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The Hero: The Best Behavior at The Worst Time 
 
 

Prof. Barry Austin Goodfield, Ph.D., DABFM 
 
 
 

"I am sore wounded but not slain, 
I will lay me down and bleed awhile,  

and then rise up to fight again" 
 

John Dryden 1631- 1700 
 
 

Introduction 
 

Tackling a topic as complex as the definition of and motivation for heroism was a 
soul-searching exercise drawing upon people, places and events I have seen or 
participated in over many years and interviews with those whom I feel are real 
heroes. As the Founder and Director of a 501(c)(3), Operation New Outlook, an 
organization dedicated to helping veterans with Post Traumatic Stress (Disorder), I 
feel very fortunate to sit around our Board room table surrounded by people, some 
of whom have contributed to these efforts, who are clearly individuals who have 
repeatedly risked their lives on a daily basis to help others and the cause to which 
they are committed. It is a humbling experience, for anyone. Their motivations and 
actions have been an inspirational factor that is at the heart of this paper. 
 

Heroes Have Heroes 
 

Every hero has a hero. What exactly then is a hero? And why does everybody on 
some level have one? For example, researching this paper I found that, Alexander 
the Great wanted to be Achilles, Julius Caesar wanted to be like his hero, 
Alexander the Great, and so forth. My hero is Winston Churchill. He himself had 
heroes, one was Napoleon for whom he had immense respect. Napoleon's bust 
sat on Churchill's desk at his home, Chartwell. It sat next to another bust of 
another hero, Admiral, Horatio Nelson. Other contemporaries like T.E. Lawrence  
(Lawrence of Arabia), John Churchill, the First Duke of Marlboro, as well as Lord 
Randolph Churchill, his father who paradoxically and regularly reminded him, on 
the rare occasions that he paid any attention to him at all, that he would never turn 
out to be anything but a "loser." This more than likely had to be part of his 
unconscious development and what he called his "black dog days" a term he used 
to refer to the days when he was suffering from severe depression. 
 

Heroism – Instinct or Contextual? 
 
Some heroic acts seem to be instinctual and spontaneous, while others seem to be 
based on thoughtful decisions to act in a certain way. It is safe to say that there is 
no ubiquitous or universal explanation. No one size fits all. 
 
The diversity of heroic behavior can be illustrated by two examples. Mother 
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Theresa is certainly admired for her dedication and magnanimity in helping the 
poor but not for her fighting skills or death-defying actions in a particular moment.  
 
Consider Alec Guinness's character, Colonel Nicholson, in "The Bridge on the 
River Kwai." At first, the prisoners admire Nicholson when he bravely endures 
torture rather than compromise his principles. He was an honorable but arrogant 
man, who it was slowly revealed to be a deluded, obsessive person. 
 
As a profiler, I am regularly asked to determine the unconscious motivations for 
extraordinary actions and predict subsequent behavior based on that analysis. Just 
as all behavior is motivated there are conscious and unconscious factors that drive 
us to be driven. So much of these actions are based upon unconscious factors 
such as the need to help others, a desire to prove one's self-worth as certainly was 
a partial psychological component for the motivation of Winston Churchill. 
 
To explore why some heroic actions appear to be instinctual, I would like to bring 
up the analogy of "a stone in a shoe". Most people have had the experience of 
discovering a stone in their shoe. However, the response to that common 
occurrence varies. Some immediately take direct action and remove the stone. 
Some, however, perhaps even most of us, carry on walking until the irritation or 
"pain to action ratio" drives us to the side of the road to remove the irritating cause. 
 
It seems to me that there are three types of "stones" one can discover in their 
metaphorical shoe. They have three powerful shapes often connected. They are 
Powerlessness, Injustice, and Loss. After nearly a half a century of working with 
people in many contexts on most continents, I've come to a conclusion that these 
three "stones" are the primary causes of physical and psychological pain that 
motivate us to seek relief. And for some, it becomes a battle to fight against for all 
of one's life. 
 
Powerlessness, injustice, and loss are the stone or stones that cause people to 
change and seek assistance in that process. Not only does it get our attention and 
motivate our action for some the awareness of those three in any combination or 
simply standing alone becomes the basis to reach out and offer or seek help to 
those in need. Reacting to experiences of powerlessness, injustice, and loss that 
may be deeply hidden in the human psyche can be a major motivator of heroic 
action. 
 
For some this action maybe public service in the form of police and fire department 
volunteers and enlistees. For others, it may be the call to military service as a 
source of help and relief for others. Take 9/11 as an example of a call to action. 
 
According to Eileen M. Lainez, Department of Defense spokeswoman: "Since 9/11, 
3.16 million Americans have entered military service, including enlisted men and 
women and officers."  The statement notes that "males ages 16 to 21 were more 
inclined to want to serve following 9/11 with their numbers having increased eight 
percent immediately after the terror attacks and remaining high until 2005." 
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As we are raised, we are exposed to the impact of our environment as we perceive 
it and it is translated to us by our parents. As time goes on we learn the 
implications and consequences of that which we see. Parents or significant others 
are our chief translators sharing their perceptions views and values as they teach 
us who we are, what we need to do to thrive and grow in life. There are a multitude 
of variables here, race, religion socioeconomic conditions location, health, and 
opportunities, etc., all play a critical part in how we grow and what we see and 
learn as important in our development. 
 
In our early years, we are exposed to the three important psychological realities— 
powerlessness, injustice, and loss. These important elements exist in everybody's 
life and come into ours via the perceptions and the translations of those who raise 
us with the realities and influences that it impacted their lives. 
 
As a child, by definition, we are raised in dependent situations where 
powerlessness is coupled with dependents on others for our survival. The way 
those fundamental needs are met become both conscious and unconscious 
learning points teaching us about what we can expect from others regarding our 
fundamental survival needs. 
 
The uniqueness of each of our factors in our upbringing, without even thinking 
about it, cause us to develop strategies around the notion of powerlessness 
injustice and loss. For some those three factors become, on an unconscious level, 
major motivations to address the inequities that we see and long to correct. 
 
For some, including myself, the notion of injustice to another, especially a child, is 
something I simply cannot tolerate. This probably says something about my 
childhood, but whatever the facts this motivates me to address those injustices that 
are seen in our world daily. 
 
For others it may very well be the idea of helping those who have or are potentially 
going to experience loss without our intervention. Of course, that can easily be 
connected to the idea of powerlessness as many in those circumstances are 
confronted with that issue. All three of those variables are often apparent in the 
same situation that we experience daily as we grow up, choose a profession, or 
without thinking find ourselves in certain kinds of avocations that could address 
these issues one way or another. 
 
When we think of the hero it is easy to see how an unconscious issue relating to 
powerlessness injustice or loss in their lives could be a deep issue that drives them 
into behavior either personally or professionally that helps to correct these 
unconsciously perceived inequities. 
 
Hence the hero. This is not to say that those who perform heroic deeds are 
motivated solely by and attempt to resolve unconscious issues within themselves 
and their history. Sometimes, it is as simple as being in the right place (or wrong 
place) at the right time. For centuries newspapers and now with the 24/7 news 
cycle feeding on these issues for an audience, interesting and sometimes 
wrenching human stories shrink our world, wrapping it with the same stories over 
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and over about powerlessness, injustice, and loss. Much of the time these stories 
tell us that there's nothing we can do about it. 
 
Sometimes that reality drives people into actions to correct that which is clearly 
wrong in our immediate surroundings and our world. A reference to an issue that 
impacted me personally can be seen at Sri Lanka Tsunami 12/26/2004 and PTSD. 
 
I believe we can find in ourselves or anyone the role that powerlessness, injustice, 
and loss play, and have played in our lives, in our actions, as well as finding the 
conscious and unconscious forces which drive our attempt to make our world a 
better place as we attempt to survive its daily challenges. 
 
Let us explore the motivation and characteristics of heroism using several 
examples of heroic behavior. 
 
Harold G. Moore's deep religious beliefs and love for his troops, family, and 
country plus his extraordinary tactical skills made him a man who is still talked 
about today. His exploits "We Were Soldiers Once … and Young," written with 
Joseph L. Galloway (Moore, Harold; Joseph L. Galloway, 1992) takes us deep into 
the driving forces behind his gallant victory at La Drang in Vietnam. For many, his 
courageous actions still remain fascinating but inexplicable. Paralleling his combat 
skills were deep religious convictions that allowed him to act in ways that may 
seem strange. His integration of the paradox was at its foundation based on faith. 
 
For a number of those who made comments about heroes in this paper, religious 
conviction played an important role in their daily dangerous actions. 
 
Wanting to delve deeper into this I contacted my friend Phil Gioia. Phil was in the    
Vietnam ‘Tet’ Offensive in 1968 and fought as a platoon leader with the 82d  
Airborne Division at Hué, where he was wounded the first time. In 1969-70 he was  
a company commander, mostly out on the Cambodian border, with the First Air  
Cavalry Division. 
 

Capt. Phil Gioia offered his definition of a hero, “My 
definition of a ‘hero’ is one who risks his life without 
considering the cost, for an objective or ethos he 
believes at the moment to be transcendent. 
Personally, I don’t think my actions in any way in 
Vietnam ever qualified as ‘heroism’. The Silver Star 
(he received twice) is awarded for ‘gallantry’;  I can’t 
begin to describe what that is. I just did my job. As 
for the Purple Heart, no ambiguity there.” 
 
Phil in standard modesty, related the circumstances 

surrounding the Soldier’s Medal award for ‘saving human life while not in combat’, 
which he received when he was summoned to the Pentagon, and presented with 
the award by General Westmoreland, the Chief of Staff of the Army. 
Is being or becoming a hero context-related? That is to say, does it only happen in 
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a unique environment where certain variables come into play that normally may not 
occur in other circumstances? Perhaps a more fundamental question is what role 
does a hero play in the formation of our views, values and personality structure? 
Let's be clear, heroes come in all sizes and shapes for example, the teacher who 
reaches into their pocket and spends what little money they have on items for the 
students in the classroom. What about the people who tirelessly volunteer their 
time and energies to help others in less fortunate circumstance aren't they heroes? 
 
All of these individuals certainly qualify as people who those go above and beyond 
the call of duty. 
 

Captain Carol Chang Culbertson, US Navy, (Ret.) 
 
During her active duty in the Navy Carol was stationed in 
San Diego in support of antisubmarine warfare training. 
Carol put it this way, "Who is a hero? Every day we see or 
hear of heroes — ordinary people who spring into 
extraordinary action when they see someone in danger, or 
something going wrong. Heroes run toward danger, not 
away from danger. I believe there is a hero in each one of 
us; not just first responders and our armed forces but public 

servants such as teachers and social workers, to name a few." 
 
In a certain way, one might suggest that a hero is one who disregards personal 
self-interest and sometimes even good judgment or common sense for a cause 
larger than themselves. It is not natural to run towards a high-risk situation and 
face grave danger as hundreds of the New York Fire Department did at 911 at the 
World Trade Center. 343 firefighters died and the number related to subsequent 
illness adding still more deaths years after.	
 

Astronaut Dr. Ed Gibson 
 
In a protracted conversation with a friend, 
former Astronaut Ed Gibson, Chief Science 
Officer and pilot of Skylab Four, Ed 
discussed his notion of a hero and the things 
that people do that are important, and that 
change or save lives. 
 
In that regard, I asked him what was one of 
the moments in his life that came to mind of 
when he reflects on his 83 days in space? 
After a reflective pause over a distinguished 

career, he said, "I guess it was when I was doing an EVA or Extra-Vehicular 
Activity (one of eleven) looking down and was floating around in outer space in my 
space suit and seeing the world 300 miles below me. What I did was give it a quick 
look and then immediately get on with my job. Three things are essential for the 
hero, critical vision, courage, and commitment." 
Those three words mentioned by Ed resonated deeply in me, "Vision, Courage, 

Astronaut Dr. Ed Gibson doing EVA	
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and Commitment." 
 
Is a hero someone who has a dance ticket for a rendezvous with death and survive 
the soirée? Is that improbable survival some magical blend of luck? “Luck is when 
opportunity meets preparation,” a quote attributed to Roman philosopher Seneca. 
 
Clearly, some of those who face critical challenges are trained and prepared and 
their mental set can be an important influence on their actions and the outcome. 
 
I guess the takeaway for me was the notion of a commitment to something larger 
than yourself and a willingness and ability to stay with it to a successful outcome, 
hopefully. 
 
An "After Action Report" is a retrospective on what happened as well as what did 
not happen. Sometimes that which did not happen is the hardest thing to 
incorporate into one's psyche. 
 
I asked Mort Rosenblum, a pal for 46 years, to give his definition of a hero. He's 
covered three dozen wars and has written 14 books, was the editor of the 
International Herald Tribune and won a lot of awards. 
 
He was shortlisted 8 times for the Pulitzer in many tumultuous years. He was the 
winner of AP's top reporting award in 1990, 2000 and 2001. He had this to say: 
 

"I'm no hero, but I've always 
believed people should 
determine what they think is 
the right thing and do it, no 
matter what. It is not heroism 
to court danger for the sake of 
it. But in the presence of 
danger, you've got to confront 
it. Sometimes, that only 
requires losing a job you 
cherish. Occasionally, the risk 
is a lot greater." 
 

 
 

The Hero and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder 
 
Speculation with time can morph into seemingly quantifiable reality, plummeting 
baffling mysteries into explainable truths. Sometimes that "truth" isn't true. Just as 
nature hates a vacuum, so it is that the human being will fill an ethereal void, with a 
suitable explanation irrespective of later proven facts. 
 
 
Good fortune or luck can be written off to fate and survival to the proof of divine 
guidance. However, improbable the explanation it may serve the function of 

              Mort Rosenblum and Radovan Karadžić	
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bringing truth to question and balance to heretofore, imbalance. Sometimes it's the 
shrug of the shoulder or the sound of a glass hitting the top of a bar. It may be a 
quiet smile from a person walking with head held high, not in arrogance but, 
certainty. As a class of life, we need to understand why we survive and others 
don't. The thought may be fleeting, transitory or terminal it all depends on how we 
process difficult process. 
 
Perhaps an explanation or at least some clarity can be obtained by considering the 
thoughts of Carl Rogers and S. I. Hayakawa in their writings about the Self-
Concept. Generally, their position was that the way a person sees himself or 
herself has got to do with the way they organize their image of themselves to 
themselves. Hayakawa said, "The Self-Concept which he called the "Symbolic 
Self" is an organized configuration of perceptions about self that are available to 
awareness." It's the image you have of yourself. If part of that image is predicated 
on the idea that you are a "risk-taker" and committed to helping others in need, 
then you will put yourself in situations where the reinforcement of that "Symbolic-
Self" can be maintained and reinforced even at the risk of your own survival. 
 
If, for example, a person defines himself or herself as a "skydiver," "smoke jumper" 
or "paratrooper" you need to do certain things to maintain that conscious self-
image. That individual may find themselves, jumping out of a perfectly functioning 
airplane before it lands. The same is true for the individual committed to helping 
others in difficult or dangerous circumstance. To them a crisis or a combat mission 
becomes a kind of unconscious school bell, beckoning them into and not out of 
peril. 
 
Those who have lived through traumatic events may find themselves repeatedly 
reflecting on their own actions. Why did I do this or, why did I do that, and what 
could I have done that I did not do in those unreasonable or perhaps even 
improbable realities resulting in that terrible outcomes? When the event dwells in 
one's mind creating a state of unrest or imbalance and becomes a struggle for an 
explanation, the system can breakdown and such things as depression, irritability 
and sometimes even Post Traumatic Stress Disorder may become a problematic 
survival solution and strategy. It can become déjà vu, harkening them back to a 
time and place where they've consciously or even unconsciously, violated their 
image of themselves with dire consequences that are irreversible in and now. 
 
Many of those who could easily because of their actions, be called heroes shun the 
label or notion, because of that repetitive voice always reminding them that they 
could have, should have done more and if they had — things would have been 
different with a more successful outcome. It is not modesty nor is it a denial of the 
factors surrounding the events of the events, it is a mix of conscious and 
unconscious realities creating an unconscious itch that will not provide them with 
the release that they seek regarding a situation which is not here and now. 
 
The unconscious repetitive review of those factors can take a normally functioning 
person and destroy their lives. When that happens the trauma from the past gets 
projected into the future and wipes out here and now. When this becomes a 
habitual pattern is often referred to as PTS(D). 
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The hero walks the perimeter of theirs and another's personal hell and in their 
effort to help often gets burned and may carry those scars sometimes invisible but 
nevertheless, for life. Sometimes it is the admiration and fantasy of another they 
see as "the real hero" that drives them into their silence as their unconscious mind 
searches for what seems like an unobtainable balance that could bring about relief 
and calm in their system. 
 

The Consequence of Being Labeled a Hero 
 
To say that one is a hero may unconsciously separate him or her from those 
involved in the circumstances surrounding the event. That notion is antithetical to 
the thinking of the person and the actions. If you consider that usually in a crisis 
that culminates in a heroic deed, the last thing the "hero" would be thinking is 
distancing themselves from those with whom they were able and ready to make a 
major sacrifice. John 15:13 speaks to that mentality of the hero when it says, 
"Greater love has no one than this: to lay down one's life for one's friends." 
 
In the discussions that I have had both personally and professionally with those 
who risked their lives for the lives of others something was almost always 
universally there. You can call them selflessness, obtuse, bullheaded, single-
minded or simply a damn fool, but they were living the moment. 
 

Maj. Gen. Carl. G. Schneider USAF (Ret.) 
 
My friend Carl. G. Schneider says: "A hero is one who faces a tough or dangerous 
task despite fear and knowledge that the results may cause him or her bodily harm 
or ridicule." 
 

Carl is shown flying an A-7 corsair along with the 
factory representative (not in photo). They were 
recreating the exact mechanical conditions that had 
cost the lives of other pilots and loss of similar 
aircraft. "We simply re-created the events 
experienced, and later made sure that the 
problems were corrected. We took it all the way 
through testifying before Congress in addition to 
fixing the issue and returning the aircraft 
successfully back into service." 

 
The Hero and "The Presents" 

 
Carl was living every microsecond in the here and now! In those moments, that 
can either seems like a split second or a complete distortion of time with a spinning 
blurred instantly geared down to a slow, slow motion of life's realities and 
decisions. Flash, fix and fuse decision, direction and thought sometimes set the 
stage for what can turn out to be a lifelong reflection. Sometimes those echoed 
images haunt and shape the time left to living and how it forms life. 
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It is more than an accelerated feeling of living in the here and now. It is a sense of 
heightened awareness in the here and now. It is taking all five senses, sight, hearing, 
smell, taste, and touch and makes a magnifying moment that can echo over spans of 
time. 
 

Rear Adm. James A. Symonds, (Ret.) 
 
As Captain of the USS Ronald Reagan, here Jim 
presents the ship's flag to Nancy Reagan at the late 
President's funeral.  
 
Jim summed it up like this: "A hero is someone who 
commits an act for another, without regard for fear, or risk 
to himself. He does so through motivation based on 
concern for the other that is greater than concern for 
himself. You'll know when you've found a true hero. 
When you call her a hero, she'll say she's not, that she 
was doing what needed to be done. 
 

It is not just a heightened sense of awareness, it is the desire, ability, and decision 
to return to an event that others might call just plain crazy. It is not just in that 
sense unexplainable behavior in the face of crisis conflict or the unexpected it is, in 
fact, a translate unexpected but on some level to do the inappropriate. 
 
It makes absolutely no difference whether you believe in God or not it is simply a 
statement about a commitment, sacrifice, and will to go beyond yourself in 
relationship to the needs of others. 
 

The "X-Factor" in Making a Hero 
 
I don't believe that people go into life or death situations with the conscious 
awareness that it is their turn and their decision to really give up their life in fact, 
some have confessed that "I hoped that if someone had to die today it would be 
better if it was the other guy and not me." This thought is a natural self-
preservation notion and is understandable when life and death are possible 
outcomes in some critical circumstance. So does heroism boil down to 
magnanimity with self- interest? No. There is an "X-Factor." What is it? In a certain 
way, it's a paradox when an individual fined him or herself in a life-death 
circumstance, two things are present. One, they are absolutely and fully living the 
moment without any doubt. And two, there is an unconscious part of them where 
they metaphorically sit on their own shoulder creating some sort of psychological 
distance and watch the events unfolded before them with the belief that somehow 
they will survive. 
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Jerry W. Howe, Smokejumpers, FBI Special Agent 
(Ret.) 
 
Long-time friend Jerry Howe said it this way: "I have 
known true war heroes, a Top Gun pilot, FBI Special 
Agents, Smokejumpers, and Police Officers who have 
overcome unbelievable odds knowing they may well 
die. I consider myself to have been blessed with a life 
filled with great adventures. I never considered myself 
as a hero and never believed I was going to lose the 

fight. A hero is the person who knows he may lose but overcomes his fears and 
wins." 
 
On some level being a hero is a blend of narcissism and denial. "I have survived 
this long and my determination will surely overcome the logical obstacles to my 
survival." At this point, two other factors come into play: skill, and luck. Skill, that is 
the ability to draw on training and talents and to believe in yourself in relationship 
to the challenges that you face at that moment. 
 
 

William H.G. Norman, First Lieutenant, Second Infantry Division 
 

Life time pal, Bill Norman served inside the DMZ in 
Korea from 1969 to 1970. He had these comments 
about the hero: "A hero is a person who has shown 
great personal courage in the face of very difficult odds 
to face the risk of harm in order to advance the cause 
of someone else. He or she is possessed of the quality 
of sheer determination to overcome adversity, a 
statement to the evil god of terror and self-doubt: ‘I dare 
you, give me your best shot and it better be good 
because otherwise there is zero question that I am 
going to beat you.’" 
 
This demonstrates an interest in being able to confront 
and successfully overcome the challenge and luck is 
the unconscious denial of probability logic. If it is going 
to go wrong, it is not going to go wrong with me it will 

be somebody else after all I've survived this long. These kinds of circumstance 
make the individual who is living these kinds of moments introspective on some 
level and cavalier on the other. These are the kinds of events that build a band of 
brothers or bond people together. It need not take a long time to have this mental 
mingling of thought and people it is what I call time-intensity compensation. It is the 
intensity of the moment that can fuse people together with the commonality of a 
mutual struggle for survival. 
 
 
 

Bill Norman loaded up for night 
ambush patrol in Korea circa 1969	
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Tom Sheets, Colonel, US Marine Corps (Ret.) 
 

Tom Sheets shared these thoughts: "Many years 
ago I heard that the only difference between 
heroes and cowards is that heroes are braver five 
minutes longer! In over nearly three decades as a 
Marine infantry officer, I have found that those 
hailed as heroes by non-military observers rarely 
see themselves as heroes. More often than not, 
they will say, "I was just doing my job." 
 
What drives these people to perform such selfless 
and incredible acts of courage and bravery often 
at great personal risk? Tom believes, "It arises 
from a deeply instilled sense of duty; a duty to the 
mission, a duty to their unit, and perhaps most 
importantly, a duty to their comrades-in-arms. This 
sense of duty results from focused and disciplined  

training and strong organizational values that place mission and duty above self. 
To be sure, this phenomenon exists beyond the military. We also see it in law 
enforcement, firefighters, other first responders, and many citizens at large.  
Fear of the enemy, fear of the armed criminal, or fear of fire or natural disaster is 
not an issue. The fear that drives these people is the fear of letting others down 
who depend on them to do their duty.” 
 
These "heroes" are not extraordinary people. They are ordinary people who do 
extraordinary things in extraordinary circumstances. 
 
 

The People Above the Brass Pole 
 
Go to any firehouse and ask any firefighter what's the function of the "Brass Pole" 
right there? What you will hear is the professional mentality and programming of a 
hero. That brass pole is to provide the firefighter quicker access to the fire truck 
and ultimately, entrance into the high-risk situation that reinforces and maintains 
their Image of themselves. They cook, sleep, and hang out one floor above the 
brass pole so that when trouble comes, they can be quicker on the scene to help in 
the emergency. 
 
Children admire and sometimes even have a chance to celebrate their birthdays at 
a fire department and if they're lucky they may even get a chance to sit in a fire 
truck. What's the message — it is exciting, appreciated and it is helpful for our 
community. That programming can put some people on the track to becoming 
community-oriented helpers themselves. Think about it did you or your friends 
when you were young, fantasies of becoming a firefighter on your wish list as a 
child? 
 
It is generally known that when a crisis occurs, especially in combat situations, 
individuals do not fight for an ideal or political belief or a flag they fight for the 



	 12	

person next to them and their survival. That is how a Band of Brothers become 
brothers. It is that fusion of a common thread to a common need. It can be thought 
of as practical magnanimity. It is that moment when people go beyond themselves 
without thinking about the fact that that is what they're doing. 
 
It's the deepest definition of the word "team" it is the essence of the word “us.” And 
in some cases, it is hardened when the circumstance is an "us” versus them 
context." In these moments the essential definitions of love, sacrifice, and 
commitment are played out in a magnified moment that can last forever in the 
minds of those involved. 
 
One might ask what role does a belief in a deity play in these moments when life 
hangs on a split-second decision? I've heard two different thoughts regarding 
those instances. Some people have told me that they were so involved in survival 
within the moment that it simply had no bearing at all in their thought process or 
actions. 
 
Others have told me that they had already signed over their life to a belief in God 
and that their faith would guide them through perilous moments. Their religious 
belief had laid their foundation and now it was time to act out their role on life's 
larger stage with the full awareness that what will be shall be and whatever way 
God saw fit to manage this moment was covered by his divine guidance. 
 
Some people with whom I have had this discussion make this remark and add to it 
skill and luck and a great wingman make a lot of difference as well. 

 
 

Colonel Dick Toliver, USAF (Ret) 
 
Dick Toliver put it this way: "I served in the military with 
many heroes of every race, creed, and color. Truly, they all 
can be characterized rightly as follows: ‘Greater love has no 
one than this: to lay down one's life for one's friends.' 
Whenever I think of what a great hero or role model is as a 
person, husband, father, friend, or whatever, JESUS comes 
up as my first choice! He is waiting for me at the end of the 
runway."  

 
Johnny Mercer and Rube Bloom song says, "Fools rush in where angels fear to 
tread." Is it some sort of a psychological mechanism, more than likely 
unconsciously programmed early in childhood, to address fears and worries when 
they reach certain intensity? Is it when probability logic suggests that it's only a 
matter of time until your time is up? Can this be explained by a lack of faith or does 
faith play a role at all? Is it something more than hope or positive thinking when 
times are tough? 
 
Does one's belief system that tells you that Jesus died for your sins lay the 
foundation for confidence courage and hope? Or is it something more? These 
considerations are of course important, however a deep exploration of the role of 
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faith and being regularly involved in an heroic acts and deeds goes beyond the 
scope of this paper. 
 

Rollie Stevens, former Phoenix Firefighter 
 
Rollie says, "A hero is not reckless but is someone who acts 
at the moment employing his training irrespective of the risks 
of that moment. They are aware of those risks." He went on 
to say, "It is only later that he or she reflects upon the 
possible consequences of their actions." 
 
A basic principle in psychology is that all behavior is 
motivated, that is, there is a reason behind everything 
regarding our actions and behaviors. This area of inquiry 

also is something that must be limited in the exploration of heroic acts and what 
causes someone to take them. 
 
Putting a definitive explanation or label on any complex behavior such as heroic 
action is problematic at best. The variables presented here as insightful 
explanations are not presented as the authoritative answer to this obviously 
complex behavior that incorporates enumerable, intra-psychic and uniquely 
context-specific circumstance. 
 

Grace, Guts, and Gallantry 
 
My dear departed friend Andre, now resting in Arlington National Cemetery, needs 
to be in an article about heroes.  
 

Andre Le Gallo, BA 
 
Andre Le Gallo was a veteran of several coups, a war, and a revolution. During a 
distinguished thirty-year career with the CIA, he served in the Middle East, South 
East Asia, North and West Africa, and Eastern and Western Europe. He was Chief 
of Station in four countries, managing counterintelligence, covert action, and 
special operations. He was also the National Intelligence Officer for 
Counterterrorism. We co-authored an article –“The Somali Case” in the Forensic 
Examiner in Fall 2009. 
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Quiet and self-effacing in talks and travel we did 
together, I heard his thoughts on this subject. 
He once said to me: "Challenges exist on all 
human levels be they great or small when we 
choose to act, they reflect personal value, 
decisions some of which have a great impact on 
life and death." 
 
The inquiry into motivation and human behavior 
have encompassed thousands if not millions of 
books throughout the century. This inquiry is 
also beyond the scope of this paper. 

 
What can be said however, is that the full range of human emotion is relevant 
when considering the actions taken by individuals in their efforts to survive and to 
support others in that similar cause. One thing is sure, however, that when a 
situation encompasses a collective effort that, is to say a team, it generates a 
depth and unity that draws people closer than almost any other human experience. 
The notion of all for one and one for all is the ultimate definition of bonding. 
 

Joe Rosenthal: 
"I took the picture, the Marines took Iwo Jima." 

 
In the 1990's I was Vice President of the Press Club of 
San Francisco, a club whose President for some years 
was Joe Rosenthal, a Pulitzer prize-winning American 
photographer. While working for the AP, Joe took the 
iconic World War II photograph Raising the Flag on Iwo 
Jima on Mount Suribachi, during the Battle of Iwo Jima. 
His picture became one of the best-known photographs of 
the war, and the basis for the Marine Corps Memorial in 
Washington DC. Joe was a very quiet man who became 
an honorary United States Marine by the commandant of 
the Marine Corps.  

 
He dated a woman in the apartment next door to mine, so we 
dined together and saw each other at the club occasionally. His 
Raising the Flag on Iwo Jima was a large photo in the club filling 
the stairwell between floors. It was an equally large topic of 
conversation in the club. 
 
 

                                        Sidney Rittenberg 
 

Sidney Rittenberg was one of the most extraordinary individuals and close friend I 
ever had. Accused of being an American spy, he was twice sentenced to solitary 
confinement in a Chinese maximum-security prison. Moreover, the first year was 
spent in complete darkness without knowing whether he would ever see light, 
freedom or his family again. 
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Freedom was always as close as the guard on the other side of the steel door and 
the authorities down the hall. He never uttered those emancipating words, "Your 
torture and accusations are justified. I am a spy for the United States government." 
 
Sidney walked the 7-foot cell with philosophers he'd admired and studied from his 
university days at Chapel Hill. Heroes find solace and support in words and 
wisdom who linger in mind and spirit. 
 

For years he referred to me as "the most 
dangerous man," based on my ability to 
read the nonverbal signals from the 
unconscious mind, which reveal the deeper 
truth within us all. If I was the most 
dangerous man, he was clearly the bravest 
man I ever met. His recent passing will 
augment within me an even clearer 
definition of a hero. Honor, integrity, 
courage, and gentleness in the face 
protracted despair. Heroes are creative and 
flexible when their world seemingly shrinks 

dashing hope and leaving only dissolution and misery. He never gave in and died 
in August 2019 at the age of 98!  
 
E. E. “Buzz” Aldrin, former NASA Astronaut Group 3, Commandant U.S. Air Force 
Fighter pilot (Ret.) 
 
To most of us just ”Buzz.” Buzz and two other heroes like Sidney, were even 
further from home. Buzz is outspoken, opinionated and committed to find new 
frontiers. Of course, his actions turned out to be one of the most heroic adventures 
for all mankind. 

 
As I said earlier, the hero does not want to be 
separated from his mission or mates. In fact, he's 
always looking for another challenge to face with 
like-minded colleagues. Pulling his shirt open 
after our lunch the next adventure was clear: "Get 
your ass to Mars." Some heroes are "action 
junkies," looking for the next impossible dream to 
turn into a tangible reality for some, have 
changed our world forever and always. For Buzz, 
action is more than ego gratification, it's about 
ideals and adventure. 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Sidney and Mao prior to tougher times 
	

 Buzz and Barry after lunch;  
photo by Gen.Carl Schneider	
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                                          Fr. Michael Lapsey SSM 
 
Father Lapsley lost both hands and an eye in a letter bomb attack in Zimbabwe in 
1990. That didn't kill him; in fact, it started a new life traveling around the world 
doing programs he calls Healing of Memories Workshops. They ran in parallel to 
South Africa's Truth and Reconciliation Commission (1996-1997), creating 
additional platforms for those who wished to share their experiences and be heard 
compassionately. His gentle power and deep compassion reinforce the idea at the 
core of many heroes. Openness to difference and a willingness use his near-death 
experience as a catalyst to understand and address the pain of those who have 

suffered at the hands of others. 
 
He came to our home to meet and exchange 
ideas. When he arrived I opened the door and said 
to him, "How am I supposed to shake your hand?" 
He smiled and said, "You're not." Arms open we 
embraced and that began the growing love and 
respect for this international hero bent on making 
our world a better place. 

 
 
 

One dynamic is clear: although they were aware of their actions, they are generally 
reluctant to discuss them. Their selflessness and modesty are characteristic of 
these larger than life individuals. It is safe to say, their bold behavior not only 
fascinates us and for the most part have made our world a better and safer place 
to live. God bless the heroes, God bless them all! 

 
Summing It Up 

 
Let's review these observations about the conscious and unconscious activities 
associated with heroic behavior: 
 
 
There is an "X-Factor" as mentioned earlier in the noble actions of these 
individuals. Context determines meaning and perception determines reality. 
Somewhere tied up in that notion is a true insight into those we call heroes. Their 
actions in taking a crisis and searching for a creative solution with little regard for 
self-interest are the essence of their magnanimity. For some, it is founded in their 
philosophical and religious belief. For others, it is simply an action not locked in 
forethought but simply their translation of the mission and the factors necessary to 
successfully accomplish the mission. 
 
In the search defending the definition and the deeper understanding of what is a 
hero maybe the answer is in the hero. In retrospect, the characteristics of those 
individuals seem to have something in common. 
 
Here again the common characteristic of heroes, modesty to the point of being 
self- effacing. A real hero worthy of the name does not in almost all cases, discuss 

Father Lapsley and Sidney Rittenberg	
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the events or his actions and if they do, in most cases it simply, "I was just doing 
my job" 
 

Review of the Hero's Reaction to Powerlessness, Injustice, and Loss 
 
1) These individuals living every microsecond in the here now in "hero mode." 
 
2) Be they strangers, colleagues or loved ones they are a priority over oneself. 
 
3) An unconscious meta-level awareness of their actions is generally known. 
 
4) An accurate assessment of risk i.e., denial, may play a role in their actions. 
 
5) Skill and luck and altruism are also strong variables factors. 
 
6) There is an unconscious denial of probability logic in relation to consequences. 
 
7) (OUR TEAM) is an essential aspect of conscious and unconscious motivation. 
 
8) For some, there is a "higher risk addiction" that drives motivations and actions. 
 
9) There is a fusion of a common threat to a common need. 
 
10) A full spectrum of human emotion conscious and unconscious are involved. 
 
Let us consider the fundamental characteristics that can be found within almost all 
of the heroes. These individuals are living every microsecond in the here and now. 
One of the things that is abundantly clear about the hero is that they are tenacious. 
They simply don't quit when common sense or self-preservation dissuade many 
from further actions that is often the beginning point for those individuals to take 
action. The hero is tenacious and doesn't quit. 
 
Another characteristic of these individuals is that they are almost universally self- 
effacing and humble and quiet regarding their heroic deeds. There are several 
reasons why that is the case one being that they don't want to relive the situation 
where they demonstrated extraordinary behaviors. Moreover, singling them out 
does just that. It removes them on some psychological level from the individuals for 
whom they performed their extraordinary deeds. One of the last things they want is 
to lose contact with those who were so important to them in a context that they 
were willing to risk themselves for the sake of another. So it can be said that the 
hero is humble in almost all cases. 
 
In the context of the heroes’ actions, it can be said that they are constantly seeking 
opportunities to reach out and to help those in need, at their own peril and without 
benefit to themselves.  They are endless givers. The hero is, by definition, helping 
others with little consideration for self or consequence. The hero's focus is on 
everyone else needs rather than personal benefit or gain. The driving force is 
magnanimous and is other-oriented regardless of who they are or their origins. 
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When these characteristics are added together the messages are clear. THE 
HERO is… 
 

                                Tenacious 
                                Humble 
                                Endlessly 
 
                                Helping 
                                Everyone 
                                Regardless (of) 
                                Origins 
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