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The National Young Leaders Conference is a wellspring of inspiration for tomorrow’s leaders.  Each one of you is setting out on a journey that begins with a quiet purity of purpose that follows an ever-broader course toward a noble destiny. You are America’s greatest assets: you are citizens of character, value, and integrity – and your initiative and resourcefulness are essential to our Nation’s future success.

Through NYLC sessions in Washington, and through your day-to-day roles as leaders in school government and as outstanding citizens in your communities, you are taking a time-honored journey toward a very rewarding future for all Americans.  I embrace the concept that public service is one of the highest expressions of patriotism. There are few greater callings for Americans short of donning the uniform in defense of freedom.

Public service gives us an opportunity to make an impact on people’s lives, to make an impact on public policy for the betterment of our society, our world, and our future.  As much as NYLC encourages your aspirations for government leadership, the key word is leadership – and it is not exclusively government’s domain. Leadership is needed in every sector of our society. 

 We need leaders of vision; leaders of principle; leaders of moral courage who remain steadfast to their principles despite unfair criticism; leaders willing to make the difficult decisions – not the politically expedient ones; leaders with compassion who understand that compassion is not just about how much money we spend, but the results we achieve, the lives we impact; leaders of high ethical standards; leaders who respect others both up and down the line; and, most importantly, we need leaders who hold themselves accountable – responsibility and accountability are inextricably interwoven.

Some of you may aspire to the challenges of political office or public service. The person sitting next to you may seek to alleviate homelessness. Both goals will require leadership. Perhaps the person sitting behind or in front of you will apply the leadership lessons they take from this week’s NYLC program to lead the fight against illiteracy.  

Leaders are needed to overcome the mysteries of mental illnesses – and to plumb the depths of the human genome to solve the riddles of cancer. And we must have strong leadership in our schools if we are to prepare the generations following you to carry on your legacy. These are noble causes in need of credible, compelling, and compassionate leadership. 

It is my privilege to lead the 223,000 men and women of the Department of Veterans Affairs – the Cabinet department charged with implementing President Lincoln’s Civil War mandate to America: “…to care for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his widow, and his orphan.”

Just who is a veteran? 

They are men and women who, for many reasons, donned the uniform of our country to stand between freedom and tyranny; to take up the sword of justice in defense of the liberties we hold dear; to preserve peace and to calm the winds of war. Your mothers and fathers, your grandparents, your aunts and uncles, your neighbors, the shop owners in your community, your teachers, your favorite athlete, a Hollywood star, and your political leaders... each one could be a veteran. 

But as much as they may differ by gender, race, age, national origin, or profession, they share a common love for our great nation; a love great enough to put their very lives on the line, if need be, to guarantee the way of life we enjoy today, and to secure that way of life for tomorrow's generations. The title “veteran” must be earned.  It is a title endowed by a grateful nation on citizens whose shoulders were broad enough to carry the weight of our common defense.  

It is a title that speaks of courage and sacrifice in the face of mortal danger. 

It is a title that speaks of compassion and heartbreak in the wake of the terrible cost of war. 

And it is a title that speaks of love of country, and of a belief in America’s goodness, and our strength.  

In each of America’s struggles, heroes in uniform emerged to inspire and spur us on to victory. Our veterans’ steadfast resolve to stand and fight for the American way of life is a constant reminder that the righteousness of our destiny overarches the anguish of our losses.

America’s servicemen and women, who became our nation’s veterans when they set their uniforms aside and resumed their civilian lives, distinguished themselves through their willingness to risk life and limb in defense of the freedoms we all cherish.  

I am honored and privileged to lead the Cabinet Department that was charged by Abraham Lincoln to redeem our Nation’s debt to liberty’s defenders. Those who have served our nation in uniform are the best people our society has to offer.  We owe them our full support, and our sincerest thanks.  

America’s veterans did not shrink from battle; they did not yield to fear; they did not abandon their cause. All too often they paid the ultimate price. 

By their example of courage under fire, they raised up a new nation, inspired by the dignity of the common man – a nation blessed with heroes and heroes’ dreams.  That is leadership of the highest quality.  That is America’s leadership legacy

As a nation, America has dedicated itself to principles that engender loyalty and devotion, not oppression and fear – the inalienable rights of every citizen to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.  And when our friends and allies around the world seek our help to tear down walls of oppression and uproot the weeds of tyranny, we do not hesitate to answer those calls.

When President Bush committed American soldiers, sailors, airmen, Marines, and Coastguardsmen to the perilous mission to free Iraq from a power-hungry regime, he showed the world what leadership is all about.  

The President took on an alchemist of evil ruthless enough to concoct and use weapons of mass destruction on his own people.  Such terror must not be permitted to run free in a peace-loving world, and President Bush stood up to the winds of dissent to put an end to such a terrible tyrant’s assault on humanity.  

That’s what leadership is all about: Standing resolute for what you believe in and inspiring others to stand with you in a noble cause. I know you all remember the morning of September 11 – you will never forget where you were or what your thoughts were on that terrible morning. We all wondered what it meant – America was under attack and we didn’t know where the next blow – if there were a next blow – would come from.

Leaders of every color, creed, religion, and nationality stood tall that morning…and in the days that followed.  

Firefighters who faced certain death led hundreds of men and women to safety; police officers placed themselves in mortal peril during the evacuation of the twin towers; Defense Department personnel at the Pentagon raced into the flames to rescue friends and colleagues; and passengers on Flight 93 offered up the ultimate sacrifice – their lives – to end the terrorists’ evil plans.

In every case – we saw leadership of the highest order that morning; leadership that did not need a command to take charge; leadership that rose to the challenge with no thought of self and every thought for others. Teenagers and retirees working side-by-side to comfort the injured and support the rescuers.  That day, the world witnessed the best of humanity wresting dignity and hope from inhumanity's treacherous plans. President Bush has pledged his leadership to redeem those brave Americans sacrifices. 

Last year, the President said, “America will do what is necessary to ensure our nation's security. 

Our war on terror is well begun, but it is only begun.  This campaign may not be finished on our watch – yet it must be and it will be waged on our watch.

In a single instant, we realized that this will be a decisive decade in the history of liberty, that we've been called to a unique role in human events.  Rarely has the world faced a choice more clear or consequential. 

Our enemies embrace tyranny and death as a cause and a creed.  We stand for a different choice, made long ago, on the day of our founding.  We affirm it again today.  We choose freedom and the dignity of every life. 

Steadfast in our purpose, we now press on.  

We have known freedom's price.  We have shown freedom's power.  And in this great conflict, my fellow Americans, we will see freedom's victory.” Today, we are once again involved in a mighty endeavor to preserve our republic and our civilization. 

When Americans put their mind to accomplishing a task, no force on Earth is stronger.  We will eliminate the threat terrorism poses to our society and to the world – just as we eliminated the threat of fascism nearly sixty years ago and the threat of communist-instigated nuclear war forty years ago.

It will be the men and women now on active duty in the Armed Forces of the United States – heirs to the legacy of valor and commitment created by those who stormed the beaches at Normandy and by all who have earned the honored title of veteran – who transform our President’s words into actions, and results.

In due course, it will be your turn to take up the flame of democracy and, in whatever course the stream of your life takes you, lift that torch above a troubled world, to illuminate the darkness and fill every corner of hopelessness with the light of freedom and justice.

In 1961, President John Kennedy spoke to the issue of leadership, and asked America’s future leaders to consider four questions that are as crucial to you today as they were for my generation of high school students four decades ago. Kennedy said,

" For of those to whom much is given, much is required.  And when at some future date the high court of history sits in judgment on each of us, recording whether in our brief span of service we fulfilled our responsibilities to the state, our success or failure, in whatever office we hold, will be measured by the answers to four questions: First, were we truly men of courage... Second, were we truly men of judgment... Third, were we truly men of integrity...Finally, were we truly men of dedication?"

Your journey of leadership has already begun:  From the headwaters of your own destinies you are setting forth down a great and noble river of service to community, service to country and service to your fellow man.

The National Young Leaders Conference is providing you with the opportunity and skills you will need to answer President Kennedy's enduring challenge.  I'm confident, that as tomorrow's leaders, your courage, judgment, integrity, and dedication will see America prosper as a nation and as a partner in the global community.

You have it in your power to lift humanity to a new level, toward a brighter light, and into a better future.  Your shoulders have become broader thanks to the National Young Leaders Conference. 

Your shoulders will become wider still as you take on new challenges in education, as you bear the new responsibilities of citizenship in this great country, and as you open your hearts and minds in the service of the world. 

Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr., said,  “I find the great thing in this world is not so much where we stand, as in what direction we are moving.  To reach the port of heaven, we must sail sometimes with the wind, and sometimes against it—but we must sail, and not drift, nor lie at anchor.”
I commend the National Young Leaders Conference for its outstanding service to America’s student leaders, and I commend each one of you for your success in school and in your communities. I urge you to continue to pursue knowledge and understanding. Do not lie at anchor. Unfurl your sails and take to the wind. The world is waiting for you.
God bless our great country and the men and women who defend her.
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