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UNDER

FIRE

CC PASTORS AND
BELIEVERS MINISTER
TO HURTING PEOPLE
AND COMMUNITIES

Calvary Chapel pastors and believers, some themselves
devastated by the horrific events, have been actively ministering to the hurting.
A Shooting in Southern California
Around 11:20 p.m. on Wednesday, November 7, a gunman
entered the Borderline Bar & Grill in Thousand Oaks and
began to shoot. Ventura County Sheriff ’s Deputy Sgt. Ron
Helus, a veteran officer set to retire in 2019, was one of
the first on-duty officers to respond to the emergency dispatch. Before entering, he called his wife Karen, telling her
that he loved her. In the moments that followed, Ron and
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11 young adults were killed; the gunman took his own life
that night.
Ron, a believer who worshiped at Calvary Chapel Nexus
in Camarillo, has been called a hero by many, including
the U.S. president and California’s governor. According
to Ron’s pastor, Bruce Zachary, “He is undoubtedly in the
presence of his Lord, hearing the words ‘Well done, good
and faithful servant … Enter into the joy of your lord
(Matthew 25:21b).’ We are, in the best sense of the word,
‘proud’ of Sgt. Helus and his dedication to the community.
We are now seeking to comfort, encourage, and support
his grieving widow and her family,” Bruce affirmed.
Rob McCoy, pastor of Godspeak Calvary Chapel in nearby
Newbury Park, a former sheriff ’s chaplain and now mayor
of Thousand Oaks, knew Ron. “He had a real servant’s
heart, always striving to help others. One of the things he
was known for in the department was always helping to
equip other officers and prepare them [for their work].”
When Ron’s body was transported from the hospital to
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Cataclysmic events, natural and evil, rocked California in
November 2018 with effects that will reverberate for years.
Less than 24 hours after a gunman killed 12 people in a
country/western bar and grill in Thousand Oaks, many in
northern and southern California lost their homes—and
lives—in wildfires, one of which has been called the worst
wildfire in California and U.S. history. Nearly the entire
town of Paradise was burned to ash.
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the funeral home in a 25-mile procession the day after the
shooting, “Everyone dropped what they were doing and
lined the streets. It was remarkable,” Rob stated.
During the tragedy, two young men who attend Godspeak
CC, Matt Wennerstrom and Tyler Spady, were among
others who helped protect people. According to news outlets, Matt pulled others under a pool table, with the guys

Top: Residents of Thousand Oaks set up a memorial
to remember victims of the Borderline shooting.
Bottom: A Malibu home engulfed in flames, one of
1,500 structures destroyed in the Woolsey Fire.
Bottom right: Rob McCoy, Pastor of Godspeak CC,
prays with chaplains from the Billy Graham
Evangelistic Association (BGEA) after the shooting.
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Left: Pastor Brian La Spada, CC Malibu, in his
capacity as a sheriff’s deputy, examines a
destroyed home.
Bottom right: Calvary Chapel volunteers worked
directly with Samaritan’s Purse to sift through
debris in hazmat suits, protecting them from harm.
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Their actions gave them a media platform around the
country. “I’m here to protect my friends, my family, my
fellow humans,” Matt told a reporter. “I know where I’m
going if I die, so I was not worried to sacrifice [my life].
All I wanted to do was get as many people out of there as
possible.” Joshua 1:9 says, “Have I not commanded you?
Be strong and of good courage; do not be afraid, nor be
dismayed, for the Lord your God is with you wherever
you go.”
Many college students from CC Nexus and Godspeak
CC are reeling in the aftermath of the shootings. The
Borderline, Rob explained, “was not considered in town a
typical bar or nightclub. It was a place where young people who loved country music came to line dance and hang
out. It wasn’t a place you went to get drunk.” Since the
closing of the Borderline, churches are among other town
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However, Bruce added, there can be victory. “Everything
in this world, as stable and tangible as it might appear, is
unstable and unsure. The only way we can build a confident life that will withstand this uncertainty is in Jesus.”
He cited the Apostle Paul’s words in 1 Thessalonians 4:13:
But I do not want you to be ignorant, brethren, concerning those who have fallen asleep [died], lest you sorrow
as others who have no hope. “The hope of [our] resurrection is to encourage, comfort, and strengthen us to endure
the difficulties of life. It gives us a patient endurance in a
world that makes no sense.”
Rob McCoy hadn’t slept for two days following a long
election night the Tuesday before the shooting. Soon after getting into bed on Wednesday night, his daughter
woke him about 12:30 a.m. Thursday to inform him of the
shootings. As mayor pro tem at the time (he became mayor on December 11), he quickly headed to the command
center near the Borderline for an assessment. “We didn’t
know how many were killed, and there was chaos,” he related. He became the city spokesman to the media. The
city soon set up a telephone number for families to learn
if their children had been taken to area hospitals. Officers
told Rob that as the Borderline customers fled the building in a panic, many dropped their phones; parents could
not reach their children. “The dance floor was ringing all
night with these cell phones,” Rob said.
Soon the city opened the teen center
as a gathering place for the families
awaiting news.
Rob’s training as a pastor and former
sheriff ’s chaplain helped him during
these difficult circumstances. “It was
a somber, solemn environment,” he
said. He knew two families personally and stayed with six of the families
when, one by one, they’d be called out
of the gym to receive the news that
their children had died. “There isn’t
any amount of preparation for hearing
that your child was one of the victims.”
His church lost two young adults in

the shootings; he would later conduct their memorial services. As the city held a public vigil on Thursday night to
mourn together, the sight and smell of the Woolsey Fire
literally loomed on the horizon.
The Woolsey Fire
Although only three civilians died in the Woolsey Fire,
the flames of this firestorm would voraciously consume
almost 97,000 acres and more than 1,500 structures. As
soon as Rob got home after the vigil, he and his wife had
to evacuate their home.
Calvary Chapel Malibu Pastor Brian La Spada, who has
been a chaplain for the LA County Sheriff ’s Department
for nearly a year, was a part of the procession for Sgt. Ron
Helus and attended the Thousand Oaks vigil. When he
woke up at his Malibu home Thursday morning, “The
sky was filled with a very thick, black smoke that cast a
shadow on all of us,” he explained. After evacuating his
family to safety, he returned to Malibu. Brian rode around
Malibu with police for the next three days, going house to
house, praying with and helping people who had stayed
behind to put out spot fires on their own properties. After
three days, “I was running in and out of the community,
praying, bringing food, supplies, lanterns, and gasoline
for generators.” As people returned to their homes, he and
others helped people sift through their debris.
“I’d ask them very simple questions, asking them to talk
and share their story. That was really the key, getting them
to share their experience,” he said. “People were very open
to prayer.” Although representing a secular organization,
he’d share that he was the pastor of an evangelical church,
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Top left: Rob McCoy, also mayor of Thousand Oaks,
comforts his church members after the Borderline
shooting and Woolsey Fire.

“dogpiling over the girls that were beneath us,” prepared to
take bullets. Matt broke a window with a bar stool, helped
force people out as fast as they could go, and sought outside places to hide. Tyler, separately exiting the kitchen
door, escaped outside and then lifted women over fences
to find shelter in houses. Another young Godspeak member, John Bear, prayed with the surviving victims in the
parking lot the night of the shooting, Rob shared.

venues opening their doors to hundreds of kids who are
going from location to location to find a place to dance,
Rob added. Bruce declared, “Their world has been rocked.
They’re contemplating … a world where mass shootings
take place.” He and college ministry leaders are reaching
out to the students.
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“The Spirit of the Lord God is upon Me.
… To console those who mourn …, to
give them beauty for ashes, the oil of joy
for mourning, the garment of praise for
the spirit of heaviness; that they may be
called trees of righteousness, the planting
of the Lord, that He may be glorified.”
Isaiah 61:1a, 3
Godspeak CC was one of few churches
able to open its doors the Sunday following the disasters. Family members of those who died at the Borderline
showed up, as well as many in the community who
couldn’t attend their own churches. Attendance swelled.
In Rob’s teaching, he explained the only way through it
18

Bob, wearing protective firefighting
gear, sent his family to a safe zone
around 11:30 a.m. After he went to
the top floor of the garage to salvage
what he could, an explosion below
from a gas or acetylene tank knocked
him to the ground. Hot, black smoke
filled the room. Unable to see anything, he felt the wall for a window,
opened it, crawled out, and clung to
the frame. He dropped safely the remaining nine feet. “As I came around
the corner, I could see the garage was
now totally enveloped in fire.” He
walked around the property watching everything he owned systematically catch on fire, knowing there was
nothing he could do. “It was the grace
of God that I wasn’t burned when
the room exploded and that I could keep the presence of
mind to drop and not break a leg,” he said thankfully.

“I remember not knowing what to say when walking up to
those [television] cameras, saying, ‘Lord, would You fill
me? They don’t need any of me; they need You. Would
You give me Your love and Your supernatural ability to
minister to this hurting community?’ We have been hit
with a supernatural evil, and we need supernatural love to pick up the pieces of
lives in a community that has been broken.” Then Rob challenged those attending to touch their community with Holy
Spirit-filled love.

The Camp Fire was deadly, burning more than 153,000
acres and almost 14,000 residences, and taking 86 civilian
lives. “Now we have an entire town with many absolutely
without hope; every treasure they had was stored up on
earth,” Bob stated.

The Camp Fire
The Camp Fire in Northern California
quickly became personal for CC Oroville
Pastor Bob Scott. On November 8, he,
his wife, and 15-year-old granddaughter got the word to evacuate their canyon
Paradise home. A veteran firefighter, he
chose to stay and put out spot fires that could potentially
ignite his mobile home, garage, and outbuildings. Early
on, their efforts were successful: They had doused spot
fires with hoses, started a backfire to eliminate debris, and
cleared safe zones for retreat. However, by midmorning,

More than 120 residents of Paradise attend nearby CC
Chico, according to Assisting Pastor Jacob Kliebe. “I
can’t think of one who didn’t lose a home. These people
are experiencing a tremendous upheaval in their lives.
Watching that is very painful.” He cited Hebrews 12:28:
Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom which cannot be shaken, let us have grace, by which we may serve
God acceptably with reverence and godly fear. “This fire
has refined, shaken what is earthly, so that we can see the
kingdom that can’t be shaken. You realize that what really
matters is people and God’s kingdom—things that can’t
be burned and that rust can’t destroy.”
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While he was helping fire victims, he also ministered to
the families of the Borderline tragedy, driving regularly
over the Santa Monica mountains dividing Malibu from
Thousand Oaks. “We had two disasters at
once. For those of us who were there, you
can’t separate the two incidents.”

all was to rely on the Holy Spirit, who will give us power
if we ask Him.
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hoping to “release the fragrance of Christ.” On the second
day of the fires, he found a woman named Lisa alone in
the rubble of her house, the home she’d grown up in. “She
was grateful I took the time to listen and pray with her.”

the smoky orange sky turned dark.
A sudden 40-mph wind carried firebrands “as big as cell phones and library books” to his side of the canyon.
A propane heater on his front deck
exploded. The water supplying the
hoses quit. Portions of the house were
now on fire. “It was absolutely terrifying,” Bob said.

CC Chico housed both Samaritan’s Purse (SP) and the Billy
Graham Evangelistic Association (BGEA) members on its
property, hosting daily orientations for volunteers. BGEA
chaplains offered emotional support and Samaritan’s
Purse helped victims sift through the remains of their
homes, a practical ministry that opens spiritual doors. At
one site, as Jacob was one of a crew sifting through ashes
for a woman’s wedding ring, a SP team leader asked him
instead to stop and talk to the mom and boys who lived
there. “It was so good just to talk with them and connect
on an emotional level and invite them to church.”
Top left: Brian La Spada hands out toys to victims of
the Woolsey Fire before Christmas.
Bottom left: CC Oroville Pastor Bob Scott and his wife
Denise lost their Paradise home and most of their
possessions in the Camp Fire.
Top right: After volunteers recovered personal
belongings from Jennifer’s home, team leader
Harry gave her a Bible signed by each volunteer.
19

Photo by Katelyn Owens

Jacob continued, “Would it have been good to find her
wedding ring? Absolutely. However, what this family
needed was Jesus. A sentimental item is not going to ultimately answer the deepest longings of the heart. That’s
both a helpless—but healthy—place to be. We’re seeing
things that are so overwhelming that only the Lord can
meet the needs of the town of Paradise.”
After the fire, Bob Scott, still smelling like smoke, struck
up a conversation with a woman and her two children in
a store in Chico. When she asked if Bob had been affected by the fire, he told her, “Yeah, we lost everything but
our salvation.” She looked at him like he was crazy. “But I
got to encourage them and maybe calm their hearts a bit,”
Bob recalled. “I’ve learned that what’s really important is
an [optimistic] attitude and an open door for the Gospel.
God has given me a peace that passes all understanding.”
Bob and his wife are currently living in CC Oroville’s
Sunday school rooms. But their current homelessness
has led to an unexpected ministry—the joy of helping
to provide free homes to victims of the fire. “Through
other Calvary Chapels, the word has gotten out about the
need for housing.” He received random phone calls from
people wanting to donate mobile homes and trailers. His
church has accepted these homes and outfitted them for
use; one will go to his family. “It’s amazing to see how the
Lord provides. He is faithful.”
A Samaritan’s Purse volunteer hands Jane one
of her favorite plants that survived the fire. CC
volunteers partnered with Samaritan’s Purse.
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Bob was able to deliver a home to
a longtime firefighting friend who
lost everything and had no insurance. Upon arrival, the man’s wife,
overwhelmed with emotion, sobbed.
“Is this for us? I can’t believe it!” she
exclaimed. Bob responded that she
shouldn’t thank him, that the Lord
had done this for them. “Between the
crying and the laughing and hugging,
she admitted, ‘There is a God. And
He loves me, apparently.’”

Pastor Kevin Fitzgerald of Calvary
Chapel Yuba City has been a part
of a team coordinating with SP,
BGEA, Calvary Disaster Relief, and
Action Crisis TeamS (ACTS) out of
Tennessee. CC Yuba City, an hour south of Paradise, hosted ACTS on its property. The church has also been invited
to host worship services at a local fairground. “According
to a Red Cross chaplain we’ve been working with, this has
never happened before,” Kevin said. He urged Christians
interested in helping the victims to take advantage of
training opportunities while the helping agencies are
available, even to be ready for the next disaster. “When
you get on the ground up here, that’s when you get the
3-D perspective. All of the photographs and footage don’t
do the devastation justice.” In a few months, he said, the
government agencies will be gone; rebuilding will be a
massive 3- to 5-year process. “The door’s going to be wide
open for ministry. Is the church going to be ready to step
in? This is where Christianity gets real. We need to ask if
we’ve been brought here ‘for such a time as this.’ I want to
be ready to do whatever the Lord wants us to do.”

Calvary Disaster Relief
calvarydisasterrelief.org

Calvary Chapel Malibu
calvarychapelmalibu.com

Godspeak Calvary Chapel
godspeak.com

Calvary Chapel Chico
ccchico.com

Calvary Chapel Yuba City
ccyubacity.com
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