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Edison playing key role with Air National Guard
By THOMAS WARNER
LANDSTUHL, Germany - Positioning chaplain assistants for Air National

Guard service in the United States and other spots around the globe is a labor of love for Hickory native Freddy Edison.

Edison, a Senior Master Sergeant with the Air National Guard, came with other high-ranking Air National Guard personnel for a recent tour of facilities and pastoral care departments in Germany including Landstuhl Regional Medical Center and Ramstein Air Base.
There are currently 107,000 Air National Guard members from the 50 states and four territories. As ANG Chaplain Assistant Functional Area Manager, it is Edison’s job to maintain and filter a pool of approximately 265 chaplain assistants who aid the chaplains in carrying out their role of facilitating spiritual and emotional well-being for servicemembers.
“I think chaplains are very vital to the military in helping these servicemembers deal with the enormous pressures they face on a day-to-day basis,” Edison said during an interview while at Landstuhl. “Chaplain assistants are not tasked with the same work that chaplains do.”

They are there, he said, to help support the mission and a lot of what they do has an emotional and spiritual aspect to it. Unlike chaplains, who must carry a denominational endorsement, the chaplain assistants do not have to have a religious belief. They assist chaplains in providing a means for military personnel to carry out their religious beliefs.

“The assistants often feel the actual ‘heartbeat’ of an installation or organization even more than the chaplains themselves because their work gives them constant interaction with the people at those places,” said Landstuhl’s Chaplain (Col.) James Griffith, who serves as Chief, Clinical Pastoral Division. “Here at LRMC, the chaplain assistants conduct suicide prevention classes, they work with combat fatigue intervention, psychological defusings, and a lot of face-to-face interaction on a daily basis.”

Edison spent several days in Germany meeting with Army and Air National Guard patients at Landstuhl Regional Medical Center, the largest U.S. military hospital outside North America. Chaplain (General) John Ellington headed the group, which also included Chief Master Sergeant Richard Smith, the head of the enlisted Air Guard chaplaincy.

As is often the case on such trips, he wound up interacting with a large number of active duty commissioned officers and enlisted military personnel, listening to their war stories and providing feedback in an effort to be a positive agent in their healing process.

At another juncture, he spoke with a husband and wife duo from South Dakota, who each left their jobs in the States and were deployed to Iraq. There was also a meeting with an Air National Guard family stationed at Ramstein Air Base, whose son was a patient in the Landstuhl pediatric ward.

“Freddy is a really classy individual and one of the finest chaplains assistants to

ever serve in uniform,” said Ellington, the Director of National Guard Chaplaincy and the senior chaplain among all Army and Air National Guardsmen. “I call him ‘Steady Freddy’ because he’s such a calm, professional guy.”

At Landstuhl, there are seven chaplain assistants, including two from the Air National Guard, plus eight full-time chaplains. Ellington said military chaplains focus of taking care of the “whole person” - a combination of healing from physical wounds, spiritual well-being, emotional stability and maintaining an intact family unit.
“Chaplains work on the whole person, and the extended family is included in that process,” Ellington said. “Freddy is a dedicated family man with a deep faith. When he was chosen for this job in 2005, he was without question the best candidate to monitor the recruitment, training, mentoring and deploying of chaplains assistants.”

Edison also serves on the United States Air Force Chaplain Service Council for Policy Development, analyzes curriculum development and creates guidelines for all prospective chaplains assistants. He accepted the position after extended stints at jobs in Indianola and Tupelo and has always juggled full-time employment while serving in the Guard.
“About 1996, I switched from an electronic maintenance position with the

Guard to working within the chaplains assistant office. I became the

non-commissioned officer in charge (NCOIC) of the (Air National Guard’s) 186th Air Refueling Wing, based in Meridian, then went full-time with the Guard.”

Married to the former Celenease Gunn of Okolona and the father of five kids, Edison graduated from what was then Hickory High in 1985 and Mississippi State University in 1993, with a degree in Industrial Technology.

“My goal, end term, is to not be driven by rank or promotion,” Edison said of his current Guard status. “I am not here for that, but rather to simply serve our airmen. The Air National Guard has been a vital part of my development as a person and I’ve accomplished a lot that I can fall back on.”

Edison said there are pros and cons with living so near to Washington DC, but the family plans on eventually settling back home in Mississippi unless touched by a “strong, life-changing experience.” The Edisons have one child living in Decatur, another in college and three younger ones ranging in age from eight to 14.
He said trips he makes like the recent visit to Germany are the most stimulating when he is actually doing his work.
“When we are doing visitations with military members, what goes through

my mind is the sacrifices these people have made,” Edison said. “Talking with people who may be hurting is an inspiration to me. If there is a way to help them cope or to relate to what they are doing, that's a big part of what we do as a chaplain service.”

Edison has deployed to random spots on the globe at various times since joining the Air National Guard as a 17-year-old senior in high school. Deployments have been more frequent of late, with the changing role of the Guard in connection with national defense. Most recently he was in Kuwait but he’s also traveled on Guard business to areas such as Bahrain, Oman, France, Germany and Saudi Arabia.
The United States militia has always had chaplains, dating as far back as the 17th century when Capt Mason of the Hartford Militia appointed Samuel Stone as a person he “always wanted to be with” his troops.
Edison said people he talks with are not only feeling combat pressures, but also pressures of being away from one’s family or detachment from one’s normal existence in the workplace.
“The Guard has seen an increasingly active role in the current conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan,” Edison said. “Guard members are called away from home and spend large periods of time helping carry out the mission. The wars have changed the scope of the mission for America’s National Guard and reserve contingents.
“During one recent time just a few years ago, there was one town in northeast Mississippi that had over 70 percent of its public service workers away on deployment. Others in that town, and places like it all across the country, have to step in and carry out those jobs while the Guard members are away.” 






