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Forty-two years ago, I was a photographer in the United 
States Air Force.  My daily routine was filled with pictures of car 
accidents, officer promotion portraits, and award ceremonies and 
such. On occasion, I would be tasked to take pictures for the Air 
Force base newspaper.    
 One day, I my First Seargent called me into his office, and 
asked if I would volunteer to shoot a job for the newspaper in the 
town where the Air Base was located; they were doing a story 
about a local business that taught sky-diving to students.   
In particular, a young lady who was also in the Air Force, was 
going to enroll in the civilian jump school. The town newspaper 
would write the story, and I would shoot the pictures, a joint effort, 
and the story would be printed in both papers. I gladly accepted, 
and the next weekend, I drove to a tiny civilian airport where the 
school was located. The shoot went well, and the story was 
printed in both papers.  
 While talking to a friend about the article, I realized that, if I 
enrolled in the school, I could learn something about myself; was I 
the kind of person who kept a cool head in the face of danger, or 
would falling to the ground from twenty-eight hundred feet cause 
me to panic and not make clear-headed decisions?   
There wasn’t much risk; I would be attached to a tether in the 
plane that would pull my rip-cord automatically either way when I 
got twenty feet from the plane.   
 As I explained all this to my friend Ken, and he said; “I’ve 
always wanted to try that. I’ll go with you.”  So, we made plans to 
go a couple of weekends later. 
  
 
 
 
 



When the Saturday arrived, we drove to Grandfield 
Oklahoma and started our training.  There was quite a crowd of 
new students, as the two newspaper articles had created a lot of 
interest.  We did 6 hours of training to jump, simulate pulling the 
rip-cord, the tether would actually do that part, inspect the 
deployed chute, and decide if it was functional.  If not, we would 
have to disconnect from a bad chute, and deploy an emergency 
chute attached to our belly harness; and of course, how to steer 
the chute and land. 
 Because of the number of students, the class ended too late 
in the evening for all to jump that day; so, some of us decided to 
come back the next morning and re-test and jump on Sunday. As 
we drove home Saturday evening, I told Ken we should jump from 
two different flights; that way each of us could take pictures of and 
for the other. We agreed and the next morning both of us returned 
with our cameras. 
 We re-qualified on the procedures and as we walked toward 
the hanger, we flipped a coin; I would go first while Ken took 
pictures from the ground, and then we would switch places.   
 As I geared up, the instructor attached a radio receiver to my 
harness. She explained that it was so she could give instructions 
to me and I would be able to hear her.  She would tell me to turn 
right or left, where to land, and if she saw any problems I needed 
to address.   
 The plane went up, and when they said they were ready, the 
told me to climb out onto the step. Then the jump-master in the 
plane counted down from three and at zero, I jumped.  
I had a clear head, and went through the simulated procedure to 
pull the rip cord. In a moment, I felt a jerk on the harness, and 
looked up to see a balled-up wad of nylon and strings; My chute 
had malfunctioned.   
 
 
  



I immediately started my emergency procedure as they had 
taught me, placing my hands on the disconnect tabs, visually 
locating the rip-cord for the emergency chute, and lifting my knees 
as close to my chest as possible, so I would cause myself to fall 
backwards as I disconnected from the main chute. Just as I was 
about to set it all in motion, my radio squawked to life, and I heard 
the most amazing thing; I heard someone, a male voice praying. It 
was a prayer I learned as a child, but I hadn’t prayed in years.  
Then, I heard my instructor say, would you shut up; I’m trying to 
save his life! 
 “Gerry; you have a malfunctioning parachute,  

start your emergency procedure, now!”   
It was easy to do, as I had already set it up.  I disconnected, 
pulled the 2nd rip cord, and deployed my new chute.  All went well, 
except I had lost some altitude from the first chute. I “flew” the 
second chute as directed, and landed a half mile from the landing 
zone. They sent out a van to collect me and the parachutes, and 
drove me back to the hanger.  
 During the ride, I asked my instructor whose voice I heard 
praying on her radio; she turned a little red and said it was my 
friend Ken, and apologized for telling him to shut up. I laughed; it 
couldn’t be Ken, I said, he is an atheist. When we got back to the 
hangar, after a few cheers and some back-slapping, I sought out 
Ken in the crowd.  We walked outside, and I told him what the 
instructor had said, “that she was sorry for telling him to shut-up 
when he prayed.”  Then I asked him if it was really him. He said it 
was, and I asked this question; “Didn’t you tell me you were an 
Atheist?” He said he was indeed, but he knew that I wasn’t, and 
he thought it might help.   



 Let me tell you what I learned that day.  I am indeed the kind 
of man who can keep his wits about him in an emergency. I must 
have a really good friend in Ken Cofer, that he would go against 
his own belief to help save me; and that there is a God who loves 
me so much, who must have a plan for my life that he deems so 
important, that he would not only save me and protect me from 
injury, but would go out of his way to make me hear an Atheist 
pray for me, just so I would know it was his hand at work in my life 
that day, and all the other days of my life. 
 How do you say thank you for that? 
 
Epilogue:  A few years ago, Ken passed from Cancer.  As I spoke 
to his widow, I expressed my sorrow that I had not done anything 
to try to convert this atheist to become a Christian; I owed him at 
least that.  Do you know what she told me?  Ken had accepted 
Christ years before his death, and had told her that his conversion 
began after that day in Grandfield Oklahoma, when he realized 
that his prayer was heard by my God, who in turn saved my life.  
… and apparently, his soul. 
 
Amen. 
 


