REMARKS BY REAR ADMIRAL JOHN MESSERSCHMIDT

RETURNING WARRIOR WORKSHOP, DESTIN, FLORIDA

8 DECEMBER 2008

THANK YOU LADIES AND GENTLEMEN.  I APPRECIATE YOUR WARM WELCOME.

MY WIFE LIZANN AND I FEEL SO PRIVILEGED TO BE HERE WITH ALL OF YOU THIS WEEKEND.  IN FACT, YESTERDAY AFTERNOON AS WE WALKED THE BEACH AT SUNSET WE TALKED ABOUT HOW INSPIRATIONAL IT WAS TO LISTEN TO YOUR CANDID STORIES AND THE CHALLENGES YOU FACED AND OVERCAME AS WARRIORS AND FAMILIES.
WE HEARD ABOUT BEING DEPLOYED FAR FORWARD WITH A SPECIAL NEEDS CHILD AT HOME.

WE HEARD ABOUT TRYING TO STAY FOCUSED ON THE MISSION WHILE HURRICANE KATRINA RIPPED THROUGH THE GULF COAST AND DEVOURED YOUR HOMES AND COMMUNITIES.
WE HEARD ABOUT THE SMELL OF DEATH AND THE DEVASTATING INJURIES FROM IMPROVISED EXPLOSIVE DEVICES, AND THE FRUSTRATION OF TRAINING AS A BLENDED UNIT ONLY TO BE BROKEN APART AFTER ARRIVING IN THEATER.
WE HEARD ABOUT BEING RE-MISSIONED TO SOMETHING YOU WEREN’T TRAINED TO DO, AND THE LACK OF DECKPLATE LEADERSHIP AT TIMES, AND HOW OUR SISTER SERVICE WHOSE FOOTBALL TEAM LOST 34-0 YESTERDAY RUNS THEIR SHIP A LITTLE DIFFERENTLY THAN WE DO.
WE HEARD ABOUT THE PAIN OF BEING ON MEDICAL HOLD FOR THE PAST THREE YEARS AND RUNNING.

AND OF COURSE, WE HEARD ABOUT THE CHILDREN WHO SO SORELY MISSED THEIR MOMS AND THEIR DADS.  DADDY DOLLS AND MOMMY DOLLS AND OLD SWEATSHIRTS TO SNUGGLE UP WITH AT NIGHT HELPED BRIDGE THE GAP, BUT IT WASN’T QUITE THE SAME 
SO IT WAS VERY HUMBLING TO LISTEN TO YOUR STORIES.

BUT DO YOU KNOW WHAT MAKES ME FEEL MOST HUMBLED?
IT’S KNOWING THAT THAT SEVENTY-SEVEN EXTRAORDINARY MEN AND WOMEN FROM THIS SOUTHEAST REGION LEFT THE SECURITY OF THEIR HOMES -- THEIR FAMILIES -- THEIR JOBS -- TO ANSWER THE CALL AND PROTECT THE FREEDOMS AND AMERICAN WAY OF LIFE THAT MY FAMILY AND I ENJOY.
AND KNOWING THAT, KNOWING THERE ARE SELFLESS WARRIORS LIKE YOU WHO ARE WILLING TO WRITE A BLANK CHECK IN DEFENSE OF OUR COUNTRY MAKES ME SLEEP A WHOLE LOT BETTER AT NIGHT.
SO AS A GRATEFUL, ORDINARY CITIZEN FROM VIRGINIA, I SIMPLY BUT SINCERELY WANT TO SAY “THANK YOU” FOR YOUR SERVICE.

AND WHAT YOU’VE ACCOMPLISHED IS PRETTY AMAZING WHEN YOU THINK ABOUT IT.
WE’RE IN THE MIDST OF THE LONGEST WAR IN THE HISTORY OF OUR COUNTRY SINCE THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION, WE’VE TAKEN THE FIGHT TO AN INSIDIOUS ENEMY HALF WAY AROUND THE WORLD, AND WE’RE DOING IT WITH A FORCE THAT’S BEEN ALL-VOLUNTEER FOR THE PAST 35 YEARS.
PUT A DIFFERENT WAY, LESS THAN ONE PERCENT OF OUR CITIZENS ARE PROTECTING THE LIBERTIES AND FREEDOMS THAT THE OTHER NINETY-NINE PERCENT OFTEN TAKE FOR GRANTED.
THE FAMILIES, AND FRIENDS, AND NEIGHBORS OF OUR RETURNING WARRIORS KNOW THAT THESE SEVENTY-SEVEN HEROES, WHO ARE THEIR HUSBANDS, WIVES, BROTHERS, SISTERS, FATHERS, MOTHERS, ARE WHAT MAKES AMERICA GREAT.
AND THAT’S WHAT OUR ENEMY DOESN’T UNDERSTAND ABOUT THE UNITED STATES.  WHEN THEY ATTACKED THE WORLD TRADE CENTER AND THE PENTAGON ON SEPTEMBER 11TH, THEY THOUGHT THAT BRINGING DOWN BUILDINGS WOULD BRING DOWN AMERICA.

BUT I’D LIKE TO REMIND EVERYONE OF THE SAGE WORDS OF OUR COMMANDER IN CHIEF:  “TERRORIST ATTACKS CAN SHAKE THE FOUNDATIONS OF OUR BIGGEST BUILDINGS, BUT THEY CANNOT TOUCH THE FOUNDATION OF AMERICA.  THESE ACTS SHATTER STEEL, BUT THEY CANNOT DENT THE STEEL OF AMERICAN RESOLVE.”
LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, TODAY I STAND BEFORE THE GREATEST STEEL OF AMERICAN RESOLVE:  THE FIGHTING MEN AND WOMEN OF THE UNITED STATES NAVY.
SO WOULD YOU RISE AND JOIN ME IN SALUTING OUR RETURNING WARRIORS.

AND WITHOUT QUESTION THAT RESOLVE EXTENDS TO THEIR FAMILIES AND LOVED ONES, AS WELL.

YOU KNOW, A COUPLE OF WEEKS AGO I HAD A CHANCE TO VISIT MY MOTHER BACK IN ILLINOIS.  SHE’S 85.  WE TALKED ABOUT MY LATE DAD WHO WAS AN ARMY VET – A QUARTERMASTER -- BUT WE ALSO TALKED ABOUT THE SACRIFICES EVERY FAMILY MADE BACK IN WORLD WAR II..

SHE WAS 18 YEARS OLD WHEN PEARL HARBOR WAS ATTACKED 67 YEARS AGO TODAY, AND SHE SAID IT WASN’T LONG BEFORE ALL THE BOYS SHE GREW UP WITH WERE AWAY AT WAR INCLUDING HER YOUNGER BROTHER ED.  YOU COULD THROW A STONE IN ANY DIRECTION AND HIT A HOUSE WITH SOMEONE DEPLOYED.

FAMILIES GREW VICTORY GARDENS, YOU GAVE UP THE NICE THINGS LIKE NYLON STOCKINGS, AND MEAT AND GASOLINE WERE RATIONED.  EVERYONE CHIPPED IN, EVERYONE SACRIFICED.  THE COUNTRY WAS AT WAR.
I MENTION THIS BECAUSE THE SACRIFICES YOU 21ST CENTURY FAMILIES HAVE MADE, OFTEN IN RELATIVE ISOLATION FROM ANY SUPPORT, WHEN NOT EVERY HOUSEHOLD IN AMERICA IS CHIPPING IN, AND THE NATION ISN’T TRULY AT WAR, IS SIMPLY REMARKABLE TO ME.
WHAT STRENGTH YOU HAVE!
AS THE SAYING GOES, “WE RECRUIT SAILORS BUT WE RETAIN FAMILIES,” SO WE NEED TO ENSURE THAT YOUR NEEDS ARE MET TO THE BEST OF OUR ABILITIES.  WE’RE GETTING BETTER, BUT WE CAN DO BETTER.

SO PLEASE ACCEPT MY UNDYING GRATITUDE FOR THE SUPPORT AND UNCONDITIONAL LOVE YOU GIVE OUR SAILORS DURING THESE CHALLENGING DAYS.  WE CAN’T SUCCEED WITHOUT YOU, AND WE WON’T FORGET WHAT YOU’VE DONE AND HOW YOU’VE SACRIFICED.
SO WOULD YOU RISE AGAIN AND THIS TIME SALUTE OUR SPOUSES AND FAMILIES

AND THAT’S WHY WE’RE HERE AT THIS RETURNING WARRIOR WORKSHOP.
TO GIVE YOU WARRIORS AND LOVED ONES AN OPPORTUNITY TO RELAX AND RECONNECT, TO LEARN AND BE INTROSPECTIVE, AND TO OBTAIN INFORMATION ABOUT SERVICES THAT ARE AVAILABLE.
I TRULY HOPE IT’S BEEN BENEFICIAL.
NOW BEFORE I CLOSE, I HAVE TWO FAVORS TO ASK.  ADMIRALS USUALLY SPEAK IN THREES, BUT I’M ONLY ASKING FOR TWO THINGS.
FIRST, ALL OF US HERE ARE LEADERS IN OUR OWN RIGHT, AND PART OF BEING A GOOD LEADER IS TO TEACH AND EDUCATE.
I BELIEVE WE HAVE A MORAL OBLIGATION TO TEACH AND EDUCATE THOSE SAILORS AND FAMILIES THAT ARE COMING UP BEHIND US.
TO PASS ON THE LESSONS WE’VE LEARNED, SOMETIMES VERY PAINFUL LESSONS.

TO ENSURE THAT THEY ARE BETTER PREPARED AND READY TO GO IN HARMS WAY OR TO MANAGE A FAMILY HOUSEHOLD ON THEIR OWN THAN PERHAPS WE WERE.
TO HELP THEM UNDERSTAND WHAT THEY MIGHT EXPECT, AND TO LOOK FOR SIGNS OF TROUBLE WHEN THEY DON’T SEE IT THEMSELVES.

SO I’M SIMPLY SAYING THIS -- BE A MENTOR.
FOLLOW THE GOLDEN RULE: TREAT OTHERS THE WAY YOU WOULD LIKE TO BE TREATED OR, PERHAPS BETTER YET, WISH YOU HAD BEEN TREATED.

IF YOU CAN DO THAT, OUR NAVY FAMILY WILL BE STRONGER.

AND THE SECOND FAVOR I ASK OF YOU IS TO FOLLOW THE COROLLARY RULE.  I CALL IT THE SILVER RULE.

AND THAT’S TREAT YOURSELF – YOURSELF -- THE WAY OTHERS NEED AND WANT YOU TO BE TREATED.

THAT’S RIGHT, PUT YOURSELF FIRST FOR A CHANGE.

LOOK DEEP WITHIN YOURSELF FOR THOSE HIDDEN OR LATENT WOUNDS.  BE COURAGEOUS AND SEEK HELP EARLY -- IT’S OK, YOU’RE STRONGER THAN YOU THINK.
USE EVERY RESOURCE AT YOUR DISPOSAL.  YOU HAVE EVERYTHING TO GAIN AND NOTHING TO LOSE.  YOUR LOVED ONES WANT EVERY OUNCE OF YOU BACK.  DO IT FOR THEM.
LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, THANK YOU ONCE AGAIN FOR INSPIRING ME THIS WEEKEND.  FROM A VERY SELFISH STANDPOINT, I FEEL LIKE I HAVE MORE TO GIVE NOW AS A LEADER, AS A HUSBAND, AND AS A FATHER.

BUT MOST IMPORTANTLY, THANK YOU FOR YOUR PAST AND FUTURE SERVICE TO OUR COUNTRY.
YOUR UNSELFISH DEDICATION IS TRULY HEROIC, AND WE WILL NEVER FORGET WHAT YOU’VE DONE.
IN CLOSING, I AM REMINDED OF AN ADAGE THAT TELLS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN AN ORDINARY PERSON AND A WARRIOR:  THE ORDINARY PERSON TAKES EVERYTHING AS EITHER A BLESSING OR A CURSE, WHILE THE WARRIOR TAKES EVERYTHING AS A CHALLENGE.
THANK YOU FOR TAKING THE CHALLENGE THAT HAS BEEN A BLESSING FOR THE REST OF THE WORLD.

GOD BLESS YOU AND YOUR FAMILIES, OUR SHIPMATES WHO ARE DEPLOYED AROUND THE WORLD, AND THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA.
THANK YOU.
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