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For our sacred war dead and their families.

Courage endures.
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PROLOGUE

My father’s scar cut diagonally across his cheek, smooth and hard. He wore a mustache and kept the rest of his face straight-razor clean. That was the Marine in him. The scar marked a moment of courage in service, a lesson he carried each day without speaking it. That’s where courage lives: in service. Semper Fidelis. Always Faithful.

When people asked about his scar, he made up absurd stories about animal encounters: dogs, raccoons, opossums. Then he’d laugh, a deep, booming laugh that ended in a slap on the arm or, if he really liked you, a fist to the shoulder.

But when I was around ten, I told him I wanted the truth.

“Follow me,” he said with a sigh.

He led me downstairs to the basement office he’d built himself, lit his pipe, reached between shelves stuffed with books, and pulled out an unused smoke grenade preserved in wax. He had been carrying it with him when his reconnaissance platoon, sent ahead of the main force to scout the enemy, was ambushed in Vietnam.

A bullet tore through his face. Another struck his “rump,” as he called it. A third round headed toward his heart but slammed into the smoke grenade strapped to his flak jacket, rendering it inert. He collapsed. His Marines returned fire. The enemy disappeared into the jungle.

A Navy corpsman pressed gauze to my dad’s cheek. “You’ll live,” the corpsman said, as the white turned red.

Dad handed me the grenade and showed me the holes: an entry no bigger than a pencil eraser and a fist-sized exit blown out the back. I traced its jagged edge. My hands shook. It had saved his life and enabled mine.

Dad laughed and drove his fist into my arm. He said he was lucky because a lot of reconnaissance officers were killed or crippled in Vietnam during that time. He recovered, refused a disability rating that would have put him out of action, and returned to patrolling through the jungle until the end of his thirteen-month tour.

The Marine Corps gave him a Purple Heart for wounds from enemy fire and a Bronze Star with a Combat “V” for valor. Dad wrote over parts of the official citation and stashed it in a manila folder he labeled simply NAM. Next to a description of his gallantry, he scratched not true. Beside a dramatized account of the combat action, he pressed BS so firmly the pen indented the paper. As to the numbers of enemy killed, he wrote possibly true.

The war lived on in him as post-traumatic stress that was never diagnosed: light sleep, anxiety, mood swings, and a fixation on what could go wrong. Vietnam left him reverent toward those who had served and distrustful of the politicians who had sent them.

Holding that grenade, I understood him better. I didn’t have the language for it then. I only knew the medal wasn’t the whole story.

With time, I would come to see that courage—his and others’—was more than a single act or a medal citation. It shapes a life. It endures.

That realization later guided me toward my own five years of service in the Marine Corps, my return to the classics, and my civic work that eventually led to this book. The book is a product of my effort to study and understand courage more fully—how it forms, when it’s tested, and why it matters in war, politics, and leadership, especially at this moment when our republic is under strain.

I believe—and hope—that courage can save us. The pages that follow tell the stories of ten Americans who served honorably in the military or federal law enforcement before entering elected office. In office, they strive to lead as servants, placing the needs of those they represent above their own. Although their policy views often diverge sharply, they share a commitment to working across party lines on meaningful legislation, even at political cost.

They model the power of courage. That does not mean they always live up to it. None of us do. Courage matters not because we are perfect, but because we are not.

WHAT IS COURAGE?

When I was in high school, a friend told me that my father’s scar—and his intensity—reminded him of Sergeant Barnes in Oliver Stone’s Platoon, the Vietnam War film that won the Academy Award for Best Picture in 1987. Stone based the film loosely on his own combat service as a young Army infantryman and, like my father, had received a Purple Heart and a Bronze Star with a Combat “V.” Studios had rejected the script for nearly a decade, deeming it too bleak and critical.

I assumed my father wouldn’t want to see a movie about Vietnam, especially if I mentioned a character who resembled him. So I told him about Stone instead: his persistence, and his refusal to soften what he believed to be true. My father prized independent thinking. We began watching Platoon together in his basement office.

Early in the film, a soldier is severely wounded in an ambush. He screams in pain, putting the platoon at greater risk. Sergeant Barnes jabs his finger into the soldier’s face and silences him: “SHUT UP. SHUT UP AND TAKE IT. TAKE THE PAIN!”

I glanced at my father. His eyes seemed far away. He rose quietly and left the room. Later, he told me he finished the film alone and said it was the most powerful depiction of war he’d ever seen.

I watched Platoon many times over in the months to come. It stirred questions about my own path. Would I serve? And if so, would I have courage?

The film frames courage through two starkly different men: Sergeant Barnes, the platoon sergeant, and Sergeant Elias, a squad leader who reports to him.

Elias embodies both physical and moral courage. Compassionate and reflective, almost bohemian, he patrols with a bandanna instead of a helmet, laughs easily, and finds beauty even in war. “I love this place at night,” he says after a long patrol. “The stars—there’s no right or wrong in them. They’re just there.” He leads his men with skill in the face of danger. He places their welfare—and that of innocent civilians—above his own. He leads as a servant.

Barnes embodies not courage but bravery. Severe—fearless, competent, exacting—he dresses by the book: shirt buttoned, helmet unmarked, ammunition secured. “I am reality,” he says. “I got no fight with any man who does what he’s told, but when he don’t, the machine breaks down. And when the machine breaks down, we break down.” Barnes leads his men behind enemy lines, taking the greatest personal risk despite outranking them all. He is brutal, but his ferocity and discipline make his men feel safe. He is a commander.

In a harrowing scene, a young soldier is killed, mutilated, and hung from a tree. Barnes channels the platoon’s rage into a nearby village, murdering a woman he suspects of collaborating with the enemy and threatening to kill her child. Elias intervenes, using the butt of his rifle to strike Barnes in the face in front of the platoon.

The act costs him. Part of the platoon ostracizes Elias. Barnes vows to kill him.

Later, Barnes finds Elias alone in the jungle as enemy forces converge. Elias smiles, believing Barnes has come to help. Instead, Barnes meets his gaze coldly and shoots him in the chest, wounding but not killing him. As the platoon evacuates by helicopter, they see movement below—the enemy closing in on Elias. Bullets rake his back. He drops to his knees, his arms lifting to the sky. The Christlike image of Elias dying became the film’s iconic cover.

As a teenager, I admired Elias but wanted to be like the fearless part of Barnes. I mistook bravery for courage and brushed aside his cruelty as incidental. His command captivated me. Like the twenty-year-old soldiers in the film, my judgment was still forming.

Decades later, I see it differently.

I once thought bravery was a virtue. It is not—at least not on its own. Nor is it the same thing as courage. Bravery is action in the moment. It can be instinctive or impulsive. It can be selfless or self-serving. Bravery can arise without serious reflection, and without regard for whom or what it ultimately serves.

Courage, I’ve come to understand, is a choice: a decision to advance the common good despite risk. It requires active consideration of what may be lost. Courage accounts for danger, weighs alternatives, and chooses the path of service.

Opportunities for bravery and courage often emerge in moments of danger, when the body triggers a fear response. Courage, though, is not defined by the absence or presence of fear, but rather by intent in the face of real cost. Courage serves the common good, whether that means defending another person, protecting a community, or standing for a principle.

People will differ on what constitutes the common good. One American may volunteer for military service during a war; another may consider that war unjust and, as a conscientious objector, publicly refuse and protest service. Both act with courage, if both intend to serve something larger than themselves.

Writers have pondered courage ever since words were carved into clay. But it was in ancient Greece, as Athens experimented with the world’s first known democracy, that courage became a defining virtue of elected leadership. Democracy, in its purest form, grants moral authority to elected representatives who must answer to those they govern. It requires courage and reciprocal trust to sustain itself. That’s a particularly timely lesson for the United States, the world’s oldest continuous constitutional democracy, which now suffers from a deep erosion of trust in its leaders and institutions.

The Greeks distinguished between physical courage, typically in battle, and moral courage throughout life. Physical courage risks the body. Moral courage risks one’s integrity—perhaps even one’s soul—often at the cost of one’s reputation, career, or sense of belonging. The rarest acts unite physical and moral courage.

Socrates’s death is one of history’s clearest examples. Convicted in 399 B.C.E. of impiety and corrupting the youth of Athens, he could have recanted or fled. Instead, he accepted a death sentence. Surrounded by his students, Socrates drank hemlock and spoke calmly of the soul’s immortality as the poison stilled his body.

Inspired by Socrates, Stoic philosophy emerged as a guide for character and public life. The Stoics held that virtue—not wealth, status, or success—was the highest good, and that leadership should be grounded in self-awareness, reason, and duty rather than impulse or desire. From this tradition emerged the ideal of the servant-leader: one who treats authority not as a possession but as a responsibility, and who places the common good above the self.

For me, one of the most influential Stoics was Admiral James Stockdale, who later ran for vice president on the ticket of independent presidential candidate Ross Perot. My father first told me about Stockdale and how, as a Navy pilot, he endured nearly eight years as a prisoner of war in Vietnam’s “Hanoi Hilton.” Stockdale became a central moral authority among fellow American prisoners, including the future Senator John McCain.

When Stockdale’s Vietnamese captors tried to use him for a propaganda film, he deliberately disfigured himself so that his jailers would not put him on camera. His defiance forced his captors to reconsider their tactics and ease their treatment of other prisoners. Stockdale’s courage earned him the nation’s highest military award, the Medal of Honor.

Stockdale credited Stoic philosophy for both his survival and his ability to lead. After thirty-three years in uniform, he retired to teach Stoicism at Stanford. Stoics hold that four core virtues—wisdom, temperance, judgment, and courage—form an integrated whole. Stockdale’s life suggested a truth: Without courage, the others cannot be sustained when pressure is greatest. The British novelist C. S. Lewis famously captured this idea when he wrote that “courage is not simply one of the virtues, but the form of every virtue at the testing point.”

Stockdale’s life and thinking influenced a generation of military leaders who came to exemplify servant leadership, including General Jim Mattis. Among the most revered senior commanders of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, Mattis, who would later serve as secretary of defense, encouraged officers to read one of Stoicism’s most influential texts, Marcus Aurelius’s Meditations. Mattis even carried a copy of the ancient book into battle.

Meditations is the personal journal of Aurelius during his years of military campaigns while serving as emperor of Rome. He considered himself a Stoic and wrote for himself, not for posterity. His reign was not without moral failing, including the persecutions of Christians under his rule. Yet he is widely regarded as a model of servant leadership.

For his nearly two decades in power, Aurelius consistently placed service over self-interest. “What brings no benefit to the hive,” he wrote, “brings none to the bee.” In an age when rulers often secured power through murder, his first act was to share it, naming his adoptive brother as co-emperor. He forgave a general who attempted a coup. When the Antonine Plague struck Rome and decimated the population, he remained in the city.

Loss shaped Aurelius’s fifty-eight years, a lifespan roughly twice the average of his time. He lost eight children and his wife. Understandably, death occupied a constant place in his mind—not as something to fear, but as a summons to act with courage while time allowed.

Few themes recur more often in Meditations than death and the common good, the standard by which he judged his actions. “Have I done something for the common good?” he asked. “Then I share in its benefits.”

THE MEASURE OF COURAGE

Can anyone measure courage? The modern military tries. Marines receive fitness reports at every duty station. I filled out reports on dozens of Marines when I served as an officer, and I received a few myself. Each report ranks fourteen traits on a scale from A to G, with an option for “Not Observed.” The ratings matter. Averages are compared with other Marines’ scores and help determine who is promoted.

Courage is one of the fourteen traits. The Marine Corps defines it on each fitness report as “Moral or physical strength to overcome danger, fear, difficulty, or anxiety. Personal acceptance of responsibility and accountability, placing conscience over competing interests regardless of consequences. Conscious, overriding decision to risk bodily harm or death to accomplish the mission or save others.”

One officer I respect, retired Colonel Matt Jones, took a particular approach to evaluating courage. Outside of combat deployments, he often marked “Not Observed,” ensuring the score neither helped nor hurt a Marine’s overall evaluation. Service alone, he believed, did not merit credit beyond a baseline of courage, and he did not want to disadvantage those with fewer opportunities to demonstrate it. He considered courage to be rare and understood that moments of moral courage are often private.

I’ve come to think of courage as a moral graph with two axes: the risk faced and the intended benefit to the common good. At the graph’s highest point lies sacrificial courage, when one knowingly accepts certain death in service to something larger than oneself. In the Christian faith, this apogee is found in Christ, whose crucifixion joined moral conviction to physical suffering and death in service of humanity across time.

Such a framework does not suggest that some people are incapable of courage. It recognizes that certain roles demand it more often, and sometimes at higher stakes. In combat, the distribution of physical risk varies widely. Infantry and special operations forces often face greater danger than those in support roles, creating more frequent—and at times more consequential—opportunities to choose courage. Some battles are so intense that the demands of courage are unrelenting. Consider the life-and-death decisions American, Canadian, and British soldiers faced as they stormed the beaches of Normandy on D-Day.

Of course, physical courage isn’t limited to the battlefield. Some of the most meaningful acts I’ve witnessed happened far from war.

My mother is a nurse by training and temperament, with a generous heart for the less fortunate. When I was a senior at UNC—the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill—in 2001, she inspired me to cofound a nonprofit called Carolina for Kibera along with a Kenyan nurse and community organizer. Our objective was to fight poverty through public health and youth leadership in Kibera, a vast slum in Nairobi, Kenya. On one of my trips there, she joined me for a week in a compound of ten-by-ten-foot shacks that served as our medical clinic. She slept there each night alongside the local team, surrounded by open sewage and disease, despite the health and safety risks. Her decision to share in some of their hardship strengthened the resolve of the Kenyan leaders, who went on to expand the organization. What began with a $26 gift from me to one of my cofounders, the late Tabitha Atieno Festo, ultimately grew into a locally led hospital that now treats more than twenty thousand patients each year.

Moral courage can be less apparent than physical courage. For many, it’s also harder to choose.

When I deployed as a captain in Iraq, one gunnery sergeant—a “gunny,” the unit’s senior enlisted leader—inspired Marines of all ranks with his bravery. On his sixth combat tour, he seemed fearless as the homemade bombs known as improvised explosive devices, or IEDs, ripped through our ranks. Marines felt safer around him; often, I did as well.

Then one of his subordinates, a sergeant who frequently volunteered for the most dangerous missions, came to me with troubling news. I had never seen him nervous before. His hands trembled and his voice cracked as he told me the gunny planned to use an Iraqi boy to gather intelligence on IED locations and enemy positions, a move that would have put the boy at serious risk of torture or death.

When I confronted the gunny, he tried to justify himself, noting that insurgents used children against us. I ordered him to cease contact with the boy. That took no courage on my part. I faced no fear or personal risk, only the moral stain I would have carried had I failed to act. I simply did my duty. The courage belonged to the sergeant, and it was the only time I gave the highest mark for courage on a fitness report to a Marine in my command.

That kind of moral courage is typically private, witnessed by few. Moral courage in politics, by contrast, is often public. Elected leaders face more frequent opportunities to prove their courage—or reveal their cowardice—than most citizens, particularly at the national level, where votes and decisions are constant and widely scrutinized. When these leaders rise to the moment, the consequences can ripple far beyond themselves.

WITH HONOR

Throughout his long and distinguished career in public service, Navy veteran David Gergen advised four U.S. presidents, three Republicans and a Democrat. At six foot five, he towered over everyone when I first met him in 2006 at UNC.

By then, I was generally at ease speaking with others. Years of raising money for my nonprofit in Kenya had taught me how to connect with people from all walks of life. But I had watched David for years on television, where he offered honest and sober insight amid the clatter of American political commentary. Meeting him, I felt transported back to an earlier, more uncertain version of myself.

I had driven up from Camp Lejeune that weekend to commission a mentee of mine, Peter Dixon, into the Marine Corps after his graduation from UNC. Peter’s father, a friend of David’s, had invited him to a small reception. David arrived with an ease that relaxed the room. His baritone laugh and broad smile did the work.

“Hi, I’m David,” he said, extending a hand. It would be years before I had the nerve to call him that.

When he spoke, he commended Peter for choosing a path of service in a time of war. Fewer than 2 percent of American high school and college graduates took that path, whether in the military or in federal civilian service programs such as AmeriCorps and the Peace Corps. Among more than four thousand classmates, Peter knew of only a handful who had chosen public service.

At the time, Peter faced the prospect of deploying to Iraq when the war looked bleak. I had just returned from Fallujah, an embattled city west of Baghdad, with my Marine unit. Afghanistan, by contrast, seemed less volatile and had largely faded from the news. That would soon change, and Peter would command a Marine infantry platoon in Afghanistan’s Helmand Province, one of the most violently contested regions of the war.

After delivering his remarks, David approached me. He was in the process of creating public leadership fellowships at Harvard for veterans and social entrepreneurs. I had heard the term social entrepreneur before, but hadn’t thought much about it. To my surprise, David already knew about my nonprofit work in Kenya. He found the combination of my service pursuits as a Marine and a nonprofit cofounder to be intriguing. He called it “dual service” and urged me to apply for a fellowship. I did, and was accepted.

At Harvard, David taught a popular course on American politics that always quickly filled up. When I didn’t get in, I went to see him and proposed an independent study that focused on speechwriting. He had never offered such a study before, but he valued initiative, welcomed new ideas, and cared deeply about helping students find their paths. He agreed. Once a week thereafter, I selected a book from his home library to read and discuss.

David had filled the books that mattered most to him with handwritten notes. Among them was John F. Kennedy’s Profiles in Courage, which Kennedy had authored with the help of his speechwriter, Ted Sorensen. As president, Kennedy had inspired my father to join the Marines and my mother to volunteer in Peru as a nurse. As I grew up, the iconic words of his inaugural address echoed through our home: Ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country.

I chose Profiles in Courage for our first study. Kennedy had worked on the book from a hospital bed, suffering severe back pain from wartime injuries that he had sustained a decade earlier. In 1943, a Japanese destroyer rammed the patrol boat that he was commanding, PT-109, killing two of his sailors and casting the survivors into the dark waters of the South Pacific. Kennedy towed a wounded crewmate to safety by gripping his life-jacket strap with his teeth.

After days stranded on a deserted island, weak from hunger and thirst, Kennedy carved an SOS message into a coconut that helped bring about their rescue. His father later encased the coconut in plastic and gave it to his son, who kept it on his desk throughout his presidency. It was a reminder, like my father’s smoke grenade, of the fate he had narrowly escaped in service to his country.

The book rekindled my fascination with courage. Most of the figures Kennedy profiled had long since faded from memory, yet the choices he described—members of Congress risking power, careers, and reputations for conscience—felt urgent and timeless. As David and I worked through the chapters, we imagined what we might have done in their place and weighed those dilemmas against the pressures that modern leaders face. Even then, in 2007, Congress had drifted far from the spirit of sacrifice Kennedy admired, though David and I had no idea just how much worse things would get in the years ahead.

David believed that American government worked better when more of its leaders had served in the military. Within his lifetime, the share of members of Congress who were veterans had fallen from over 70 percent to under 20. From his experience in the Navy, he had seen how shared service built trust and facilitated compromise. “Do you think your generation will serve again?” he asked.

I was twenty-nine and not yet seeing the arc of time. David understood that the torch would soon pass to a new generation, in the same transition that Kennedy had noted in his inaugural address. He also believed that courage was as vital in politics as in war—and that the risks of public service would only grow in an emerging age of social media, which David sensed earlier than most.

After the 2016 presidential election, some friends of mine from both parties decided to run for Congress, joining a wave of post-9/11 veterans seeking office across the country. Peter Dixon and I had stayed in touch and began discussing whether to create a new nonpartisan organization to support veterans in politics, many of whom faced steep financial barriers amid soaring campaign costs.

We wondered if this next generation of veterans could help bridge the nation’s widening political divide by working together across party lines. Intuitively, we believed the answer was yes.

Military service is a great equalizer. It forges bonds among Americans from every walk of life, uniting them in service to the nation. It instills discipline, builds character, and offers leadership opportunities at nearly every stage. As divisions in the country deepened, veterans remained one of the few groups that still had widespread trust. The military itself was one of the rare public institutions that enjoyed majority confidence across both parties, though even that would recede in the years ahead.

Neither Peter nor I had political experience. Before taking the leap of creating a new organization, we turned to David for counsel. He listened carefully as we outlined a character-based pledge that would anchor the organization we hoped to build, one we would soon call With Honor. To earn our support, veterans would have to commit to serve with integrity, civility, and courage—especially the courage to work across party lines and take concrete actions, including meeting regularly with colleagues from the opposing party and cosponsoring bipartisan legislation. We would judge character through those who often knew it best: fellow veterans who had seen these candidates lead under pressure.

As part of our new organization, we planned to launch a political action committee, or PAC, to support capable veterans running for the U.S. House of Representatives. In modern campaigns, early money often determines who can mount a viable race, sidelining candidates without personal wealth or established donor networks and weakening the representative character of the republic. Our aim was to provide early funding, especially in primaries where the gap was widest, and, once elected, to bring these veterans together in a cross-partisan coalition.

David responded with a history lesson. He recalled working with bipartisan veterans whose shared experiences forged lasting relationships that helped shape national policy—men like Senators Dan Inouye and Bob Dole, whose friendship began as they recovered from wounds they sustained in World War II. He also spoke of the formative influence of military service on Presidents Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy, Carter, and George H. W. Bush. On this point, he later wrote:


I would not pretend the leaders of the World War II generation were perfect. They weren’t. . . . But on the whole that generation raised our sights about what is possible when our civic culture is strong and our leaders work across divides. On their watch, the country went to the moon, created the Peace Corps, passed major legislation advancing the causes of women and communities of color, reformed Social Security, created world-class universities, and invested heavily in science and technology. And by the way, they won the Cold War without firing a shot directly at the Russians. . . . United and well led, the World War II generation proved that, when inspired, we are a can-do people.



David concluded our meeting with a simple but essential question: Have veterans in Congress governed in a more bipartisan manner than their nonveteran peers?

An
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