
School or Military 

 My daily life that I was accustomed too was about to end in a few months, it was time 

for me to put my big boy pants on in life and do something productive.  It ended up happening 

on a sticky, humid and hot day in June in Michigan.  I was graduating high school and receiving 

my high school diploma.  What should I do next?  Less than 24 hours later, Marcus, my best-

friend from high school, and I, began an endeavor across the country, from Michigan to Las 

Vegas, NV.  No goal in mind, just to get away and see the beautiful country and all the cultures 

it had to offer.   

 Marcus had never been to the western states, and I had just moved from Utah to 

Michigan 9-months earlier.  I was determined to have him see the beauty of the West.  But, 

there was a larger motive to the road-trip.  I needed to get away from my family who thought 

they knew what was best for me.  I packed up the car, and officially moved out of my parent’s 

house once we started driving west. 

 My uncle called me during our road-trip to convince me to go to school.  During my 

senior year of high school, I was flirting with the idea of joining the military.  I was pretty vocal 

about it as well, telling other students, teachers, advisors and my parents about what I was 

thinking.  My uncle was evidently pretty determined to convince me not to do that.  He was a 

(now retired) heart surgeon in Las Vegas.  It intrigued me because he was telling me to do what 

he was familiar with.  I wasn’t familiar with college or the military at that time, so his reasoning 

was lost on me.  He just irritated me because it was distracting me from my vacation with my 

friend. 



 The whole-point of the road-trip was to remove that influence.  So I told my uncle I will 

think about it, then took the time to enjoy the road-trip with Marcus.  It began in earnest when 

we got to Yellowstone National Park in Wyoming.  Marcus saw true mountains for the first time 

in his life.  The mountains created raging rivers, like the one that was running parallel to the 

road we were driving on.  The look on Marcus’ face was sheer awe when he saw the raging 

river.  He had never seen anything like it before, with so much raging energy and beauty.  His 

reaction was like a non-believer suddenly seeing proof and becoming a believer. 

 We pulled the vehicle over to a pull-out and stopped driving.  Marcus, being the smart 

future-planner that he is, had packed Meals ready-to-eat (MRE’s) before starting our road-trip.  

It was cheaper than having to buy food.  We each grabbed an MRE and walked down to the 

river to find a flat open space to have a picnic.  It was picture perfect, next to a river in a shallow 

and lush canyon.  The fish in the river were jumping out of the water and chasing one another 

up and down the river.  They were playing and enjoying life just like children play and enjoy life 

with each other.  Trees in full-bloom were blocking out the intense high-elevation sun, heat and 

wind, which can be miserable if it is too strong.  This was the moment that helped me make up 

my mind about my immediate future.   

 My MRE was uneventful and not worth remembering, neither good or bad.  But I 

remember Marcus’s MRE vividly.  He had a vegetarian and egg omelet.  He’s been known to try 

new things and he was hungry, so he prepared it and took one bite when it was done.  He spat 

out that bite and threw away the rest.  Usually MRE’s are tolerable, but there was one that did 

not want to be eaten by him.  The rest of his meal was filling enough.   



 In the back-ground, the river was crashing against rocks and boulders, Marcus told me 

something that he learned a little-time before, when he was at his Basic Training.  He went to 

Basic Training before his senior year of high school, from which he didn’t receive his high school 

diploma.  Upon his graduation from Basic Training, though, his company commander was giving 

a speech and in that speech he mentioned service to your community.  Marcus remembers him 

saying that service to others is the greatest thing a person can do with their life.  It doesn’t 

matter if you have a degree or not, nor how smart or dumb a person may be, how poor or rich, 

or the amount of possessions a person may have.  But that person’s life as a whole, and the 

importance of protecting and serving it.  That is the military’s role; service.  After hearing his 

commanders speech, Marcus knew he made the right decision in his life.  It was convincing 

enough for me.  Service to others is the greatest use of ones’ time.  I decided right there, next 

to the river, sunbathing in the broken sun’s rays, at Yellowstone National Park, Wyoming, to 

join the Air Force.   

 When I told my family I was joining the military and the Air Force, my step-siblings 

scoffed at me, my parents told me I was making a mistake, and my uncle tried to convince me 

to go to school again.  When I told them I wanted to serve other people, they gave me a sort of 

dumb-founded look on their face.  Evidently, no one told them what the greatest thing in life 

was.     

 Fast forward six years.  I am separated from the military and was looking for the next 

positive impact I could do for others.  I didn’t know what that would look like quite yet, and still 

don’t, so I decided to invest in myself and use my GI Bill.  It gave me a monthly stipend that was 



enough to cover my bills each month, but it afforded me time to think about my life and my 

service to others.   

 In school, I noticed a stark difference in teaching styles between the military and formal 

educational institutions.  Before the Air Force even begins to teach and train the technical skills 

they teach professionalism, discipline, service, integrity, and excellence during Basic Military 

Training (BMT).  The Air Force drilled their core values into your memory and mind until it’s 

understood completely.  They are; Integrity First, Service Before Self, and Excellence in All We 

Do.  Not until an airmen truly understands those concepts will they learn the technical skill the 

Air Force will be paying them to do.   

 Not once, since I first enrolled in college until now, has school gone over any remotely 

related concepts with me and other students during class.  I was never taught in school that 

serving others is the greatest thing in life, they never taught me to make your work as excellent 

as possible regardless of how long it might take.  Nor did they teach integrity, doing what is 

right when no one is looking.  I haven’t had a single class that goes over professionalism, just 

the technical skill that is needed in order to graduate.  And, success is measured via letter 

grades, not the amount of positive impact on society. 

 My family still mocks me, they say things like “I’m glad I didn’t have to do that”, or “I 

don’t think that lowly of my son joining”.  My step-siblings father had said that about my step-

brother joining.  But when they say things like that, they make themselves look very selfish and 

dishonest.  They were not told of what the greatest thing in life is, and, that is serving others.  

Which is, ironically, the saddest thing in life, not knowing the fulfillment that serving others 

provides in one’s life.  Coincidentally, serving others is a reliable way to become wealthy.  The 



more people a person can serve, the more there will be people willing to trade in their money 

for their service.      

 School is great and it serves a major purpose by educating millions of people, but it does 

not teach service to others.  The military does.  I experienced both first hand, and firmly believe 

that the military does more for a person’s life that what school provides.   

   

 

 

 


