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Today,  we acknowledge a terrible loss.   Jason Lhotka was as you all know exceptionally hard working, infinitely fair-minded, and most importantly a great friend and colleague.

The pain we all feel of this dreadful loss reminds me, reminds us, that while we each come from different places, knew Jason in different ways, our hearts beat as one this morning.   


In light of this loss, the bonds of friendship and camaraderie we have with each other will be more important than ever. Today we will celebrate a man who was kind, honest, brave, and true.


This morning it is my job to give you  a small glimpse of the Jason that his law enforcement family knew. 


Jason was given a job offer by the Mesa County Sheriff’s Office on December the 6th, 1996,  and started his employment one month later on January 6th 1997.    His employment application was similar to many we’ve seen.   It included his high school and college information.   Like most people in their twenties, he had listed at least dozen different addresses, information about his police academy, and previous employment history familiar to most college students.   He worked in a book store, college student center, and at an automotive center.   


Having grown up in an Air Force family, his first tastes of public service probably occurred long before coming to Grand Junction, but his first dip into public safety came as an intern in the Grand Junction Police Department that evolved into a part time/temporary job in the communication center.   Prior to that volunteer work at the police department though, the more remarkable volunteer work that Jason listed on his application was volunteering at the United States Air Force Academy Hospital as a Red Cross Volunteer.   Having reviewed thousands of applications in my career, it was the exception to see this type of public service at the age of 15.

During the testing process for the Sheriff’s Office, Jason had to complete an oral interview process.    Grand Junction Police Chief Bill Gardner, than a Captain for the Mesa County Sheriff’s Office, remembers an “extremely serious and intelligent young man; who like many of us at the earliest point of our careers, was just asking for someone to give him a chance.”  Chief Gardner went on to state that at one point in the interview Jason said, with true sincerity, “I simply want the chance to make a difference.”

Jason started as a patrol deputy  and remained at that rank until the Spring of 2003 when he was first promoted.   During that time, Jason had several different collateral job duties in addition to his regular duty of Patrol.     He was a SWAT team member.    That’s when we learned that they really do make extra, extra, large ballistic helmets.    He was also a Bike team member.   That’s when the other bike team members learned that you don’t have to be built like Lance Armstrong to pedal the heck out of a bike and leave everyone behind.    Jason was also a Field Training Officer.   That’s when others learned valuable lessons from him.   He was on our Wildland Fire team.  His love of the outdoors and hard work was a perfect match for that duty.     Finally, Jason was an Arrest Control Tactics and Baton instructor.   That’s when everyone steered clear of Jason with his baton, because after watching him practice on “Numb John” our impact practice mannequin you knew that Jason was not to be messed with when that baton was in his hands.    Actually, Jason was a great teacher to our staff in the use of the baton, and as proficient as he was, he was also remarkably responsible in teaching the ethics of the use of force with the same importance as the tactics of using force.  

I just mentioned the bike team.  It reminded me of something.   All this week we have operated under the belief that Jason died of a pulmonary embolism.   In a reminder that accurate facts are sometimes hard to gain from half way around the world, we now know that Jason died of complications of having an enlarged heart.    For those of us in law enforcement, and everyone else I suppose, it is un-settling to believe one thing to then learn it was another.   For Elena though it was easy to understand that Jason had a big heart.    For those of us that ever saw Jason walking down the hall of the Sheriff’s Office in his bike team shorts, we are left to forever wonder . . . does an enlarged heart explain the size of his calves?


In 2003 when Jason was promoted to Corporal that put him on the fast track to being promoted to Sergeant only a few months later.    When that happened we, in the Sheriff’s Office, did something that in retrospect caused us to really question our own wisdom.    Jason had developed into a superb street cop.    With his 6 years of experience and all of the collateral duties I spoke of he was very well rounded and very effective at working the street.   So . . . what did we do?    We pulled him off the street when he was promoted and put him in investigations.     We knew that this would be a difficult transition for Jason, but the investigations work was important and knew he was up to the task.    We just figured we could monitor the situation very easily because investigations is right there, down the hall,  in the Sheriff’s Office.    That plan would have worked too . . . if Jason would have ever been there to check on!    You can take the cop off the street, but you can’t take the street out of the cop!  Trouble was, he was never there!    You know where he was?   Out on the street.    Despite the tie and khaki Dockers, he was out prowling around.   Most of the time he was looking for stolen cars.   He had a passion for finding stolen cars.    There’s a lot of comraderie in investigations.   They work together, they eat lunch to together.   But, many times when they were out to lunch together, Jason was looking for stolen cars during lunch.   Jason’s father even shared with that once while visiting here in Grand Junction they were sitting around when he said to Jason, “Hey you want to go play some golf?”  Jasons response,  “Nah, let’s go look for some cars.”   


Looking for stolen cars was a passion of Jason’s but he was there for more than just that.   It seemed like he was always right around the corner of the next incident.   It didn’t matter what it was, I can remember hearing his voice on the radio before others and asking myself, “How is it that guy is always the first one there?”

There were those times also that stood out in peoples minds when Jason did things that defined who Jason was in the agency.    County Jam, a very large country music festival we have every year in June, is one of those events that provides lots of opportunity for career defining moments.    In 1998 during a particularly ugly event we often refer to as the “riot”, there was a deputy attempting to arrest a much younger, healthier individual than himself.    The robust young man was able to break free from the deputy and was about to escape custody before everyone’s eyes, when in a flash Jason soared in from the side and tackled the guy like a NFL linebacker.    After flattening the suspect, then picking up and taking him away, much to the party going crowd’s disappointment, members of our agency new that Jason Lhotka could fly.


In another Country Jam story only a few years back,  while patrolling for underage drinkers Jason and his team spotted a young man with a beer in his hands.  As they moved in, the underage suspect ditched the beer and began to elude them through the crowd.    Just as they closed in the suspect darted and began to run.  Jason, without hesitation, grabbed his baton and threw it at the suspect’s feet.  The baton actually hit the guy in the feet, but he kept on running.    Jason did not miss even one second of a beat and said, “Dang, that always worked for TJ Hooker.”


Besides those funny events there were those times of seriousness that defined who Jason was as well.    


In one event where Jason and another deputy had to serve an arrest warrant on a radical constitutionalist type in the hinterlands of the county, the wanted man met them with firearm and threatened them.   Jason’s approach was to respond with empathy patience.   What could have been a situation involving the use of deadly force, turned into an arrest with dignity for all.


At one point Jason became the leader of the team he once was a part of when he was a patrol deputy.    The Wildland Fire team became a love of his and those that worked under his leadership developed an appreciation for his concern for their safety and his support of them.   Jason took care of his team.


Another collateral duty that Jason had while he was a Sergeant was as the Chairperson of the Awards committee.    Their charge was to review all the nominations of employees considered for awards.    This job was not easy.    The struggle of finding the balance between meaningful recognition, and “over recognizing” someone was ever present.   Jason was a voice of reason on the committee, and was always committed to doing things right.   In fact, almost in the ultimate irony, Jason would have surely given us guidance about this very type of funeral service.   There is little doubt that he would have helped us define and deliver the best balance between a service that appropriately honors the death of an “active duty” employee who died while off duty, and a “in the line of duty death.”   We have learned this week that much of those protocols, ceremonies, and traditions are similar in many areas, but Jason’s voice of reason would have been extremely useful.


Finally, as you all know Jason’s last assignment was as the Sergeant in charge of our Overlap/Street Crimes team.    If you remember this team was born from a different mold in how resources are allocated.    It was driven by community need and political opportunity.    The demand for this type of enforcement was intense and driven outside our regular budget process.    When opportunity like that strikes you just don’t tap anyone on the shoulder.   You tap someone with specific skills for the task.   Jason was that guy.    His strength was in finding and pursuing bad guys.    All those skills he learned on the street had melted into the skill needed to lead the Sheriff’s Office most high profile effort in the fight to contain the scourge of methamphetamine addicts that were causing most of our crime.        Jason was good at it.    He was a warrior in this battle.   He and his team produced many successes and their courage justified their existence within a few months.   His leadership will be difficult to replace.


In over twenty years in this agency I have seen many forms of courage.   Jason’s courage in his many roles is part of what I’m talking about.    But in the last week I’ve seen new forms of courage I hoped I would never have to see.   I’ve seen Sergeant Lhotka’s team members and closest friends take the responsibility of the compassionate handling of his Tanzanian casket and American casket.    I’ve seen an Honor guard honoring for the first time one of their own who has passed while on active duty.    I’ve seen compassionate care given to grieving family members.    I’ve seen a mother who had no choice but to remain strong to bring her son home from half way around the world, and I’ve seen a wife and mother facing each day with the realization that no one ever wants.   The courage of these people is remarkable, and for those times that it seems that it may run out, we must remember that Jason had enough to get us through.   

In closing I offer this poem:


Miss me ……..  but let me go.


When I come to the end of the road, and the sun has set for me,



I want no rites in a gloom filled room.


Miss me ……… a little, but not too long.


And not with your head bowed low.  Remember the love that we once shared.


Miss me ………. But let me go.


For this journey that we all must take, and each must go alone.



It is a step to the road home.


When you are lonely and sick at heart, go to the friends we know, and bury 



Your sorrow in doing good deeds.


Miss me ………..But let me go.


Sometime in December of 1996 during the testing process to get hired with the Sheriff’s Office, Jason said, “I simply want the chance to make a difference.”     Today we must celebrate that Jason truly fulfilled his dream.  
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