
There seemed to be no reason for me to love 
woodworking. No one else growing up in my 
immediate family had any interest in lumber, saws, 
and drills, or the ways one can use them to make 
useful things. My Dad was supportive, but was not 
equipped to offer much instruction. His history of 
‘handiness’ included the resounding crash of the 
kitchen cabinets falling off the wall and Mom’s dishes 
in pieces on the floor. 

Yet there it was, this insatiable desire to build things 
and a curiosity about how things worked. I am told 
‘handiness’ skipped a generation and that I got my 
grandfather John’s genes. I never had the privilege of 
meeting Grandpa John, but he was a very talented 
craftsman. He also could do one-arm push-ups and 
grab a toothpick with his mouth from between the 
fingers of the pushing hand. I like to think I have a 
modicum of Grandpa John’s abilities, but sadly am not 
cool enough to do the toothpick trick...yet. Coolness 
has always been elusive, but that’s another story.

So it was up to me to figure things out, which led to some tests of grace for my Dad. 
Like the time he came out to the garage and found the entire lawnmower in a hundred 
pieces on the floor. Or the mysterious disappearing tool phenomenon. Thankfully, we 
both loved to fish, and fishing covers a multitude of sins. 

Over time and many awkward projects, I started to figure things out. During my 
corporate days, woodworking was both a hobby and therapy. I started with small, cheap 
machines, which I quickly discovered caused their own share of problems. 
Woodworking magazines and videos opened my eyes to a whole new world of 
possibilities...and much more expensive machinery.  With each new acquisition, I’d see 
that look in my wife’s eyes and I’d have to use my best line. “Babe, I can spend this on 
machines which I’ll enjoy and be able to make useful things for us, or I can spend it on a 
psychiatrist. You choose.” (Guys, you are free to use this line, but FYI, it only works if 
you actually make some stuff.)

In 2004 I was invited by my employer to find other employment, which launched a scary, 
wonderful season of testing and new direction. After much prayer and soul searching, I 
realized I was supposed to be intentional about this woodworking passion. God had a 
plan beyond my own enjoyment. I happily discovered the Marc Adams School of 
Woodworking (MASW), tucked away in the cornfields south of Indianapolis. It is an 
amazing mix of talented, friendly staff, world class equipment and instructors, and great 
food -- what was not to love? Over the years I have learned much and made many new 
friends at MASW. 

One of those was Marc Adams, whom I discovered shares a passion for God and family  
as well as woodworking. I remember telling Marc, his wife Susie, and anyone who 
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would listen about Narrow Gate, the growing ministry God was birthing through our 
oldest son Adam and other dear friends. That ministry has grown and this year we 
celebrate 10 years and over 250 young men whose lives have been changed with new 
identity and purpose. Students’ time in the woodshop, metal shop, and leather shop are 
doorways to experience the power of transformation. They get to see raw and 
unattractive materials transformed into items of beauty and usefulness, just like the 
work God is doing in their lives. 

For me, its the process of creative transformation that resonates with deeper spiritual 
significance. Imagining, designing, shaping, building, embellishing - are these not all 
reflections of the image of God? Interestingly enough, the first mention in the Bible of 
the filling of the Spirit is to enable artistic craftsmanship (Exodus 28). What higher honor 
is there than being called and gifted to reflect the artistry and craftsmanship of our 
Creator? After all, beauty was His idea.

Would you like to experience God in your woodworking? Let me share with you a 
unique opportunity coming up soon. Marc and Susie Adams came to visit Narrow Gate 
to teach woodworking and love on our students. They were so deeply moved that they 
decided to do something significant to help the work of Narrow Gate. Their vision and 
generosity became an amazing woodworking retreat. It’s happening May 26-30, 2015 at 
MASW: Through the Narrow Gate with Marc Adams. 

It is a totally unique combination of woodworking, Bible discovery, and worship, with all 
proceeds going to support the work of Narrow Gate. It’s a great opportunity to bring your 
son or daughter (15 & up). Moms, its a perfect Father’s Day present. No woodworking 
experience required. You’ll construct beautiful, heirloom-quality keepsake boxes, make 
life-long connections, and encounter the love of God in fresh ways. I hope to see you 
there!

For more information on the woodworking retreat click here. 
--

Phil Stoner is a woodworker and President of Narrow Gate Artisans
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