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REBOOT FIRST RESPONDERS

PURPOSE IN
YOUR PAIN
WATCH THE VIDEO
SESSION 3: PURPOSE IN YOUR PAIN
After watching the video, continue reading and working through the following pages to complete
the lession for this session.

CONTINUE THE JOURNEY
To begin, continue to the next page and read the hypothetical situation entitled
Unresolved Stress.

UNRESOLVED STRESS
The tones drop at 1:49 AM.
“House on fire. Fully involved.1256 Main Street.”
You’ve been asleep, but now you’re instantly awake.
Various organs and glands dump adrenalin, cortisol, norepinephrine,
and at least twenty other hormones and neurochemicals
into your bloodstream. Much of what you do during those
next few minutes happens due to muscle memory.
You’ve done this a thousand times.
You’re well-trained, well-equipped, experienced,
called, and wired to do this.
You’ve anticipated just about every contingency.
Except for the ones you couldn’t anticipate –
the experiences that, for some reason, you couldn’t predict.
Or the ones you did, but had no way to know how they’d hit you
on a deeper emotional level than others.
Or maybe it’s just the cumulative toll taken
by ramping up physically and psychologically
multiple times a week
for five… ten...
even twenty years.
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Every first responder knows about job stress. The legendary professional hockey
goalie Jacques Plante once said, “Job stress? How would you like it if every time you made
a mistake, a horn blasts, a big red light flashes, and 18,000 people boo?”
Of course, when a first responder makes a mistake in the line of duty, the consequences
are much more serious than a hockey goal. One wrong split-second decision could change
the entire course of your life or someone else’s. At the least, you could be disciplined or
fined. You could even be fired, sued, or jailed. Lives are on the line. No pressure, right?
Your training reinforces psychological toughness, self-reliance, and quick reactions to
danger. You are taught to control, reject, deny or suppress “normal reactions” to abnormal
events. These characteristics are crucial on the job, but they can lead to your demise if you
don’t follow an effective self-care plan.
Look at the next page entitled Stress That Can Blindside You. There, you’ll see a list
of events or work conditions that may hit you suddenly and have an immediate profound
effect, or they may sneak up on you over a period of years. In either case, if not properly
addressed, they could sideline you indefinitely. Take a moment and check any boxes that
describe your life.
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STRESS that can
B L IN D S ID E Y O U
Stressful events or work conditions can hit you suddenly and have an immediate
profound effect, or they can sneak up on you over a period of years. In either case, if
not properly addressed, they could sideline you indefinitely. Check any boxes from the
list below that describe your life as a first responder.
Having no control over the
volume of calls
Interrupted sleep due to high call
tempo
Having to continue responding to
calls after an especially disturbing
call
Many years of first responder
service
Long periods of overtime
requirements
Being in a situation where you
feel helpless in the face of
overwhelming demands, such as
a prolonged, failed rescue
When a partner or peer is
seriously injured or killed in the
line of duty
Suicide of a partner or peer
Being at serious risk, such as
dealing with armed suspects or
running out of air in a working fire
Responding to a call for a victim
who is known to the responder

Witnessing horrifying things, such
as dismembered bodies or severe
wounds
Experiencing the death of a child
while on duty
Having to inform the family of
someone who has died
Making a treatment mistake that
leads to someone’s worsening
condition or death
Feeling unappreciated by
command, coworkers, public
Being given new specialty or
command responsibilities
Moving to a new station or area
of responsibility; department
reorganization
Job or position insecurity
Interpersonal conflicts with
coworkers, command.
Working without the full support
of administration, or when
command questions your actions
in an investigation
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The video mentioned two different ways a person can respond to stress and the
long-term effect each stress response produces. Do you remember? Fill in the blanks:

When we view STRESS as a

THREAT

vs

CHALLENGE

➜

➜

our response is

our response is

———————————

———————————

➜

➜

which produces
POST-TRAUMATIC STRESS

which produces
POST-TRAUMATIC STRESS

———————————

———————————
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How would you describe the difference between distress and eustress? Can you
think of some ways in the past that you turned stress into eustress and benefitted
from it?

But it’s not enough simply to recover from your current stress. Realistically, as long as
you are among the ranks of first responders, you will continue to encounter new traumas
and stressors. As mentioned in the video, you cannot hope to be isolated from stress, but
you can become insulated from its effects.
Firefighters can walk right through flames and experience no negative effects,
provided they are fully decked out in their turnouts, boots, gloves, helmet, face shield, and
breathing apparatus. A police officer can be shot in the chest and live, provided he or she is
wearing a Kevlar vest. So, it is vital that you build up resilience to gear up for the long haul,
before you arrive at the fireground or the active shooter call.
We’ll look now at four “gearing up” measures that will not only aid in your current
efforts to recover from stress but also prepare you for the future. Flip ahead two pages and
you’ll see this complete Soul Resilience Training outline. Let’s take each step one by one:

1. INVOLVE GOD IN THE PROCESS
Stress and your responses to it are no simple matters. There is no magic wand and no
quick fix that will restore you to your pre-stress status. It took many negative experiences to
get you where you are, and it will take no less than the direct action of God to get you where
you want to be. This first exercise is meant to involve Him in the process.
Flip back to The Tree illustration from the previous session and look at the symptoms
you wrote that concern you the most. After selecting three, return to this session’s Soul
Resilience Training worksheets and write the symptoms you chose in the blanks under the
section called Involve God in the Process.
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Then, for each of those three symptoms, think about how you would like to be
functioning regarding that issue within the next three to six months and write out a goal
statement beside each symptom. It doesn’t have to be something you achieve through your
own efforts. What would you like to see happen? What do you want to see God do?
Remember Jesus’ instructions on getting “yes” answers to your prayers: “Keep on
asking and it will be given you; keep on seeking and you will find; keep on knocking and the
door will be opened to you” (Matthew 7:7 Amplified Version). That means you should stick
with your plan even if you don’t see results right away. And remember what God tells us in
James 4:2: “You do not have because you do not ask.” So ask!

2. REFRAME THE TRAUMA
Most responses to life-threatening trauma are not logical. They are emotional – and
that’s OK. Emotions aren’t bad! God gave us emotions to cope and heal. But after the storm,
we need to become intentional about restoring logic to the past experience and the present
state of mind.
Shortly after a traumatic event, your emotions may ramp up and convince you that a
mass-murderer is coming through the door of the McDonalds at any second! Or while waiting
in the checkout line at the grocery store, your brain may scream, “That lady is reaching in her
handbag for a gun!” But thinking logically would counter these thoughts and help you relax,
because these occurrences, though possible, are highly unlikely.
Look at the Soul Resilience Training outline and read the four facts listed under Reframe
the Trauma. Rehearse these four facts in your mind, or even out loud, several times a day in
order to help reframe your trauma with the right perspective.

3. USE GROUNDING TECHNIQUES
One of the toughest aspects of PTSD is that some of the symptoms like panic attacks,
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flashbacks, undefined distress or dread, daydreams, or nightmares can spin up completely
out of the blue, without an obvious trigger. These are called “intrusive” symptoms, and they
are very common. Perhaps you have experienced some of these?
To counter them, it takes an intentional act on your part to reconnect you with the reality
of the here-and-now. This can usually be accomplished through some kind of a fairly intense
somatic connection utilizing one or more of the five senses – taste, smell, touch, sight, and
hearing. It may be something that “grounds” you to a pleasant memory or something that
shocks you and wakes you up.
Listed in the Soul Resilience Training outline are a number of grounding techniques that
involve the five senses. Take a moment to read through these grounding techniques, and as
you consider them, underline any that you think would be helpful to you when confronted
by “intrusive” symptoms.

4. REMEMBER YOUR STRENGTHS
God has given you many strengths, skills, talents, blessings, and gifts. You are truly a
work of art! In fact, Ephesians 2:10 refers to us as God’s “workmanship.” The word used in the
original Greek of the New Testament is poiema from which we get the English word “poem.”
Amidst the stress, exhaustion and craziness of your life right now, you may forget that
you are God’s poem – far better than anything ever written by Shakespeare or Bob Dylan.
Remembering this can help renew your focus and sense of worth.
Under the section called Remember Your Strengths, list three things about yourself that
you would consider strengths, skills, talents or gifts that you possess.
These Soul Resilience Training techniques are by no means all you can do to help find
purpose in your pain, but they’re four straightforward and practical solutions that you can
begin employing right away.
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SOUL RESILIENCE TRAINING
1. Involve God in the process

—————————
—————————
—————————

————————————————————————
GOALS

SYMPTOMS

Flip back to The Tree and look at the symptoms you wrote that concern you the most. Choose
three and write them below. Then, think about how you would like to be functioning regarding
each symptom within the next three to six months and write out a goal statement for each
one. What would you like to see happen? What do you want to see God do?

————————————————————————
————————————————————————

2. Reframe the trauma
Rehearse the following four facts in your mind, or even out loud, several times a day in order
to help reframe your trauma with the right perspective.

•

“I survived. I’m safe.”

•

“Wounds can heal, and mine will.”

•

“God loves me and went through
the trauma at my side.”

•

“God will use this experience for good –
in my life and in the lives of those around me.”
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3. Use grounding techniques
Look at the list of grounding techniques below and underline any that you think would be
helpful to you when confronted by “intrusive” symptoms such as panic attacks, undefined
distress or dread, daydreams, or nightmares.

• TASTE –

Chew a lemon slice, garlic, ice cube, or popsicle. Can you think of any other

things that would either be very pleasant to you or “wake you up?” Remember, you’d
have to be able to access them quickly.

• SMELL –

Hold to your nose smelling salts, peppermint, your wife’s favorite perfume,

any smells that will help you detect where you currently are. Others? Try to analyze each
smell, breathing deeply through your nose.

• TOUCH –

Touch the wall or the carpet you’re standing on with your open palm and

describe its texture; hold an ice cube in your hand; stand up and put both of your feet
firmly on the ground; pinch yourself; clap your hands. If you’ve lost feeling in your arms or
legs, rub them vigorously.

• SIGHT –

Turn on a bright light; take an inventory in your mind of what you see in

the room; if someone is with you, remember that person’s name, say it out loud, and tell
yourself where you know them from.

• HEARING –

Breathe slowly and deeply from your diaphragm, listening to the air

going in and out of your nose and mouth; crank up the volume of whatever music you
may be listening to and focus on the lyrics or the notes; play one of your favorite “oldies”
from a happier time.

4. Remember your strengths
List three things about yourself that you would consider strengths, skills, talents or gifts
that you possess. Remembering these can help renew your focus and sense of worth.

—————————————————————————————————
—————————————————————————————————
—————————————————————————————————

