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Basilica of Saint Mary Magdalene
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Anchor in Christ — Firemark Camp 2026

A Reflection on Faith, Community, and Spiritual Renewal
Teresa Lee

| cannot believe another Firemark Camp has come to an end. Other than the
years when we were at different campsites and the few years when COVID
forced us to cancel, this was our seventh year at the beautiful Mater Dolorosa
Passionist Retreat Center in Sierra Madre. The theme of this year's camp
was “Anchor in Christ.” The planning team chose this theme because we
recognize that young people today face many struggles and challenges.
Sometimes life feels like being on a boat caught in a storm. We need
something strong and steady to hold onto. The only true anchor that can give
us lasting hope is Jesus Christ.

Before camp, the planning team gathered for a preparation retreat at St.
Bridget. The retreat was led by Br. Reagan, a Salesian brother, who shared
about leadership. He reminded us that a good leader is not simply someone
who gives instructions, but someone who serves with compassion, humility,
sacrifice, responsibility, and love. He encouraged us to follow Mary’s
example. Despite her own challenges, Mary traveled to visit Elizabeth and
offer her help. Through this reflection, we were reminded that we were called
to serve the youth with the same loving heart.

On Friday evening, the planning team arrived at the retreat center to prepare
for the weekend. We organized icebreaker activities, the opening skit, check-
in procedures, and last-minute schedule adjustments. Saturday morning
began with Mass. Although only a few people attended, | felt a deep sense
of intimacy and grace, almost as if we were having a private audience with
Jesus. That moment prepared my heart for the day ahead.

After breakfast, we welcomed the campers and began our activities. Fr.
Andrew Thomas gave his first talk, “Anchor in Hope,” where he shared his
own vocation story. After graduating from college, he worked as a web
developer and had a successful career. However, he felt there was
something deeper that God was calling him toward. Through prayer, retreats,
and especially a powerful moment during Taizé prayer at the California
Chinese Catholic Living Camp, he discovered his calling to religious life.
Eventually, he entered the Dominican Order and became a priest.
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Fr. Andrew Thomas reminded us that Jesus is always knocking at the door
of our hearts, waiting for us to open it. God can reach every part of our lives
and transform even the most unexpected situations into something
meaningful. He concluded by reminding us that every vocation is ultimately
about loving the Lord.

During small group discussion, we reflected on questions such as: “What
does a good life look like?” “Who is Jesus Christ to you?” and “What might
God be calling you to do?” | was deeply touched by my co-leader Michael,
who shared that he believes God is calling him to help others, and that he
planned to spend his summer volunteering at a hospital. In the afternoon, the
youth participated in an outdoor activity centered around building a boat.
Each team received materials to create a boat and traveled through different
challenges to collect important pieces, including a figure representing Jesus,
a figure representing ourselves, a cross, and a sail. The activity symbolized
our journey through life and reminded us that Christ must be at the center of
our boat.

Although the challenges were physically exhausting, everyone had fun
working together. My team’s boat did not survive until the end because of the
water currents, but we learned that the joy was not only in the final result—it
was in the journey and teamwork along the way. Later, Fr. Andrew Thomas
shared a reflection titled “Christ in the Storm.” Using Rembrandt’s famous
painting The Storm on the Sea of Galilee, he explained how the storms in
our lives can create fear, anxiety, and uncertainty. Yet Jesus is always
present, bringing light into darkness and restoring what is broken in our
hearts.

He reminded us of St. Augustine’s words: “Our hearts are restless until they
rest in You.” We reflected on the things that make us anxious and the
moments when we experience God’s peace. Fr. Andrew Thomas also spoke
about hope as a theological virtue. True hope comes from trusting God and
allowing Him to guide us. He shared that our emotions are connected to love.
Fear, anger, joy, and hope all come from what we love. The question we
must ask ourselves is: “What love is causing my anxiety?”

The highlight of the evening was Taizé prayer with Eucharistic adoration.
After a full day of activities, this was a beautiful opportunity for everyone to
quiet their hearts and enter into prayer. | was grateful for the musicians and
choir members who shared their talents with us.
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During this time, the Sacrament of Reconciliation was available. Since | had
known Fr. Martin for many years as a friend, | hesitated at first. However,
after seeing young people continue to go to confession, | felt called to do the
same. | had a meaningful conversation with Fr. Martin. When | shared my
struggle of holding onto past sins, he reminded me that resentment is one of
the greatest tools the devil uses to separate us from God. He encouraged
me to spend time in silence with God and receive His grace with an open
heart.

It was especially meaningful because Fr. Martin was once a youth camper at
Firemark before becoming part of the planning team years ago. This year,
he returned not as a camper or volunteer, but as a newly ordained priest.
Seeing how God had guided his journey was a powerful reminder that God
works in mysterious ways.

On Sunday, Fr. Andrew Thomas shared about how we can know that God
exists and how faith responds to questions about suffering and evil. He
reminded us that God’s love is the reason we exist, and our mission is not
only to anchor ourselves in Christ but also to become an anchor of hope for
others. The youth enjoyed the water games and the “Stump the Priest’
session, where they asked Fr. Andrew Thomas questions about faith and life.
During lunch, many young people shared that their previous confirmation
retreats felt boring because they mainly involved lectures and videos. This
made me realize how important Firemark Camp is. Young people need to
experience that learning about faith can also be joyful, meaningful, and full
of community.

Looking back, this year's Firemark Camp was a true blessing. | never
imagined that the young man | met at CACCLC in 2012, who had an
infectious smile and loved making funny faces in pictures, would one day
become a priest and spiritual director for our youth ministry. | also never
imagined that a young person | knew from St. Thomas Aquinas Church would
return years later as Fr. Martin. God truly works in mysterious ways.

| am deeply grateful for Fr. Andrew Thomas and Fr. Martin for sharing their
time, wisdom, and love with our youth. Their presence brought so much joy
and grace to the camp. May God continue to bless all the youth and young
adults at Firemark Camp. May He guide Fr. Andrew Thomas in his new
ministry and Fr. Martin in his first priestly assignment. May we always anchor
our hope in Christ, follow Him faithfully, and share His love with everyone we
encounter. Amen.
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