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Kirk Gitt’s family ties to EMS go 
way back – as in, way, way back. 
In the 1920s, his grandfather – 
“pap” – lived in the firehouse in Carlisle, 
Pennsylvania, where he and his wife fed 
and cared for the horses that pulled the 
station’s ladder truck.    

Calls for help came in through the town’s 
fire alarm pull boxes, which were installed 
on street corners. Pulling a hook inside 
the box sent an electrical signal to the 
firehouse that alerted firefighters to the 
location of the emergency.    

The old fire station has since been turned 
into an art gallery and music venue. But 
the Gitt family EMS tradition continues.

Gitt has been a firefighter-EMT in central 
Pennsylvania for 45 years. He volunteered 
for Carlisle Fire and Rescue and Silver 
Spring Ambulance and Rescue Association 
while working a full-time job as a safety 
coordinator for a warehouse and logistics 
company. About 18 years ago, he left that 
job and went full time with Penn State 
Health Life Lion.  

Along the way, Gitt says he felt called to 
continue his volunteer work as an EMS 
chaplain. Chaplains provide comfort, 
counseling, and emotional and spiritual 
support to EMS practitioners and patients. 
To fulfill that role, at age 65, he received 
his bachelor’s degree in theology and 
Christian counseling. 

Gitt spoke with NAEMT News about why 
EMS agencies need chaplains and how he 
tries to help EMS practitioners with their 
mental and emotional resilience.  

You became an EMT in 1979. What 
was that like? 

We didn’t really have EMTs in that part 
of Pennsylvania at that time. I had taken 
an advanced first-aid course, and my 
high school teacher could see that I really 
took to it. He heard about this EMT pilot 
program in Pittsburgh. A few years later, I 
was certified. 

Our first ambulance was a Cadillac 
donated from the local mortuary. It was 
purple, so we painted it red to match the 
fire engines. I lived down the street from 
the fire house. When I was home, I’d have 
the scanner on. If a call came in, I would 
just jump in the ambulance or fire engine 
and go. 

When did you realize that mental 
health and resilience was an issue 
in EMS?

I was 17, and I was on a call for a bad 
car crash. I got in and I was trying to help 
and I realized the patient was my friend 
and she had died. I was distraught. I 
wanted to quit that day. I said, “I can’t 
deal with this. I don’t know how to deal 
with this.” My pap, David Myers, said, 
“You can’t save everybody. Don’t go out 
there thinking you can save the world. 
You do what you can do, and you do the 
best you can.” 

A horse-drawn ladder truck with firefighters onboard in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, from the early 1900s.
Photo courtesy of Cumberland County Historical Society
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Did his words help? 
Yeah. I stayed in it. We’re having this 

conversation. You can take all the classes 
but they are not going to teach you 
how to handle that. That is where the 
chaplains come in.

What does an EMS chaplain do? 
Chaplains bring a sense of guidance 

to the staff by listening, supporting, and 
normalizing the staff’s stress responses. 
They will also be a resource to get staff 
members any additional emotional or 
mental health assistance they may need.  
Chaplains also serve patients and their 
families on scene.  

Chaplains bring a sense of 
guidance to the staff by 
listening, supporting, and 
normalizing the staff’s stress 
responses.

Who do you work with as a 
chaplain?

I’m the chaplain for Silver Spring 
Ambulance in Mechanicsburg, 
Pennsylvania. If a provider needs to 
sit and talk, we can sit and talk. If I am 
on a crash scene, I can talk with family 
members. Or I can deal with providers 
who are overwhelmed by that scene. If 
you’re back at the station and they are 
busy with paperwork, I can mop the 
floors or take out the trash or restock 
the truck. It’s about supporting them 
however I can. It’s a very humble role. 

There are times when an individual 
comes to me and says, “I just need 
to talk.” There are also times where 
somebody wants to talk but they are not 
yet ready and they are just sitting there 
looking at the floor. I’ll say, “You’ve got 
a lot going through your mind.” And I’ll 
just be there with them. Presence is the 
key. They know I’m there to help them. 
I consider it a privilege to provide this 
type of service for the organization and 
community.  

Are EMS chaplains part of a 
particular religious tradition?

My background is in Christian 
counseling, but EMS chaplains serve in a 
non-denominational and non-sectarian 
capacity. An EMS chaplain will usually 
find out if a responder or a family has a 
religious preference, and if they do, we 
will contact their clergy for them. 

Should every EMS agency have a 
chaplain?

I think it would be a very good 
thing. It’s not getting any better out 
there. Mental health issues for first 
responders are increasing. Call volumes 
are increasing. The suicides rates among 
emergency responders are up. 

People are packing a lot of things onto 
a shelf. When they do that, eventually 
the shelf is going to break. The stressors 
vary. They can be anything from home 
life to “I just did CPR on a 2-year-old who 
didn’t make it, and then a cardiac arrest 
of a 20-year-old who overdosed and 
didn’t make it.”

You took NAEMT’s Mental Health 
Resilience Officer (MHRO) Course. 
Do you recommend it? 

Yes, I think every agency should have 
one or two people go through MHRO. 
It’s all about awareness. It teaches you 
things to look out for, and how to build a 
mental health program. 

Presence is the key. They 
know I’m there to help them. 
I consider it a privilege to 
provide this type of service 
for the organization and 
community.  

How To Become  
an EMS Chaplain 

EMS practitioners often help people 
on their worst days. Likewise, EMS 
chaplains help EMS practitioners 
through their most difficult times. 

Chaplains must be sensitive to 
the diverse religious, spiritual, and 
cultural practices and values of the 
people in their community. They 
also must be able to respond to 
people of diverse backgrounds in 
a caring and compassionate way, 
enabling them to make decisions, 
accept loss, and cope with crisis 
situations.

Large departments may have several 
EMS chaplains in paid positions. 
Small or volunteer departments may 
not have any, or they may rely on 
area clergy to provide support. 

There are several organizations that 
offer chaplain certifications. The 
qualifications to earn certification 
varies, but a bachelor’s degree or 
even a master’s degree in theology, 
psychology or a related field may be 
required. 

If you’re interested in becoming 
a chaplain, check with your local 
department to see if they’re 
interested in adding an EMS 
chaplain to their team, and if 
they have specific certification 
requirements. The selection 
process may include background 
checks, interviews, and referrals/
endorsements from a local faith 
group. 

Association of Professional 
Chaplains, apchaplains.org

Spiritual Care Association, 
spiritualcareassociation.org

Federation of Fire Chaplains,  
ffc.wildapricot.org

American Chaplains Association, 
americanchaplainsassociation.org


