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U.S. Army Ranger Pat Tilliman Dies in Afghanistan: Honoring a Life of Integrity
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Pat�s dream was to play in the NFL, but although a star 
football player in high school, his under-average size 
(5�10�, 200 lbs.) and less-than-lightning speed did not 
attract college recruiters. Tillman refused to accept 
rejection.  He persevered by committing himself to rig-
orous workouts to overcome the obstacle of his smaller 
size.   His hard work paid off when he was accepted on 
the Arizona State University�s football team as a non-
scholarship walk-on.  

He quickly distinguished himself by his intelligence 
and appetite for rugged play, leading ASU�s defense to 
an undefeated season and a trip to the Rose Bowl.  He 
later earned the Paci�c 10 Defensive Player of the Year.  
Tillman�s hard work and discipline were not restricted 
to football alone, as he carried a 3.84 grade point aver-
age through college and graduated with high honors 
in 3 1/2 academic years with a degree in marketing. 
Yet he shows humility in not letting his talents go to 
his head: "Dude, I’m proud of the things I’ve done, 
my schoolwork--because I’m not smart; I just worked 
hard. . . . But it doesn’t do me any good to be proud. 
It’s better to just force myself to be naive about things, 
because, otherwise, I’ll start being happy with myself, 
and then I’ll stand still, and then I’m old news."  Here 
Tillman points out a side bene�t in being humble.  By 
not letting ourselves think too highly of ourselves, we�re 
likely more motivated to continue working hard and to 
continue improving.        

As a seventh-round draft pick in 1998, Tillman�s 
chances of NFL fame appeared slim. But the Arizona 
Cardinals took a gamble on him, and were rewarded.  
In the 2000 season Tillman set a franchise record of 
200 tackles.  His success attracted the attention of the 
Super Bowl Champion St. Louis Rams, who offered 
him a nine-million-dollar contract.  Feeling a sense of 
duty and loyalty to the Cardinals for giving him his �rst 

break in the NFL, Tillman choose to stay with Arizona 
for less money.  This sense of loyalty and appreciation 
likely played into his later decision to join the Army 
Rangers.  

Decision to Join the Army

Cardinals teammate Kwamie Lassiter, describes Tillman 
as �a man who loves this country.�  Tillman spoke with 
his friends about the sense of duty he felt to help our 
nation, just as his grandfather had done in serving in 
the armed forces during WWII.  After the September 
11th terrorist attacks, Pat discussed how he felt it was 
his duty to use his physical talents to pursue terrorists, 
instead of players on the football �eld.  In May of 2002, 
Pat Tillman shocked the sports world by walking away 
from professional football and a $3.6 million three-year 
contract, to join the Army Rangers where he would 
earn just above $1000 a month.
 
Pat Tillman�s decision to join the Army Rangers re-
quired more than a �nancial sacri�ce.  Pat and his 
wife recently married and he knew that in joining the 
Rangers he wouldn�t have much time with his wife.  
Tillman also knew that the Rangers took on some of 
the most dangerous missions, and he was assuming a 
risk of injury and death.  According to his agent and 
friend Frank Bauer, joining the Army �wasn�t some 
wild thought that occurred to him.  Believe me, he has 
thought this out and he�s clear about it.  This is some-
thing he feels he has to do.  For him, it�s a mindset, a 
duty.�

Tillman�s decision to join the Army demonstrates so 
many virtues- obviously courage in willingly meeting 
danger, generosity in giving his talents for the service 
of others, and integrity in steadfastly following his own 
ethical code and sense of duty regardless of the cost.   
"Pat knew his purpose in life," said former Cardinals 

VIRTUE IN ACTION

2

Last week our nation mourned the death of Pat Tillman, a former NFL player who at 

the peak of his career left football to volunteer for the Army.  Pat Tillman�s death has touched many of us.  Some 

of us mourn his death because it brings home the reality that in war young lives are often taken, just as they 

are beginning to awaken to their potential.  Others feel a sense of loss in that Pat Tillman represented the best 

of our nation: a willingness to dream, perseverance in pursuing his dreams, and most importantly integrity 

and courage in pursuing what he felt was his true calling.  In this lesson, we won�t focus on Pat Tillman�s death, 

rather we will focus on his life, and how his focus on the virtues helped him to achieve his dreams and to live a 

ful�lling life.               
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head coach Dave McGinnis. "He proudly walked away 
from a career in football to a greater calling.�     

Life in the Army

Even with this heroic sacri�ce, Tillman never wanted 
to be singled out, as if he were somehow different than 
any other person in the Army. He told Coach McGin-
nis, �I don’t want to be special. There are people all over 
our country doing this.� When he made his decision, 
he avoided interviews and phone calls from sportswrit-
ers, because he did not want public attention. Arizona 
Senator John McCain noted, �He viewed his decision 
as no more patriotic than that of his less fortunate, less 
renowned countrymen who loved our country enough 
to volunteer to defend her in a time of peril."

When on leave, Tillman visited the Cardinals out of 
uniform, and slipped out a side door of the locker 
room to avoid the media. In July of 2003 he and his 
brother Kevin were recognized by ESPN as winners of 
the "ESPY" Arthur Ashe Courage Award, but desiring 
stay out of the press they sent their younger brother 
Richard to accept the award.    
   
A Tribute to Pat Tillman

On April 22nd Pat Tillman died leading a team of 
Rangers up hill to attack enemy forces that had am-
bushed another group of Rangers.  The Army has 
awarded Pat Tillman the Silver Star announcing that he 
was killed while �ghting "without regard for his per-
sonal safety". The Silver Star, awarded for gallantry on 
the battle�eld, is one of the most distinguished military 
honors. Pat is one of 110 U.S. soldiers have who have 
given the ultimate sacri�ce during Operation Endur-
ing Freedom in Afghanistan, and over 600 soldiers who 
have died in Operation Iraqi Freedom.  
We mourn for his death, but celebrate his courage and 
integrity in following his life�s calling.  His death re-
minds us of all of the soldiers, famous and faceless, and 
can awaken within us a sense of compassion for them 
and their families. Cardinals wideout Frank Sanders 
said, �What we do is a game, what they do is real, and as 
a citizen it makes me appreciate the men and women in 
our armed services that much more.� Possibly the best 
way we can pay tribute to Pat Tillman�s life is to follow 
his example, by committing ourselves to pursuing and 
achieving our true calling in life, no matter the cost.  n

Vocabulary

Courage � The capacity to meet danger without giving way to 
fear; to have the courage to one�s convictions; to be willing to 
put one�s opinions into practice. 
Compassion � Feeling of sympathy for the distress of others, 
with the desire to help them.  
Citizenship � The status of a citizen with respect to his duties, 
rights, and privileges; and having the desire to make his state/
country a better place. 
Generosity � Freely giving of our time, talents and resources.
Humility � Freedom from pride and arrogance; a modest 
estimate of one�s own worth.
Integrity � Steadfast adherence to a strict moral or ethical 
code.  The state of being unimpaired; soundness.  The quality 
or condition of being whole or undivided; completeness.  
Loyalty � Steadfast allegiance to one�s homeland, government, 
or organization you participate in.  Faithful to a person, ideal, 
custom, cause, or duty.
Perseverance � Trying hard and continuously despite 
hardship and obstacles.

Notes
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Teacher’s  Guide

Lesson Goals
	Help students understand the virtues 
of courage, humility, loyalty, integrity, 
and generosity      

	Develop appreciation for the 
courage, dedication and sacri�ce of 
all men and women serving in our 
nation�s armed forces   

	Encourage a commitment to 
de�ning and pursuing our true 
calling in life, even if it means less 
material reward

	Understand the virtue of 
perseverance and to see the power of 
perseverance in attaining goals

Virtues Highlighted

Courage � The capacity to meet danger 
without giving way to fear; to have 
the courage to one�s convictions; to 
be willing to put one�s opinions into 
practice. 
Compassion � Feeling of sympathy for 
the distress of others, with the desire to 
help them.  
Citizenship � The status of a citizen 
with respect to his duties, rights, and 
privileges; and having the desire to make 
his state/country a better place. 
Generosity � Freely giving of our time, 
talents and resources.
Humility � Freedom from pride and 
arrogance; a modest estimate of one�s 
own worth.
Integrity � Steadfast adherence to a 
strict moral or ethical code.  The state 
of being unimpaired; soundness.  The 
quality or condition of being whole or 
undivided; completeness.  
Loyalty � Steadfast allegiance to one�s 
homeland, government, or organization 
you participate in.  Faithful to a person, 
ideal, custom, cause, or duty.
Perseverance � Trying hard and 
continuously despite hardship and 
obstacles.
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U.S. Army Ranger Pat Tilliman Dies in Afghanistan: Honoring a Life of Integrity

Activity 1 
Read Part I of the student text.

Activity 2: Discussion Questions Options
1.	 What do you think de�ned success for Pat Tillman?  Do you think most people 

today would agree with his criteria for success? 

2.	 Do you think most people choose their profession based on what they think 
their calling is, or on materialistic goals?  Do our culture, our communities and 
our schools encourage idealism or materialism? How is one emphasized over the 
other?     

      
3.	 Besides joining the military, what are some other ways of expressing citizenship, of 

doing something to improve our country?  Do you think Pat Tillman�s sacri�ces for 
our country is a rare exception, or are there millions of Americans making signi�cant 
contributions and simply going unnoticed? 

  
4.	 Why did Tillman go to such an extent to stay away from media interviews?  Is 

it more important to be part of a team or a star player? Why does the Army 
emphasize such a sense of unity that it is called an �army of one�?   

5.	 What do you think was the most important virtue in Pat�s life, and what are some 
examples of how he lived out that virtue?

Activity 3: Writing Option 
A.	Let�s write about our own talents and interests.  In your journal, make a list of 

the good qualities and talents that you have. Next, write out your interests, and 
then looking at your talents and interests state some goals for your life.  
 
Lastly, write out some of the obstacles to reaching your goals, and ideas 
about how to overcome these obstacles.  In your writing on how to overcome 
obstacles, include a discussion of which virtues you think will help you to 
succeed. 

B.	Write about the values and virtues that are important in your own life. 
Examples can be the virtues in this lesson, and values such as relationships with 
family and friends, service work, education, art, and so forth. Write about which 
virtues and values you would like to focus on in your life?    
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Extension Projects
1.	 Watch a movie that focuses on the importance of 

teamwork over individualism (depending on the age 
level: Newsies, The Mighty Ducks, Hoosiers, or Miracle). 
Have the students keep a scorecard during the movie to 
rate each character for their commitment to the team 
over themselves. Also have them record the quotes that 
encourage teamwork.

2. Memorial Day Activities: Contact the town hall to �nd 
out about the local Memorial Day parade or festivities, 
and volunteer as a class to do something to honor the 
fallen soldiers. If there is a parade, make a �oat or commit 
to walk together with a banner that shows support for our 
soldier�s sacri�ce.  
 
As a class compose a speech in tribute to the fallen 
soldiers, and then have the students read the speech on 
Memorial Day to the class or to the school as a whole. 
 
For suggestions on how to remember the fallen soldiers, 
and the meaning behind Memorial Day:  
http://www.usmemorialday.org 
 
Classroom activities for Memorial Day: 
http://www.education-world.com/a_lesson/lesson119.
shtml

3.	 Organize a career week in the school, bringing in several 
speakers who are committed to their professions as a calling 
(doctor, lawyer, teacher, police of�cer, etc.). Make posters 
and hand-outs to encourage students to discover their 
calling in life, and to go for their goals.    

4.	 To offer condolences to Pat Tillman�s family and to learn 
more about his life please see:  

http://www.azcentral.com/sports/cardinals/tillman/tillman_
tribute.html
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