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The Central Argument

Every human being is hardwired to flourish. We are built to belong, to serve, to become. The
military understood this — not philosophically, but operationally. It built a formation system
designed to answer, daily and concretely, the questions most people spend their entire lives
unable to answer clearly:

e Whoam I?

e What am | for?

e Who needs me?

e What is worth dying for?

It answered those questions through three interlocking systems, delivered simultaneously from
day one of service:

VISION — The Motto Each branch encoded its mission, purpose, and identity in a
phrase short enough to engrave on a coin and repeatable enough to become identity. The
motto is the north star — the answer to what am | for, compressed into a sentence.

VOCATION — The Branch of Service Each branch gave the service member a
specific, concrete theater of neighbor love. Not an abstraction — a role. A unit. A mission. A
face-to-face encounter, repeated daily, through which love of country and love of fellow
soldier was lived outwardly. Vocation is the place where vision becomes practice.

VIRTUE — The Core Values Each branch named the character required to fulfill its
mission and then built deliberate formation systems — training, ceremony, drill, hierarchy,
unit cohesion, shared suffering — to develop that character until it was no longer effortful
but habitual. The Core Values are the virtue curriculum. They answer: what kind of person
must | become to live this mission faithfully?
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FELLOWSHIP — The Unit The band of brothers and sisters. The community of mutual
accountability, shared identity, and belonging that sustained Vision, Vocation, and Virtue
simultaneously. The unit is not incidental to military formation — it is the medium through
which all three of the above become durable. Without the unit, the motto is a slogan.
Without the unit, the Core Values are a poster on the wall.

At discharge, all four collapsed simultaneously. The veteran did not lose a job. She lost the
complete and coherent formation ecosystem that was doing all four things at once. That is why
the wound goes so deep. That is why needs-and-barriers work alone cannot fill it. And that is why
the rebuilding work must address all four — Vision, Vocation, Virtue, and Fellowship — not
merely stabilize behavior.

“You didn’t just leave a job. You left the only institution that ever
answered all four questions at once.”

A Note on Official vs. Unofficial Mottos

Five of the six branches have clear, officially adopted mottos. The U.S. Navy is the exception —
and that exception is worth understanding correctly.

/\ Accuracy Note: The Navy has no single officially designated branch motto. Non sibi sed
patriae — “Not for self but for country” — is its most historically recognized unofficial motto
and the most substantive for this argument. Semper Fortis (“Always Courageous”) also
circulates as unofficial but is less historically grounded. If challenged, the honest answer is:
no official motto exists; Non sibi sed patriae is the traditional phrase and the most meaningful
for our purposes.

— Official Motto

Narrative Frame: Guardian / Steward

Story Implied: There is something already given — nation, people, ideals — worth
protecting. Something sacred has been entrusted to me and | am accountable for its
preservation.

Military Formation System 2 © 2026 Bard Legal LLC



Moral Posture: Duty, vigilance, sacrifice

“I act because something sacred has been entrusted to me.”

This is a defensive narrative of preservation, emphasizing continuity, accountability, and the
weight of inherited responsibility. The motto appears on the official Army seal — wrapped
around a rattlesnake, the Revolutionary symbol of readiness to defend — and has been in
continuous use since the founding. It encodes duty not as an imposed obligation but as the
natural response of someone who understands what they have been given.

Core Values (Virtue Formation):
Loyalty - Duty - Respect - Selfless Service - Honor - Integrity - Personal Courage (LDRSHIP)

Vocation (Branch of Service): Ground combat, logistics, engineering, intelligence,
and the full range of land-based operations. The soldier’s vocation is protecting people and
terrain — the most literal expression of “This We'll Defend.”

Formation Connection: The LDRSHIP acronym is itself a formation tool — seven virtues
compressed into a word, memorized, recited, and evaluated. Selfless Service is vocation
stated as a Core Value. Loyalty is fellowship encoded as character. The Army’s formation
system did not separate Vision, Virtue, and Vocation — it wove them together into a single
identity.

U.S. Marine Corps

— Always Faithful — Official Motto

Narrative Frame: Brotherhood / Covenant

Story Implied: | belong to a tribe that never abandons its own. My identity is constituted by
the bonds | share with the people to my left and right, and those bonds do not end at
discharge.

Moral Posture: Loyalty, honor, identity-through-belonging

“T act because I am bound to others.”
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This is arguably the strongest relational identity narrative of all six branches — and the most
durable. “Semper Fi” functions as a living greeting among Marines long after service ends. It is
not nostalgia; it is identity maintenance. The motto encodes a covenant understanding of
belonging: not a contract that expires, but a bond that defines who you are.

Core Values (Virtue Formation):
Honor - Courage - Commitment

Vocation (Branch of Service): Expeditionary warfare, rapid response, amphibious
operations. The Marine’s vocation is to be first in — the most forward-deployed, the most
austere, the most demanding. The covenant of Semper Fidelis is not incidental to that
vocation; it is what makes it survivable.

Formation Connection: The Marine Corps is the clearest institutional embodiment of
Fellowship as a formation system. The unit cohesion research consistently identifies Marines
as having the strongest peer-identity bonds of any branch. Semper Fidelis is the motto, but
it is also the description of the fellowship — the always-faithful community that forms
character through shared suffering and mutual accountability. When that community is
gone, the identity it sustained goes with it.

— Not for self but for country — Most recognized unofficial

/\ Accuracy Note: The Navy has no single official branch motto. Non sibi sed patriae is its
most historically recognized unofficial motto. Semper Fortis (“Always Courageous”) also
circulates as unofficial. Honor, Courage, Commitment are the formally adopted Core Values
(1992).

Narrative Frame: Self-transcendence / Vocation

Story Implied: My service is not about what | gain. It is about what | give. My identity is
defined not by self-interest but by orientation toward something larger than myself.

Moral Posture: Selflessness, duty above personal cost, outward orientation

“I act not for my own benefit — for something beyond myself.”
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Of the six mottos, Non sibi sed patriae encodes the most explicit philosophical claim: the self is
not the center of the story. This is not a courage motto or a readiness motto — it is a directional
claim about the proper orientation of a life. It says: the measure of a person is not what they
accumulate but what they give away.

Core Values (Virtue Formation):
Honor - Courage - Commitment

Vocation (Branch of Service): Sea-based power projection, strategic deterrence,
humanitarian operations, and global presence. The Navy’s vocation spans the world’s oceans
— the largest operational theater of any branch. Not for self but for country is not aspiration;
it is operational reality for a sailor deployed months from home.

Formation Connection: Non sibi sed patriae is vocation stated as a motto. The movement
from self-directed to outward-directed — from receiver to giver — is not a therapeutic
aspiration here. It is an institutional identity statement, encoded in the unofficial motto of
the world’s largest navy. For the veteran practitioner rebuilding this arc, the reframe is
available: Not for self but for country becomes not for self but for neighbor, for family, for
community. The direction of devotion changes. Its outward structure does not.

U.S. Air Force

— Official Motto — Adopted 2010

Narrative Frame: Aspiration - Execution - Victory

Story Implied: Excellence is not a destination but a direction. The story moves forward
through disciplined progression: set your sights higher than anyone expects, train to
execute, and compete to win.

Moral Posture: Precision, innovation, achievement, combat readiness

“I act to achieve excellence and decisive outcomes.”

This is the most explicitly sequential and achievement-oriented of the six mottos. Where the
other branches encode identity or relational obligation, the Air Force motto encodes a narrative
arc — a three-act progression from aspiration through action to outcome. The triple structure
is not incidental: it names the full story of a mission in four words.
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Core Values (Virtue Formation):
Integrity First - Service Before Self - Excellence in All We Do

Vocation (Branch of Service): Air superiority, strategic airlift, intelligence,
surveillance, reconnaissance, and nuclear deterrence. The Air Force’s vocation is dominance
of the air domain — and increasingly, space and cyber. Aim High is not metaphor; it is the
operational requirement of a branch that lives at altitude.

Formation Connection: The Air Force Core Values make the formation architecture explicit
in a way no other branch does. “Service Before Self” is vocation as a Core Value — the
outward orientation that Non sibi sed patriae encodes as motto in the Navy. “Excellence in
All We Do” is virtue as aspiration — the habit of quality formed through relentless practice.
The motto names the arc; the Core Values name the character required to run it.

U.S. Space Force

— Always Above — Official Motto — Adopted 2020

Narrative Frame: Frontier / Transcendence / Guardian of the high ground

Story Implied: We operate beyond traditional limits — physically and conceptually. The
domain itself is new, and we are its first generation of guardians.

Moral Posture: Vision, vigilance, pioneering, protection of a new domain

“I act to hold the ground no one else can reach — and to protect what
depends on it.”

As the newest branch (established 2019), the Space Force motto carries a frontier narrative
unlike any other. Notably, the motto was created by Airman 1st Class Daniel Sanchez — the
institutional identity of the newest military branch was defined by a junior enlisted member.
Semper Supra follows the Semper pattern of the Marines and Coast Guard while asserting
something structurally distinct: the high ground is literal. Always Above encodes both physical
domain and moral aspiration simultaneously.

Core Values (Virtue Formation):
Character - Commitment : Connection - Courage
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Vocation (Branch of Service): Satellite operations, space domain awareness, missile
warning, and cyber operations. The Space Force Guardian’s vocation is protection of the
infrastructure that every other branch — and every civilian system — depends on. Always
Above is not hierarchy; it is the operational domain.

Formation Connection: Connection as a Core Value is distinctive — no other branch names
it explicitly. For the Space Force Guardian, connection is both the operational reality (satellite
connectivity) and the formational one: belonging to the founding generation of a new branch
whose identity is still being written. The veteran who served in the Space Force or in adjacent
technical roles was part of a founding narrative — and founding narratives are among the
most powerful identity anchors in human culture.

U.S. Coast Guard

— Always Ready — Official Motto

Narrative Frame: Perpetual Readiness / Rescue

Story Implied: There are no off days. Crisis does not announce itself. My readiness is not
periodic — it is my permanent state of being, because someone’s survival may depend on
my availability at any moment.

Moral Posture: Reliability, service, immediate responsiveness, constant vigilance

“I act because others may need me at any moment, and I must be
ready.”

The Coast Guard motto encodes a profoundly other-directed identity built around availability
for need rather than achievement of victory. The identity it forms is that of the always-present
responder: someone whose value to others is constituted by their perpetual readiness to show
up. The motto is also the name of the official Coast Guard march, composed in 1927, giving it
a musical life that other mottos largely lack.

Core Values (Virtue Formation):
Honor - Respect - Devotion to Duty
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Vocation (Branch of Service): Maritime law enforcement, search and rescue, port
security, environmental protection, and aids to navigation. The Coast Guard’s vocation is the
most consistently domestic and neighbor-facing of all six branches — its theater of service is
the coastline, the waterway, the distressed vessel. Always Ready is the posture required by
a vocation that never sleeps.

Formation Connection: Semper Paratus encodes the most transferable vocation frame to
civilian life: | exist to respond when others need me. That is neighbor love stated as a
permanent posture rather than an occasional act. The Coast Guard veteran who has lost their
institutional home still carries the formation — someone whose readiness to serve is
constitutive of who they are. The rebuilding question is not whether they have the capacity.
It is: who is your neighbor now, and where is the distress call coming from?

The Complete Formation System: What Was
Actually Lost

Across all six branches, the formation system delivered the same four-part architecture — with
branch-specific content and culture, but the same structural logic. Here is that architecture
displayed for each branch:

U.S. Army
VISION \ VOCATION VIRTUE \ FELLOWSHIP
“This We’ll Defend” —  Ground combat and Loyalty, Duty, Respect,  The unit — the band of
Guardian of what is land-based operations  Selfless Service, Honor, soldiers who defend
sacred — protecting people Integrity, Personal together and return
and terrain Courage together
U.S. Marine Corps
VISION | VOCATION VIRTUE | FELLOWSHIP
“Semper Fidelis” — Expeditionary warfare Honor, Courage, The strongest peer-
Always faithful to and rapid response — Commitment identity fellowship of
those bound together first in, last out any branch — a
covenant, not a
contract

U.S. Navy
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VISION | VOCATION VIRTUE | FELLOWSHIP

“Non sibi sed patriae” Sea-based power Honor, Courage, The ship’s crew —
— Not for self but for projection and global Commitment isolated from all other
country presence — months community,

from home in service dependent on one

of others another for survival

U.S. Air Force

VISION | VOCATION VIRTUE | FELLOWSHIP
“Aim High... Fly—Fight—  Air superiority, Integrity First, Service The squadron —
Win” — Aspiration strategic airlift, and Before Self, Excellence  shared mission, shared
built into the nuclear deterrence — in All We Do risk, shared excellence
vocabulary of identity dominance of the air

domain

U.S. Space Force

VISION | VOCATION VIRTUE | FELLOWSHIP

“Semper Supra” — Satellite operations Character, The founding

Always above — and space domain Commitment, generation —

holding the high awareness — Connection, Courage belonging to a branch

ground protecting the whose identity is still
infrastructure all being written

others depend on

U.S. Coast Guard

VISION | VOCATION VIRTUE | FELLOWSHIP
“Semper Paratus” — Search and rescue, Honor, Respect, The station crew —
Always ready — maritime law Devotion to Duty small, tight, always on
perpetual posture of enforcement — the call together
service most neighbor-facing

vocation of all six

branches

Why This Matters for the Rebuilding Work

The formation system the military built did not produce compliant soldiers. It produced people
who knew who they were, what they were for, who they belonged to, and what kind of person
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their mission required them to become. That is not a job description. That is the architecture of
a meaningful life.

When that architecture collapses at discharge — all four pillars simultaneously — the clinical
picture that follows is not surprising. Addiction, isolation, rage, risk-seeking are not random
destruction. They are the deployment of a fully intact human capacity for devoted, end-directed
living — now aimed at whatever offers the closest approximation of what was lost. The longing
didn’t die. It went looking for a substitute.

The rebuilding work is therefore not reconstruction from nothing. It is redirection of what was
always there. The practitioner’s task is to help the veteran find:

A new Vision Not a recovery goal — a north star. Who are you becoming, and toward
what end? The question “Before all of this, who were you trying to become?” is the entry
point.

A new Vocation Not a job — a theater of neighbor love. A specific, concrete role through
which service to others is expressed daily. The Graduate - Guide shift is the vocational
answer: the broken road becomes the credential for guiding others away from it.

Reformed Virtue Not willpower — reoriented desire. The Core Values formed character
through practice and community. The rebuilding work forms character the same way —
through the slow accumulation of right action within a community that holds the person
accountable to who they are becoming.

A new Fellowship Not a support group — a community of mutual accountability and
shared identity. The peer mentor — the guide already in the room — is the first member of
this fellowship made visible. She has lived Wholeness, The Wound, and The Journey. She
came back to say so in person.

“The military didn’t just give Casey a uniform. It gave her an answer to
every question that matters. Veterans treatment court is where she
finds those answers again — not the same answers, but answers of the
same quality, depth, and durability.”
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The Universal Move: It Didn’t Come in Latin

Every participant in a treatment court — veteran or not — came in with an identity script. The
gang, the family system, the street, the institution each encoded its own version of the four
guestions. Each had its own motto, its own vocation, its own virtue formation system, its own
fellowship.

The veteran’s version is unusually legible because the institution gave it a uniform, a motto, a set
of Core Values, and a name. The fracture is universal. The architecture of the rebuilding work is
the same for every case on the docket.

“Every one of your participants came in with an identity script. It just
didn’t come in Latin.”

The practitioner’s question is always the same:

“Before all of this — what was their motto? What was their vocation?
What virtues did their world try to form in them? And what fellowship
held it together?”

The answers to those questions are the story material. They are what the two-step interpretive
move is designed to surface. They are what Story-Righting® is designed to redirect. And they are
what Vision, Vocation, Virtue, and Fellowship are designed to rebuild.
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