the people and pray with them.  If an opening act serves as a warm up, the comparison is particularly apropos.  The CCS choir blazed with passion.   In fact, it was the passion demonstrated on Choir Tour 2008 that opened the door for us to go to Dayton Christian School (DCS) this year.  DCS chapel services have not traditionally had significant spiritual emphasis.  With a new Chapel Director on board, they’d like to change that.  Having considered several groups to come to their chapel—many who sound better than we do, they told us candidly (ouch)—they chose to invite us because of the passion they saw in the YouTube videos from last year's Tour.  (Praise the Lord and thank you to Cook Liotta for compiling and posting the videos!)   After the conclusion of Tour, we heard from the Chapel Director that since our visit, revival has broken out.  His students are telling him that they want what our kids have.  They got to see what our kids have in the ministry time after the “warm up,” first through heartfelt testimonies, then through personal prayer.  They got to see, as one student told her teacher, “These guys are real.”  

The prayer time at the end of each service gave choir members the opportunity to interact personally with people, to pray with them, to offer them Scripture, to encourage them, and even, as one student mentioned, share tips about getting along with moms!  Our students saw some people confess sin and get right with God, and saw others healed.  Junior Sarah Stacey was so overcome when the young lady she’d prayed with was released from the knee pain she’d had for years that she was nearly speechless;  “Good!!” was all Sarah could manage to say in response.  ( 
We were amazed to hear what God has been doing in Jacksonville since last year.  When we arrived at Green Pastures, the camp that would be “home” during our time in Illinois, the camp owner told us that since our ministry here last year, revival has spread through the area.  Some churches have doubled in size.  The Youth Encounter that we joined on Friday evening is actually an outgrowth of last year’s Choir Tour ministry.  At Church of the New Covenant, our kids were encouraged to see how God is working, changing the lives of some who were so broken last year.  After services this year, Pastor Tom Herbert told us that real breakthroughs were made—people going deeper with the Lord than ever before.  At Westfair Academy, we were surprised that their students remembered our students’ names and even who their favorite sports figures are. But more moving was that they recalled who had prayed with them last year, and what they’d prayed about.  Our visit was more impactful than we’d realized.  Even at Knollwood, the residents remembered our visit from last year and were especially touched that we'd return.  The ministry there was sweet and profound, but I'm not sure who benefitted more – the Knollwood residents, or our teens and chaperones.

The heights of excitement and victory were certainly thrilling, but this year's Choir Tour was also marked by a solid, steady pressing on to maturity in Christ and embracing God’s plans for what’s to come.  Jeremy Kilby put his finger on this theme when he said that while last year's Choir Tour seemed to be “about repentance, and there's always room for that,” this year seems to be about going further—committing to God’s plans beyond CCS.  “The future's coming fast,” Jeremy said, and as a senior soon to graduate, he knows that very well.  It wasn't only seniors that felt God's call, though.  Exchange Student Elizabeth Moscosco embraced the call on her life to full-time ministry on Wednesday night, and many of our students took a stand on Friday night to acknowledge their called to full-time ministry.  Ben Campanella, a freshman, testified about having given himself fully to the work of the Lord and said, “I know I'll make mistakes, but God will carry me, and he'll do the same for you.”  
Another large group of CCS students took a stand on Friday night to commit themselves to serve God with all their heart in whatever occupation God leads them to pursue—not necessarily in full-time ministry.  Everyone agreed that what has become normal for Choir Tour should be normal for all of life.  Sophomore Nate Saggio suggested that each of us is like a cup and as God fills us we overflow into everyone around us, and as they are filled, they overflow into everyone around them, and so on.  He then made this challenge:  what if we were constantly being filled and overflowing into people everywhere?  “What if we prayed for people at Starbucks, Chipotles, Home Depot?”  Ministry isn't just for Choir Tour.

In our final meeting together at Green Pastures, Tammy Smith shared a beautiful devotion, springing from a Louie Giglio article and 1 Timothy 4:14-15, part of a passage that became very significant to our group this year.  Tammy said, quoting the article, that we must “exploit our uniqueness in a way that broadcasts Jesus.”  

We saw that happen throughout the trip.  God used the loud ones, the quiet ones, the funny ones, the serious ones, the shy ones – each and every one – bringing them to people whose needs were so much like their own, offering opportunities to comfort those in trouble with the comfort they have received from God, sharing God's love in a way unique to each beautiful individual.  Perhaps the most beautiful mark of their maturity was their desire to build the body of Christ, both through ministry to the hurting people we visited, and through ministry to one another.  There was encouragement and affirmation for the faltering, hurting ones; there was commitment to one another, holding one another accountable, teaching one another; there was cooperation; there was love.   They set an example for one another, and for the adults, in speech, in life, in love, in faith, and in purity.  

1 Timothy 4:12 is a familiar passage of Scripture to most CCS students, but it's probably never come up as many times in one week for any of them as it did during this Choir Tour.  It was obvious that God had something to say to us in this section of 1 Timothy, and everyone was blessed by the devotion Rachel Willis brought from this passage about where we go from here. Rachel noted that the flipside of not being discounted for one’s youth is that there is no excuse before God, whether young or old. Current CCS high school students are demonstrating a greater spiritual maturity, she believes, than did her fellow students when she attended high school at CCS, but that gives them greater responsibility.  “God is calling you to a higher standard,” Rachel told the group.  In verse 16 of chapter 4, Paul tells Timothy “Watch your life and doctrine closely.  Persevere in them, because if you do, you will save both yourself and your hearers.”  Rachel remarked that “watchers” will be impacted by our perseverance, too, since so much of our testimony has nothing to do with what we say, but rather who we are, day to day.

One rather captive “watcher” of our group was our bus driver, Ed.  Every year that we've employed a bus or buses for tour, we've prayed that we could build relationships and impact our drivers for Christ.  We've always had wonderful drivers, and I know that some are still remembered in prayer by members of our group.  This year, we were blessed to meet Ed and develop a kinship with him unlike any other.  Ed shared with us, on Saturday, that he'd expected this trip to be laid back, no excitement.  He wasn't sure what he'd do without a television in his cabin room, actually.  Instead, Ed became part of our Choir Tour family, and when he wasn't helping in the kitchen or playing Around-the-World (ping pong) with the kids, he was being built up in his faith by newfound Christian brothers.  Ed shared prayer needs with us, and confessed that after some traumatic events in his life, he'd “put God on the back burner.”  In Jacksonville, Illinois, God gave Ed hope.  As we headed for home on Sunday afternoon, Ed took the microphone and addressed the group.  He closed his remarks with these remarkable words: “I've missed so much over the years by not feeling the way I did today.  Today I felt the Spirit moving, I came out of my shell, and felt free.  I got a vision of heaven this morning, and if it's anything like being with all of you, I want to be there.”  

A few months ago, while reading the book of Job, one section seemed to shout “Choir Tour” to me:  in chapter 26, Job recites a long list of evidences of God's might as seen through the wonders of nature, then he says, “And these are but the outer fringe of His works; how faint the whisper we hear of Him! Who then can understand the thunder of His power?”  (Job 26:14, NIV)  We had seen God do amazing things in the past, but we'd only witnessed the outer fringe of His works....what wondrous things might lay before us? 

With this year’s Choir Tour now behind me, I still don’t feel I can answer that.  What I’ve seen tells me that the wonders God wants to work through these students are just beginning.  We have yet only seen the outer fringes….but that is enough for us to fall to our knees and cry “Holy, Holy, Holy, is the Lord God Almighty,” and to want to go deeper.  

