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WE WERE SOLDIERS: 
GLORIOUSLY FACING GHASTLY 

THINGS 
 

After watching We Were Soldiers, 
 I called retired U.S. Army General Bill McClain, 

former Chief of Public Affairs at the Pentagon, 
Viet Nam veteran, 
member of this church, and 
a man I’m proud to call my friend. 

 
I said, “Bill, I have just re-watched We Were Soldiers. 
 And I have one question for you. 
 Do men like Hal Moore really exist?” 
 
Bill’s immediate response was: Absolutely. 
 
I want to believe that’s true. 
 
Men who are courageous. 
Men who care more about others 
 than they care about themselves. 
Men who don’t make promises they can’t keep, 
 and can’t break the promises they make. 
Men who don’t run or hide  

or bend or break. 
 

I want to believe that such men exist. 
And I want to believe I can become more like them. 
 
We Were Soldiers is a movie about war. 
 
But it’s not a movie that glorifies war. 
 
There is no Patton, 
 surveying a burning battlefield, 
 saying to himself: I love it. God help me, I do love it so. 
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The enemy are not Asian devils when they attack 
or faceless casualties when they die. 

They are presented as human beings,  
real men who we have seen frightened as the battle begins 

but brave when they must act; 
 men who have girlfriends and wives 

who weep for them when they die. 
 
We Were Soldiers also takes time to introduce us to the men fighting for  

The United States, 
mainly young men, 
 who leave their beds and their wives and  

who kiss their sleeping children good-bye, 
some for the last time, 

to do what their country has called them to do. 
We feel their deaths because We Were Soldiers 
 makes sure we know that before they were soldiers they were men. 
 
If We Were Soldiers does not present war as a gung ho glory fest, 
neither does it do what so many other war movies made in the latter half  
 of the 20th century felt the need to do: 
make a political statement  

that condemns military actions in general 
 and the Viet Nam war in particular. 
 
It doesn’t praise the cynics and the skeptics on the sidelines 
 while demonizing those on the field of battle. 
 
It’s a simple, but powerful, statement that war is hell. 
A bloody, merciless, unfair, chaotic hell. 
 
And after getting as up close and as personal 

as We Were Soldiers takes us, 
it’s easier to understand the truism that nobody hates war more than soldiers. 
 
We Were Soldiers is more than a movie about war. 
It is primarily a movie about the men who go to war. 
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And it is a statement  
that men are capable of great heroism and loyalty; 

 that men can overcome their prejudices and  
even their instinct for self-preservation 

   to look out for one another with sacrificial devotion, 
 and that there is a huge distinction between being macho and being  
  masculine, 
 and while the former is bluster and boyish, 
  the latter is noble and manly. 
 
In a sense, the message of We Were Soldiers is found in the words of  
 
G. K. Chesterton: If there are ghastly things to be faced, the only thing we 

 can do is to make it glorious to face them. 
 
We Were Soldiers tells us that war is a ghastly hell. 
But men can be glorious in how they face it. 
 
And no one does it more gloriously than then Lt. Col. Hal Moore, 
 as he leads – and serves – his men in the Ia Drang Valley, 
 often referred to as the valley of death, 
in what was the first major conflict between  
 U. S. forces and the North Vietnamese. 
 
Five years ago in Quest 
 I did a series on spiritual leadership. 
And I asked you guys to list the qualities of the best leader 
 you had known and worked with personally. 
 
Hundreds of our guys responded. 
Dozens of traits were listed. 
But there were three primary qualities that stood out. 
They were stated and described in different ways, 
 but the vast number of responses fell into three categories. 
 
All three we find magnificently embodied in Hal Moore. 
And they made him not only an admirable leader, 
 but a hero that other men were willing to follow into the valley of death 
  and into the hell of war. 
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Here’s the first. 
 
1. COMPETENCE. 
 
In the midst of the chaos of battle, 
 Hal Moore is supremely competent when it comes to sizing up  

what’s happening and what needs to be done. 
 
He make decisions, 
 he makes them quickly, 
 he makes them confidently and with authority. 
And he makes them right. 
 
Here are some examples taken from different part of the movie. 
 
Montage 
56.03-56.23/51.36-51.59/57.09-57.38/1.29.56-1.30.13/1.34.25-1.35.28  
 
Hal Moore is more than a courageous soldier. 
He is a skilled, knowledgeable, and magnificently prepared commander  

who is capable of giving orders,  
adapting his tactics, and  
improvising his plans in a matter of seconds. 
 

That kind of competence doesn’t just happen. 
 
Here’s a partial listing of his training and his experience. 
 
In 1945 he graduated from West Point. 
Later he would receive master’s degrees from Harvard and  

George Washington University. 
He served in the 187th Airborne Infantry Regiment in Japan 
 from 1945-1948. 
In Korea he commanded both a rifle company and a heavy mortar company
 in combat.  
 
He next served as Regimental and then Divisional Assistant Chief-of-Staff, 

Operations and Plans. 
In 1954, Moore returned to West Point and served for three years as an  
 instructor in infantry tactics. 
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He attended the Command and General Staff College 
 and completed the course of study at the National War College in 1964. 
 
That’s the resume and the experience and the man  

who the following year took the 1st Battalion of the 7th Cavalry  
into the battle of Ia Drang. 

 
Educated, 
 experienced, and 

tested. 
 
And if you watched the movie, 
 you noticed while still at Fort Benning, 
 the number of times that Moore is up late, 
  going over reference books that describe the battles of Indochina, 

knowing that he and his men will soon be there. 
 
It reminds me of something that Joe Paterno said: 
 
Joe Paterno: The will to win is important but the will to prepare is vital. 
 
I said when we looked at Cinderella Man  
 that heroes win their battles from the heart, 
 from the inside out. 
And I believe that’s true. 
 
But heart is not just about wanting something or fighting for something  

in the moment of battle. 
Heart is about wanting something so badly 
 that you are willing to train and study and get prepared 
  long before the battle begins. 
 
Competence matters. 
The knowledge you have gained. 
The skills you have mastered. 
The wisdom you have acquired 
 before the first shot is ever fired 
 or the first battlefield decision has to be made. 
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Phillips Brooks: Some day, in years to come, you will be wrestling with the  
 great temptation, or trembling under the great sorrow of your life. But the  
 real struggle is here, now, in these quiet weeks. Now it is being decided  
 whether, in the day of your supreme sorrow or temptation, you shall  
 miserably fail or gloriously conquer. 
 
What Brooks says about sorrow and temptation 
 is also true about the other decisive moments of our lives. 
 
Have we learned the truths we need to know, 
 have we acquired the strengths and the wisdom we need to possess, 
 have we developed the relationship with God that will be essential 
when and our souls and our families and our mission as men of God 
 are on the line? 
 
It takes heart to be a hero. 
But often it takes more than heart. 
 
It takes a level of competence 

that allows you to understand what’s going on in the chaos around you,  
 and that gives you the ability to do what is necessary and what is right. 

 
You may think I’m being overly dramatic. 
After all, Colonel Moore and the men of 7th Cav were in a battle. 
They had to be prepared. 
They were in a war zone. 
 
Men, so are you. 
In case you haven’t noticed it, 

there is a war going on. 
This world is a battle ground. 
 
We have been dropped into a hot LZ, 

we are in enemy territory, and 
 we are surrounded by a hostile culture  
that would love to see us fall. 
 
Look how Paul describes the Christian life. 
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Ephesians 6.10-17:  
Put on the full armor of God, so that you can take your stand against the 
devil’s schemes. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but 
against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark 
world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. 
Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil 
comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done 
everything, to stand. Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around 
your waist, with the breastplate of righteousness in place, and with your 
feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace. In 
addition to all this, take up the shield of faith, with which you can 
extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one.  Take the helmet of 
salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God. 

 
It’s a war, Paul says. 
And you had better be prepared for battle. 
 
I see it all the time. 
I’ve seen too much of it in the last month. 
Men who become casualties. 
 
Men who are unprepared for the spiritual battles of  
 temptation and discouragement and the pressures of life. 
They are good men 
 but they don’t understand what’s happening to them until it’s too late 
  and they don’t know what to do when they do understand. 
 
They haven’t prepared themselves 
 to anticipate the tactics of the enemy 
 or to defend themselves when the attack comes. 
 
And they become casualties 
 and when they do, those who are depending on them, 
  usually at home, 
 become casualties, too. 
 
Men, are you competent, spiritually? 
 
The most important battles of your life will be spiritual battles. 
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Are you capable of discerning the difference between truth and error? 
Can you overcome the bitterness in your heart that will drain the  

life out of your spirit? 
Do you know how to pray in such a way that in the moment of trial and  
 temptation the power of God gives you the strength you need? 
Are you able to recognize materialism and greed, 
  so you can protect not only yourself but also your children from its  
   deadly effects? 
Have you learned how to love your wife when it’s hard to do so in a way  
 that speaks to who she  is?  
 
Heroes have huge hearts 

and they fight with passion. 
But some battles require more than that. 
They require knowledge and wisdom 

and the ability, in the words of Hal Moore  
to calm down, understand the situation, communicate clearly  
and do the right thing. 

 
Recommend some books for you. 
 
 
There was a second trait that you guys mentioned five years ago when I  
 asked you about great leaders you have known. 
 
To my surprise it was  
 
2. COMPASSION. 
 
Caring for others, concerned about people, loving. 
Those are the words you used. 
 
That wouldn’t have surprised me if I had been interviewing women, 
 but this was what you men said was important in a leader. 
Being compassionate. 
 
So maybe it won’t surprise you, 
 but in the hero heart of the warrior named Hal Moore, 
you find that very thing. 
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You see it in how he loves his wife and his children. 
And you see it in how he thinks about and treats his men. 
 
Again, a few clips put together. 
 
23.54-24.23/1.03.30-1.04.00/1.21.00-1.21.40/2.02.57-2.04.35 
 
Most heroes, 
 they become heroes because others believe in them  

and want to stand with them and help them. 
I don’t think heroes love people 
 so people will help them. 
But I do think that one reason people help heroes is 
 because heroes love people. 
 
Heroes ask people to take risks, 
 and make sacrifices, 
 and change their priorities, 
 and face ghastly things in a glorious way. 
 
And people won’t do that 
 if they think they are pawns in a game. 
If they bellieve the leader sees them as expendable pieces on a chess board, 
 they won’t give their hearts  
  or expend their lives. 
 
So men who treat others as less than people 
 don’t receive the devotion and the help 
that most heroes need to win the battle 
 and carry the day. 
 
General Norman Schwarzkopf was one of Hal Moore’s students 
 at West Point. 
Schwarzkopf called Moore one of his heroes 
 and the reason he choose the infantry. 
 
Gen. Norman Schwarzkopf: I have seen competent leaders who stood in  
 front of a platoon and all they saw was a platoon.  But great leaders stand  
 in front of a platoon and see it as 44 individuals, each of whom has  
 aspirations, each of whom wants to live, each of whom wants to do good. 
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Heroes never forget that men win wars. 
Not swords or guns or tanks or jets; 
 ultimately, it’s people. 
What they’re willing to do, 
 what price they’re willing to pay, 
 how far they’re willing to go. 
 
Machine guns and tanks aren’t insecure,  
 they don’t have hopes and hurts, 
 they don’t need to feel important, 
  or be reassured when they mess up, 
and they don’t need the man beside them 
 or the man who leads them to care. 
 
But people do. 
Men do. 
 
So relationships are critical 
 and compassion is important for the hero to exhibit. 
 
Remember this scene? 
 
16.48 - 17.31– Crazy Horse – all have is each other 
 
I’ve told you before that no matter what business you think you’re in, 
 you’re in the people business. 
 
You may think you’re in the oil business 
 or the law business 
 or the accounting business 
 or the car repair business, 
but if you want to be successful, 
 you better forget that nonsense 
and remember that you are in the people business. 
 
It’s people who will  
 help you and 
 stand with you and 
 defend you and 
 watch your back. 
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Nothing else will. 
And heroes, 
 people help them 
because they care about people. 
 
There’s a scene that’s particularly insightful 
 and it shows that Hal Moore 
 knew exactly what I’m talking about. 
 
He approaches a helicopter pilot named Snake, or something close to that 
 at Fort Benning; 
 they’ve never met before, 
 but Moore wants him and his crew to be the team that flies them in and  
  out of battle. 
 
 
Watch how wise Moore is 
 and then watch as we jump into the battle. 
 
8.01-8.28 fade in/out 1.07.36-1.08.41  introduces self 
 
Colonel, that’s the last flight. 
I’ve done my job. 
I’ve done all I’m supposed to do. 
And I risked my life to do it. 
 
But, Colonel, you need us,  
 you call us. 
 
Men will not fly into hell for men they don’t know. 
But they will fly into hell for men they love 
 and for the men who love them. 
 
One of our Quest men sent me an email this past week. 
 
His father was the Executive Officer of a United States Navy  

Underwater Demolition Team/ SEAL unit.   
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He writes: while there are many mystical (Hollywood) aspects associated  
with these Navy men, the bottom line is they have the same basic 
emotions that we do.   

I often hear of some men who feel it is unmanly to forgive, express love, or 
 even change a diaper.   

My dad was one of those "tough guys" with an elite unit who did all those  
 things and more. 
 
The letter below was written to my mother as this man further expressed his 

heartfelt message below about my dad and how he impacted his life. 
Let me say this man was a tough guy, too.   

Chip was part of the Navy LEAP Frogs –  
the parachute team of the UDT / SEAL that performs around the 
country - and one of its founding members which set the bar for others 
to follow. 

I am proud of the fact that my dad took time to believe in this man.  It  
 obviously made a huge difference. 
 
Miss Dorothy,  
 
I just finished a telephone call with my mentor, my buddy, Jim. What a treat 
it is for me to talk with a guy who is woven so tightly into the fabric of my 
life. Civilians, especially men, could never understand how I could exchange 
"I love ya Buddy" with an old Frog. But you know how much I do love Jim 
Batton and what a keystone he was in my life and career. 
 
When others might have dismissed me, it was Jim who gave me another 
"opportunity" to learn how to get it right. Battlin" Batton was a great 
descriptive phrase for him. Lord knows he was tough and never backed 
down no matter how mean the obstacle or man. 
 
Please sneak up on him and give him an extra big hug and tell him it's from 
me - and tell Jim once again how important he has been in my life. God, I do 
love that man so. He's been a great surrogate father and leader for young 
sailors like me..... 
 
Two Navy Seals. 
Imagine the things they must have done together. 
 
 



 

 

13 

But 45 years later that’s not what they’re writing about. 
They’re writing about love. 
 
Navy Seals! 
 
Men value competence. 
But they never forget love. 
 
Even the toughest of men. 
 
They never forget the love that believed in them 

and stood beside them 
and gave them a second chance 
and mentored them. 

 
And they never forget the heroes who loved them. 
That’s what you just heard in that letter. 
And that’s what you saw in Hal Moore 
 in We Were Heroes.  
  
Final trait, and though Moore possessed all of them, 
 if there’s one that somehow surpasses the others, 
it’s 
 
 
3. CHARACTER. 
 
Not surprisingly, five years ago this is the trait that you listed 
 as most important for being a great leader. 
 
Here’s a definition. 
 
Character: The ability to do what’s right regardless of the circumstances or  
 the consequences. 
 
No one will bat a thousand. 
Fortunately people don’t expect or need perfection in their heroes. 
 
But they must be able to trust their heroes and their leaders. 
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And it’s character than makes trust possible. 
 
People will tolerate honest mistakes. 
But violate their trust  
 and it will be hard to regain their confidence. 
 
The opposite is also true. 
Prove yourself a man of character. 
Develop a resume of doing what’s right, 
 regardless of the circumstances or the consequences, 

and people will look to you, and follow you,  
and you will have an incredible opportunity to impact their lives 
 and inspire them to be more than they ever thought possible. 

 
Clip 9.54-10.15/10.29-11.07 
 
 
You inspire men by being with them, 
 and by being first, 
 leading the way. 
And that’s character. 
 
Again,  
 
General Schwarzkopf: Leadership is a potent combination of strategy and  
 character.  But if you must be without one, be without strategy. 
 
What does character look like? 
 
It looks like honesty, 
 telling people the truth, 
 even when it’s tough to hear and tough to say. 
Because people need and deserve the truth. 
Even when the truth is: Not all of us will live through this. 
 
It looks like staying put in the middle of the battle 

when you have an excuse to take off. 
 
It looks like leading the way  
 and not asking others to do what you won’t do. 
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It looks like keeping your promises. 
 
Clip: 12.09-12.57/1.46.07-1.46.48/1.53.32-1.54.04/33.56-34.58 (starting at 
34.19 put in over the audio 46.30-40 and 2.05.30-2.06.48) 
 
What does it mean to be a man? 
Ask most men that question, 

and their answers will have something to do with strength. 
 
Foolish men think of that strength as being physical in nature. 
Immature men think of that strength as the ability to exert their will over  
 others. 
 
What makes boys into men  
 is not strength of body  
  or the ability to intimidate others. 
What makes boys into men is strength of character. 
 
It’s the strength that does what’s right regardless of the circumstances or  
 the consequences. 
 
It’s living by a set of core principles, 
  when it would be easier to ignore them. 
 
It’s believing that there are values that are greater than your own  
 advancement, recognition and happiness, 
and living by those values. 
 
And it is the primary trait that will cause people to trust you and be inspired  

by you and will make you a hero in the eyes of others 
and make you proud of yourself. 

 
David was the greatest warrior in the history of Israel 

and her greatest king. 
 
When he knows he’s about to die 
 and his son Solomon will take his place, 
look what he tells his son and  
 how he describes what it means to be a man. 
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I Kings 2.1-3: When the time drew near for David to die, he gave a charge to Solomon  

his son.  "I am about to go the way of all the earth," he said. "So be strong, show  
yourself a man, and observe what the Lord your God requires: Walk in his ways, and  
keep his decrees and commands, his laws and requirements ….” 

 
He gives Solomon this exhortation: Be strong, show yourself a man. 
 
And then he gives an explanation of the kind of strength he’s thinking  

about: walk in the ways of God, keep his decrees and his commands, do  
all that he requires. 
 

What makes boys into men  
 is not strength of body 
 but strength of character. 
 
I have never been in battle 
 and don’t know how I would respond if I were. 
I hope I would be brave and honorable. 
 
Most of us never have and never will be called to war. 
That kind of courage and character will not be demanded of us. 
 
But moral courage will be required of every one of us if our lives 
 are to be admirable and heroic. 
The moral courage to stand up for what we believe in, 
 to honor our commitments, 
 to do what’s right when it’s costly to do so 
  and there’s an easy way out, 
 to be honest with others – and with ourselves 
  when we’d rather pretend and lie. 
 
The moral courage and character that is required to be a man, 
 rather than a boy-child in a man’s body, 
will be and is required of every one of us 
 because we follow a Hero who lived that way. 
 
Mike Murdock: Jesus never begged anyone to believe in Him.  He knew that integrity 
   cannot be proven; it must be discerned.  He never wasted time with critics.  He kept 
   his attention on his goal.  He stayed focused.  … They accused Jesus of being filled 
   with devils!  He paid no attention.  He simply continued to cast out devils.  Jesus never 
   strived to “look good.”  He simply was good.  He did not labor to appear truthful.  He 
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   was truthful. He never struggled to have a good reputation.  He had character. 


