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Introduction:

Thank you for inviting me to this very fine martial event, a superbly planned and executed rite of passage in your advancement to becoming commissioned officers.  I am honored to be here to serve you this evening.  
But there are more than future officers here, and I want to recognize and honor those “significant others” in the audience and to remind us of their importance in the lives of you who are future officers.  I believe President Teddy Roosevelt described quite aptly what you will face as officers: 
The credit belongs to those people who are actually in the arena… who know the great enthusiasms, the great devotions to a worthy cause; who at best know the triumph of high achievement; and who, at worst, fail while daring greatly, so that their places shall never be with those cold and timid souls who know neither victory nor defeat.
You future officers will know both “victories and defeats.”  And, you will need the help of these significant others to shoulder both.  In this profession, their support, whether from a distance or shoulder to shoulder, will be critical to your own success.  And I assure you that you will cherish it as you cannot now imagine.
But, my comments focus primarily on those here seeking commissioned service, and I understand that I am speaking to those who have not yet experienced the horrors and rigors of combat; but in all likelihood will soon do so.  Therefore, I want to start my remarks by commending you on the choice you have made, to seek to be an Officer – you have, most remarkably, chosen to be different than your peers, (not better, but different); a servant, a warrior, and a member of a profession about which you yet know very little, because professional knowledge is largely abstract and tacit and thus experientially learned. 
So, I want to introduce my comments with a story of my own experiential learning, decades ago.
Early in 1964 as a Lieutenant advising the Vietnamese Special Forces, I was about to make my first jump into the border region between Laos and Vietnam.  We were in a very old C-46, so old I wondered as we taxied down the dirt strip if it would ever get off the ground.  It was "sanitized" in order that our government had "plausible deniability" if we went down outside the country we were supporting.  This also meant that without precision electronics we often didn't know exactly where we were flying or where we would be inserted, thus the trail intersections we were to recon we often missed by many miles when we jumped.  It was night, we were to jump from roughly 700' so we wore no reserve chute over our smoke-jumpers gear. The idea, seldom achieved, was for the chute just to have time to open and stabilize our decent so we would hit the double canopy straight on. The jumpmaster standing in the dim red light was a sturdy Sergeant, ethnically a Nung (Vietnamese of Chinese descent).  
And I noticed from the other end of the plane where I was to "push the stick" that he first pulled a 9mm revolver from a shoulder holster and chambered a round and then lowered it to his side, while giving the jump commands with his free hand.  I thought that was odd, since I had been taught as a jumpmaster that to overcome the noise one had to give the visual signals with both hands.  Even though I had "come from the farm" just a few years earlier, it didn't take me long to figure out that he was going to shoot any soldier that did not exit…including me and SFC Johnston!
In recollection my conclusion is that he was the most inauthentic leader I ever encountered or observed in 28 years of service; his actions, his example, reflected all too well a lack of the personal, inner strength requisite to leading other human beings.
I learned that night that I was privileged not to serve in a mercenary army that threatened its soldiers into obedience, but in a professional Army where mutual trust "lubricates" the necessary relationship between the commissioned and non commissioned leaders and the soldiers, sailors, marines, and airmen who follow them.
Theme:
As this story implies, my theme tonight is trust worthy leaders.  “Will you be trustworthy?  Can you lead foremost by who you are; and only secondarily, by what you can do?”  Let me develop it this way:
You have been taught, and rightly so, that leaders must possess both competencies and character.  And I trust that my now you have learned that you can trust the service into which you will be commissioned to help you develop the needed competencies to be an effective officer and leader.  Notice I said “help;” it is your job to develop yourself; they can only assist that process.  The development of both your competencies and your character is your own responsibility, not that of the institution.  Acceptance of this proposition is key to a right understanding of what it means to be an officer… the “moral agent of the people” leading their sons and daughters in mortal combat.

But, by and large, the services are excellent training institutions.  They are good at helping you develop specific competencies, assessing your progress along the way, etc.
But the services have a dual character, they are both bureaucracy and profession; the institutional training bases of each of the services are, by and large, efficient bureaucracies – changing civilians into soldiers, marines, airmen and sailors… including the officers and non-commissioned officers corps of each service.  The work is often repetitive, cycle after cycle, class after class and often routine… and the services do this well, largely because of the many fine professionals serving in these training bases. 
So I am confident, and you should be also, that you will become, with a lot of your own hard work, a competent leader; one knowledgeable in the skills and crafts needed for your work. 
But competencies alone will not make you a trustworthy leader.  In point of fact recent research from Iraq, once again, makes clear what American soldiers actually seek, and rightfully expect, in their leaders - basically soldiers seek trustworthy leaders at almost the same level as they seek competent ones.

There is also a second reason trust worthiness is critical to your success as an officer and leader.  In contrast to the more bureaucratic training bases, the operational formations of the services - the battalions, squadrons, ships and patrol craft - function much more like professions, where the work is non-routine, and the application of the competencies, the expert knowledge, is done by the individual officer exercising the “repetitive exercise of discretionary judgment.”
  Listen carefully to that phrase – the “repetitive exercise of discretionary judgment” is, quintessentially, the work of a professional whether a medical doctor in surgery, a lawyer trying a case, or a Marine Captain on patrol in Anbar Province.  That is their professional practice, and each of those judgments are deeply moral in character, because they influence the lives of their followers and those of innocent civilians who, by the way, retain their right not to be harmed in the battle space.
So, your second challenge is to continue your own development of moral character, and let me assure you, as you have likely already discovered, your service will be far less helpful in this arena.  True they has promulgated lists of values - integrity, selfless service, honor, courage, loyalty, etc, that each member of the military professions are to embody, to live by…But do you; will you?  Will your life, 24\7, reflect these values with an authenticity that your followers will observe and thus consider you trustworthy?

Advice:
So my advice for you is that, as an officer, such trustworthiness is absolutely necessary and it must be earned, as the advertisement says, "the old fashioned way".  It is not freely given by soldiers, sailors or airmen; it does not come automatically with the rank you will pin on at your Commissioning.  To that rank your troops will be obedient and respectful, to be sure.  But, as you well know, trust is another thing, particularly the trust necessary for them to follow you into the face of death in a firefight, or on a risky raid or bombing mission or whatever other mission your service sends your way.
So how to continue to develop that essence of moral character, that manifested strength of will that engenders trust in your leadership?  I offer, three suggestions:

First, accept fully the premise of this talk - your moral character as manifested in your actions (rather than your words) is your soldiers’ measure of your trust worthiness.  Simply stated, you must answer the question, “Can I lead, always, by example?”   Let me re-express this premise with an aphorism, “If you don’t have strength within; you can’t earn respect and trust without.”  Or put in still a third way, “One cannot lead others until he or she can first lead self!” 
Once the premise is accepted, then what?  Here there is a plus and a minus.  First the negative; unfortunately, as I have already noted, you are mostly on your own as you continue to develop your moral character as a leader.  Your service will do little to help you other than the posited values that flow from their professional ethic and which should, therefore, be guides for your development.  Beyond that, however, the services are right now too politically correct to be seriously engaged in moral development of individuals, either leaders or followers.  
But, on the plus side, we now do know much, much more about the human essence, about an individual’s spirituality and their moral development, than we did just a decade ago.
  It is possible now to become much more self-aware, to know more about the foundations of your own world-view, its psychological components, and how it is changing over time.  And from that knowledge you will be able to reflect deeply on the most value-laden issues of life and your purpose within it.
For example, “What is now worth dying for?”  [If nothing, then what is worth living for?]  “Can I lead others on missions that may cause their death?”  Such questions are not phony; they reflect the realities of a life of self-abnegating service within in the military professions.
An interview was recently conducted with the parents of the first Naval Academy female graduate to be killed in Iraq, Marine Maj. Megan McClure. The journalist conducting the interview was at a loss for words to explain what he learned from her parents.  When he offered condolences, Megan’s mother replied that “she had died doing what she believed in and that’s a great gift.”  The journalist continued:

There’s an incredible eloquence and depth in these words…. There are certain irreducible elements in a person’s essence that cannot be separated out and conveniently lent to arguments over politics and war.  One of the irreducible elements of Major McClure’s life was her belief in the cause, her dedication to the mission.  That’s military talk that a lot of people don’t understand, but it’s a point of view that should be draped in honor.  I’m not talking about medals or other trappings, but the honor of being true to one’s self.

What I am suggesting here is that you each focus on that ineffable something the journalist could only describe as “military talk.”  But you and I know that it is a deeper self awareness, a knowledge of your own human spirituality and personal essence, with which you can quickly determine if you can accept your service’s ethos as the guide for your life and for your every action and still be true to self.  When you can do that, you will have a personal integrity, a wholeness and completeness, that enables you to lead by example as did Major McClure. 
My third suggestion is to remember the larger cause for which your service exists. Your services are about for more than the jargonistic slogans imply - slogans such as “winning our nation wars,” or “killing people and breaking things,” or “putting warheads on foreheads.”
Quintessentially, war a human endeavor, fought by humans with the commitment of their society/nation to impose its will on another society/people.  As such, the only moral reason for war is to impose a more just peace than that which prevailed before the war.  
And as a human endeavor, it is also the case that in war the quality of human relationships, the horizontal relationships of battle buddies and the vertical relationships of within chains of command, still define the stronger force in the battle.  
You may be the Y generation, deeply imbued with technology – which, by the way will serve you quite well – but, as we have noted, you will need more than technical competencies to be an effective leader.
You will also need to be a part of a deeply informative human relationship, one with a professional mentor.   As I said earlier, professional knowledge is abstract and tacit; so avail yourself, early in your career, of those who have already learned, and often the hard way. 
Conclusion: 

So there you have it.  Here we are tonight among one of the most remarkable groups of young folks in America, those who have decided to join the profession of arms and to prepare themselves to lead others in mortal combat on behalf of an otherwise defenseless American people.  And, beyond affirming you in that choice, my advice is straightforward - the best way to prepare yourself for that task is through your own heightened awareness of, and continued development of, your moral character. 
You will be technically and tactically competent I am sure, but the real challenge is continuing to develop the moral character and strength of will, the moral agency as it is called, to make consistently the sound, moral judgments demanded by the practice of your profession’s art.  Only then will you be the complete and utterly authentic leader that the sons and daughters of America deserve; one who leads foremost by WHO you ARE.

I thank you for this opportunity to serve you. 
� See, Patrick J. Sweeney and Sean T. Hannah, “High Impact Military Leadership,” Chapter 5 in, Don M. Snider and Lloyd J. Matthews (eds), of Forging the Warrior’s Character… (McGraw Hill, forthcoming 2008).


� See, Don M. Snider, et.al., “The Multiple Identities of the Army Officer,” Chapter 6 in, Don M. Snider and Lloyd J. Matthews (eds.), The Future of the Army Profession, 2d Edition (McGraw-Hill, 2005). 


� For research in the intersection of human spirituality and higher education see: The Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.spirituality.ucla.edu/" ��www.spirituality.ucla.edu/�


� Dana Parsons, “Orange County Marine’s Death Transcends Tragedy,” Los Angles Times, December 14, 2006, accessed December 15, 2006 at  � HYPERLINK "http://ebird.afis.mil/ebfiles/e2061214473768.html" ��http://ebird.afis.mil/ebfiles/e2061214473768.html�.





PAGE  
5

