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Imagine a young man beside me… He is much taller than I, yet he sits in a wheelchair, 

strong and proud. He has sacrificed both of his legs and is forced to either wear prosthesis or use 

a wheelchair. Look closely; this is no ordinary man. This young man, Srgt. Dylan Gray, wears 

the uniform of the United States Marine Corps and upon his chest lies the Purple Heart.  

 Our Founding Fathers envisioned a country strong and independent, promising new 

freedoms and democracy. Most Americans express their pride in this democratic nation by 

wearing the red, white, and blue on commemorative holidays like Independence Day and 

Memorial Day; soldiers and veterans announce their pride every day of the year as they don their 

battle fatigues or dress uniforms. They serve the military and devote their lives to something 

greater than themselves, ready to serve and make the ultimate sacrifice.  

 These are our war veterans, our current soldiers, and our future soldiers. Over three 

million Americans serve in the United States Armed Forces, sacrificing their lives daily to 

defend our beautiful country and its ideals. Not only is there pride in protecting our country, but 

also the utmost honor for those who serve to defend a place that truly embodies the “Land of the 

Free, and the Home of the Brave.” 

Most of the time, our soldiers don’t return to billions of dollars, elaborate mansions, or 

even promises of future employment, but instead, they gain a sense of extreme pride and honor. 

Despite the dangers of war, thousands of teenagers join each year. Brian Yee, a graduate of St. 

Ignatius and a sophomore at the United States Air Force Academy, reflects on the horror of 9/11, 

saying, “I never want to turn on the television and see our entire community down and hopeless 

again. I am in the military to protect both the global and domestic freedoms that I believe every 

human being deserves.” Brian and other young adults like him embody nothing but the utmost 

pride as they risk their lives to defend our ideals.  
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 On the other hand, Sergeant Dylan Gray has already experienced war; on February 16, 

2007, he was left a double amputee after driving over an anti-tank mine in Iraq. Despite this 

horrific experience, he has only the greatest pride for his service in the military as well as a 

positive outlook on life itself. Srgt. Gray, like so many others who have been wounded in 

combat, is considered a hero, but he doesn’t consider himself one, just an “ordinary American 

civilian proud of his work and country.” 

 However, military service does not necessarily have to correspond with combat. Serving 

in the military involves being a part of that family, that unit, that puts the country before its own 

needs. Medical personnel, chaplains, communication operators, maintenance workers, and cooks 

all play a role in our extremely complex military community. Some of these roles may appear 

small, but these seemingly small roles make our soldiers and our country successful. My biology 

teacher Commander Maureen Sullivan served as a member of the Navy on a non-combatant ship 

and was later part of the reserve for 21 years! It is in this dedication, in this pride, that these 

people work towards the same goal as our fighting soldiers: protecting the United States.  

 So what exactly is pride? Pride is the sacrifice by teenagers like Brian Yee; pride is my 

beloved family friend Sergeant Gray and other soldiers’ positive outlooks on their war 

experiences despite being injured; pride is the dedication and hard work shown by non-

combatants like Commander Sullivan.  

 Serving in the military is not only a declaration or statement, but also a promise to protect 

our country. Previous generations sacrificed their lives to attain the quality of life we enjoy 

today. The great courage of fallen heroes like Admiral Daniel J. Callaghan and so many others 

serves as a reminder that we must all embrace the difficulties of life with that same courage. As 

hundreds of thousands of lives were lost in hopes of providing freedom and democracy for all, 
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and thousands of young lives have been lost now in the Middle East, our military works to 

ensure that we can be a nation proud of our country, our people, and our ideals.  

 Most importantly, we can cultivate and maintain a culture of service by showing our 

military members that we are proud of them. Yes, they themselves are proud of their service, but 

they should know that we are grateful for their work that has made a difference in our 

community and communities around the world. For Brian Yee, he follows the core values of 

“Integrity first, Service before self, Excellence in all we do,” a code that captures the attention of 

not only his friends and family but also an entire school community that sees his smiling photo in 

a glass panel every day. Sergeant Dylan Gray, a husband and father of three young children, 

lives in a specially adapted wheelchair-accessible home built by Homes for Our Troops. 

Knowing that so many Americans are willing to support our injured veterans inspires him to get 

up and push-on daily. Commander Maureen Sullivan radiates with pride in the classroom, in the 

way she acts and in the way she speaks. Her stories about being a woman and leading two 

divisions of fifty men encourage females to proudly stand beneath the beautiful flag of stars and 

stripes.  

 War veterans, current soldiers, future soldiers… Thank you for your hard work in 

defending our country and its democratic principles; thank you for your courage and self-

sacrifice both on the battlefield and at home. America remains a great country because of your 

service, and you inspire all Americans to act in the same selfless and dedicated manner. You are 

the heart and soul of America, a part of my heart.   
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