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By the Book!
 I am taking a short break from this volume of the newsletter so I can devote some time to a special retiree’s edition. Taking my place at my writing desk, please welcome my wife - Kathie Horn. She went through the Civilian Fire Academy this past fall and she wanted to share her experiences from a Christian standpoint.

Enjoy!  - Rick
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aving just completed Civilian Fire Academy, I had to share some of my thoughts.   It was an incredible, informative, exhausting and life changing experience – but not for the reasons one may expect.

From the first class to the last, the bible verse “What greater love could one have than to lay down his life for his friend?  came to mind throughout.  As I watched what the firefighters face every single day and every shift – I knew that although I could probably muster the courage to go into a hazardous situation for a “friend,” I don’t know if I could do it for a total stranger.

I asked myself the question, “What moves them from fear to action and risk?”  As the weeks unfolded, the answers began to emerge.

Basically, I think the three components are Equipment, Training and Trust.

In the first couple of sessions, we put on “gear” and I was reminded of “putting on the armor of God.”  (see Ephesians chapter 6 verses 10 through 18) It was quite a process, and I learned that it is not easy to fill the boots of a firefighter (and that’s not just because they were way too big for me!).  The personal protective equipment and the self-contained breathing apparatus was like a suit of armor.  I was amazed at how heavy and burdensome it was.  Similarly the “armor of God” can sometimes be heavy with responsibility, but necessary for protection and strength to deal with life situations.  Sometimes that Bible is just too heavy to drag out and I think I can do without it and the wisdom it contains, but it is also necessary equipment because as the words becomes a part of us – it give us the protection and the conscience that we need to survive.  The equipment is necessary for action and makes us well prepared.  I remember the panicked feeling when my air tank was starting to vibrate because it was low on air.  Many times life knocks the wind out of us too and we need a lifeline – a source of air to go on.  The very air that we breathe comes from God and He is that lifeline.  Gives new meaning to the phrase “God-breathed.”

The second component that moves you from fear to action is Training.  One particular session of the Civilian Fire Academy stands out in my mind.  It was the second night where we learned ladders, engine/truck/hose demonstration and the ventilation demonstration.  I have given birth to two babies with very long labors, but was never more exhausted than I was that night.  It became very apparent to me why the firefighters are required to work-out at least 1 hour each shift – training builds discipline and stamina.  We may not want to exercise (or read our Bible), but through repetition and pushing our limits we enrich our mental and physical health and well-being –  and our life depends on it.   I realized that I too become closer to God when my faith is “exercised” and pushed to its limits.  (I have since started an exercise regime because I realized how that important this discipline is to my well-being and health).

The ladder demonstrations and practice had us learn the value of the “buddy system” and the cooperative effort that firefighting is.  We need each other to ground us, to help us climb to new heights, to watch out for us.  We learned the correct placement of the ladder and how to lean it against the building and to anchor it securely. All I could think of was Proverbs 3:5-6 which says “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding, in all your ways acknowledge him and he will make your paths straight.”  We need to lean on the Lord and each other to climb to new heights and uncertain territory.

Similarly this thought came to mind as we went through the engine/hose demonstration.   It was important that we stayed in a direct line behind the person holding the nozzle – any variation from a straight line could cause that person to lose control – as was emphatically demonstrated time and again as we all took our turns.  As the water pressure was increased, it was harder to maintain control.  In life, the pull is very strong, the pressure is high and we are easily swayed – we need the anchor of others to help us stay strong and in line with God’s will.  We can’t do it alone – we cannot lean on our own understanding, but in all ways acknowledge Him and He will make the paths straight.  When we were instructed to now climb the hill holding the hose on our knees, it seemed very appropriate that that was exactly what we should be doing !!!

Then came the life-changing segment of Fire Academy for me.  Going into the smoke tower  in full gear.  Not such a big deal, I thought.  I had the equipment, I had some training and instruction, I had people with me – but somehow that wasn’t enough.  I was in a state of panic.  I never realized what total blackness was, and how fearful it was to steadily climb through the darkness unaware of what was ahead.  God told us “I am the Light of the World”, but there was no light, only smoke and emptiness and a cold, bone chilling fear and panic.  As a child, I was taught in catechism that Hell is a fiery pit, a dark and dismal desolate place.  At the risk of being overly dramatic, that smoke tower was like walking into what I picture as Hell – only worse.  I was not prepared for the total blackness, the void of sound and air – the almost surreal experience of wandering without being able to use any of my senses.  Hell is filled with smoke and darkness because of one reason only – complete separation from God.  Without God, there is no light, only a void, a useless, senseless wandering.  It made me ever so much more grateful for the gift of salvation which reserves my place in heaven where there is joy and light and the presence of God.  The thought that firefighters brave that “fiery hell” as part of their job is incomprehensible to me.

Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me.  Psalm 23:4a.   Perhaps that is what moves the firefighter from fear to action and gives him the courage to enter a burning building to save a life.

The components of training and equipment was also very evident in our CPR and EMS overview.  To see what is involved in a typical medical run was quite an eye-opener.  The precision and methodology and yet the respect for human life was so evident as the medics went about their work.  What a privilege to play such an important part in doing what is necessary to try to save a human life in the midst of chaos and fear and panic.  Lives are literally in their hands, and yet how frustrating it must be to do their best and be forced to accept their human limitations because life and death decisions lie with our Creator, not with them.

As we practiced our CPR on our practice dummy “Kyle” I asked myself how many times in life I was asked to breath life and hope into someone, and instead just “ripped their face off” like we did with our practice dummy.  Again the reminder that we need one other and often fail each other in our haste or indifference. 

This was again demonstrated during vehicle extrication.  Often we find ourselves trapped and we need others to help us to remove the debris from our lives so that we can be free again.  And similarly to the thermal imaging apparatus – we can’t always see the obvious, we need help to sort it out and head in the right direction.  

It was also comforting to know that while the firefighters display such professionalism and knowledge, that they never stop training.  This becomes second nature to them and they learn through experience.  But they never profess to know it all – and continue to search for better methods or more efficiency or new improvements.  It dawned on me that professions that deal with life and death decisions demand constant overview and training because life and death are never routine and never monotonous.   Similarly, we all need CEUs or Christian Educational Understanding.  We can never learn too much about God or stop our quest to know him better.  How many times I have heard a Bible verse or story and my mind shuts off because “I have heard that a hundred times.”   But when I take the effort, I always learn something more from it – because I might be in a different stage of my life this time, or because God granted me a different understanding or spoke to my heart and the words and story take on new meaning.   Through Civilian Fire Academy – God showed me yet another meaning to some of the Bible verses that I have shared here and made them apparently clear to me.

The third and final component that moves people from fear to action……..is Trust.  Firefighters display a team effort and must trust one another – with their lives.   Working in an office environment, often times I am disappointed by a co-worker who does not supply a needed report or misses a deadline that affects me.  But to depend on them for my very life?  I can’t even imagine.  I am sure that firefighters must have personality conflicts and the usual disagreements that occur when people are together so much and in such close quarters, yet all that is put aside and they trust one another with their lives in the face of obvious danger and in life and death moments.  

And the ultimate trust…..“Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding, in all your ways acknowledge him and he will make your paths straight.”

Firefighters live this every day as they become the right hand of God to lead others through darkness, rescue them from their distress, and provide caring and compassion for strangers as only God can orchestrate.  

This is an exhausting, emotional and stressful labor of love, but I have found that the heart of a firefighter is filled to the brim with enough compassion and courage to be God’s right hand.   They are blessed with the stamina and the courage to perform their jobs – and we in Sterling Heights are blessed because of it.  My job requires perhaps 8-9 hours a day of stress, but at the end of it, I go home to my family and I leave my job at work.  A firefighter is on call and available and under enormous life and death stress for 24 hours, sometimes days at a time.  And I can’t believe that the horrific images they see on a run go away when they head home.   I couldn’t turn something like that off at the end of a shift.  

I have always felt comforted when I see our firefighters sitting out front of the fire station – they wave as people honk their horns to greet them.   Now that I know how exhausting this job is – I will also be grateful that God has given them a few minutes to rest.

God commands us to rest and replenish.  It is a gift that these firefighters should be able to share and unload their stress with one another – to bond and to exchange ideas, fears and experiences with one another.  To “bear one another’s burdens” as God intended.

Equipment, Training and Trust are the tools that a firefighter depends on to move from fear to action. Yet the motivation stems from a heart of love, compassion and service modeled by Christ himself. Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends. (John 15:13)
Thank you for the experience of the Civilian Fire Academy and I will continue to keep our Sterling Heights finest firefighters in my daily prayers!
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ou can now read the newsletter online at my chaplain’s web site. Current and past issues will now be available online. Here is the address:

http://www.geocities.com/chaplainrik
Then click on the link that says:

Read some of my papers here.
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All articles are the original work of Chaplain Rick Horn unless noted otherwise. 



Do you have a joke or story you would like to share with the department? Send it to me by e-mail so I can share it in the next issue of this newsletter.

Contact me:

Home: 586-977-1415

Pager: 313-840-1463 

E-mail: revrik@yahoo.com

Sterling Heights Fire Department

Chaplains Newsletter

41625 Ryan Road

Sterling Heights, MI 48314-3945



Serving the men and women of:
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Through The Flames
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