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Echoes in your mind — what do they mean? The author presents this moving question, examining how personal experiences, others' stories, world events, and value systems resonate within us. These echoes influence our emotions and spirit as we discern, rationalize, interpret, and make decisions in life.

Through intimate stories and honest reflection, the narrative shows that hope is not easily regained. It takes a framework to face your doubts, to keep going when despair tries to take over, and to hold onto your values even when they seem broken. In these moments, fighting for your soul means choosing even the faintest glimmer of light over the darkness. It means believing that the tiniest echo of hope can still lead you forward.

When your soul is at risk and your core values are challenged, only raw, relentless courage, grit, and willpower can keep you moving forward. In your darkest moments—when hope seems gone—you need lifelines: faith, reason, intelligence, and the people who refuse to let you fall. These are the hands and spirits that pull you back from the edge and dare you to believe in what you’re questioning inside those echoes.

This book isn’t meant to comfort you; it’s meant to challenge your deepest thoughts and the echoes that resonate in your mind. In a world of constant change, limited moral certainty, and moral injury, the author seeks real answers. This isn’t a memoir or a theological treatise. Instead, it’s an honest sharing of personal experiences and reflections designed for anyone grappling with the complex realities of conscience and leadership.

Having faced these questions on the battlefield, at home, and in the pursuit of spiritual truth, the author shares stories and lessons that go beyond belief systems and reach the heart of what truly matters: the echoes in our minds. Within these pages, you’ll find a clear approach to moral choices and decisions, rooted in military training, life lessons, and Christian values, yet extending far beyond them. This book doesn’t avoid pain, doubt, joy, or love; it confronts them directly, learns from them, and calls you to act with unwavering integrity and moral courage.

You won’t find easy answers here. Instead, you’ll discover a framework filled with methods and tools for anyone willing to fight for moral clarity, purpose, and value, guided by humility, service, and unwavering grace. If you’re ready to question everything, especially your innermost self in the echoes of your mind, to stand up when it matters, and love without limits, this book is for you.

Are you prepared to face your deepest betrayals and fight for your soul? Will you summon the courage to forgive yourself and others? When everything you believe in is at stake, can you confront your darkest truths, examine your values, and question your beliefs in those echoes?

Dr. Kirk Phillips 
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This book is not written directly for the reader.  I’m introspective.  It’s written to both clear my head and not lose sight of the process.  I want to live a moral life.  But how?  Am I on the right track? 

I am writing at this level of detail in the event someone else may find this to have some utility as they walk their own daily walk.  

Some Backstory

I tend to look inward.  I try to understand what motivates me.  I try to see the bigger picture.  How things work.  Families.  Communities.  Our country.  Churches.  World affairs.   

I try to be a giver, not a taker.  Is that why I look inward?  To make sure that I’m not selfish.  I want to understand how my emotions may drive my actions.  Do they get me off track?  Do they keep me focused on trying to do the next right thing?  

I guess I’ve been that way most of my adult life.  The Minnesota Multi-Phasic Personality Inventory (MMPI), taken twice, reflects personality using ten different scales and over 500 questions.  I’m within one standard deviation of all the elements tested except introspection.   So, very normal and bland guy.  At least the MMPI says so.  The good side is that introspection can lead to self-growth.  It facilitates empathy by thinking about others.  It can help you “get in their shoes”.  It also supports critical thinking and decision making as you search for as many factors as possible.  

On the downside, introspection can lead to overthinking, dwelling on negative thoughts and causing stress and anxiety.  It can also lead to self-doubt impacting confidence and the self-esteem needed to effectively cope in an increasingly complex world.  Finally, introspection can result in withdrawal and isolation.  

I’ve also experienced over 16 years of Catholic education, thirty years of active military service, and am a survivor of over 61 years of marriage.  I’ve learned a couple of things.  I mess up a lot.  I’m guilty of something before my feet ever hit the ground each morning.  I’ve also been exposed to people, places, things, and circumstances I never could have imagined growing up in a nuclear family in a row home in a stable, blue-collar neighborhood.  That exposure has been a real blessing, and I’ve done my best to try and keep God by my side through my journey.

A Catalyst of Insight 

One specific experience has led me to try to understand, explain, and maybe even justify my actions.  That occurred in Naples, Italy, in the mid-1970s when Catholic teens asked me to lead their Confraternity of Christian Doctrine (CCD) class.  They knew me from my participation in youth sports programs.  I reluctantly took the challenge since Naples was a spread-out community, the teens were directed by their parents to attend after Sunday services, and they weren’t that interested.  Add that I didn’t have much in the way of qualifications, and you have a recipe for disaster.  So, I asked the kids what they wanted and expected.  They wanted a couple of things.  

The first was to convert CCD into a youth group that had dances, took trips, and otherwise experienced Italy.  

The second question was what the knowledge of Christian doctrine had to do with their future.  This was an intriguing challenge.  I used my degree in counseling and the Kepner-Tregoe decision model as a base for a decision tree.  I posited that we have an intellect and a will.  Intellect is used to figure things out.  The will makes the choice.  My buddies in an Officers Christian Fellowship group encouraged me to use a Concordance to provide Scriptural insight into every word on the decision matrix.  

It's hard to state the impact this had on my personal spiritual growth.  All those 16 years of Catholic education, many driven by rote memory, were seen from an entirely different perspective.  All those introspective pluses – self-growth, empathy, and critical thinking all kicked in.  That exercise has been the foundation of my faith ever since.

I introduced that to the teens as a challenge, not an educational process.  I asked them to think about who they were.  Then think about who God says they are and where God is in their lives.  What issues did they face?  How did they make decisions?  Was morality a factor in their lives?  If so, how do I bring God’s word into my navigation process?  Are there any benefits in trying to live morally?  Risks?  What happens when the inevitable failure(s) creep in?  How do I get back on track?  To my surprise, the teens responded extremely well to these discussions.  They shared situations.  We added God’s Scriptural perspective to each discussion.  The parents reported positive changes in attitudes.  We formed a youth group.  Raised funds.  Had family activities, including father and son and mother/daughter sports competition. Traveled in Italy to visit historic religious sites.  The Protestant Chaplain added his teens to the group.

I’ve tried several times to capture this experience in writing to share.  I’ve used different methods.  None have worked to date.  Yet, I have learned more from the effort each time.  I guess that kind of defines introspection.  

So, here I am, some forty-plus years later, once again trying to capture why I believe what I believe.  Trying to understand why I took that invitation from the teens in Naples, Italy, to challenge them in understanding and applying faith and Christian principles in their lives.  Then, once again, realizing that each time I try to do this it takes me deeper into my relationship with a living God.  Through that experience, my faith switched from a more passive acceptance and faithful practice to a more complete understanding of why I believe what I believe and a more active daily engagement in walking the walk, not just talking the talk.

The Lasting Impact 

What have I learned and continue to learn with each keystroke?


	That Scripture is the most comprehensive and accurate collection of writings that describe humanity and the human condition and the situations we face from the most primitive conditions in the Garden of Eden to the most complex societal and global conditions we face today and will ever face. 

	Scripture is truly the inspired Word of God.  As a cradle Catholic with 16 years of Catholic education, I had that explained to me in many ways, both simple and very complex. I had to memorize a lot of that.  Who made us?  Why did God make us?  I have had selected Scripture read to me and explained to me at every Mass and in every homily.  But in completing this decision matrix by personally digging into Scripture using a Concordance, the light bulb came on, and I was actively engaged in learning the fullness of Scripture and experiencing how it can and does provide inspired guidance for living a moral and fulfilling life.

	That lesson came when I realized that, despite all the pieces of the matrix (our unique perspectives, daily situations we face, differences in problem solving and decision-making techniques and ultimate choice of action – good or bad) and Scriptural references, the matrix was still spiritually dead without what I call the Quality Control mechanism.  Discerning this was the switch that turned the bulb on.  This experience is similar to what the two disciples encountered on the Road to Emmaus and later with two disciples in Jerusalem when they did not realize they were actually in the presence of the Risen Christ.  During this exchange, Luke 24:44-45 tells us, “He said to them, 'These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you, that everything written about me in the law of Moses and in the prophets and psalms must be fulfilled.’ Then he opened their minds to understand the Scriptures.”  In short, this was my AHA moment. 

	The QC experience helped me realize my purpose in life.  Our purpose in life.  My life is not about me.  Our lives are not about us.  Human life is fully interactive.  It’s about others.  All the failures of the Israelites, God’s continued mercy and guidance on how to live a rewarding life, the prophecies of a Savior, and the parables, life and death of Christ all boil down to these eight words revealed in John 13:34, “Love one another as I have loved you.”  The AS is the BIG word.  True love, agape love, not emotional, no matter how deep and complex, can require great sacrifice – death, even death on the cross.  

	That is our calling every day to love each other as purely and simply as possible.  That is our purpose.  It is constant. It can be a heavy lift.  It has to be worked at.  



Writing this is an exercise in continuing to try and help me understand that lift and assess if my actions are based on love – Where there’s a will there’s a way – or based on self-interest and aggrandizement – Where there's a will there’s a won’t. 

I’ll close this with lyrics from a beautiful hymn that help explain our journey, our connection with God, and hints at where our journeys may lead.  I have had a good friend comment that prayer is a critical component of our trip.  I will address that more deeply in a later chapter.  However, from a daily trek perspective, I am reminded of the words of St.  Francis of Assisi, “Pray incessantly; use words only when necessary,” as well as the observation in James 2:17, “Faith without works is dead.”  From that perspective, our daily interactions are all reflections of our commitment to a loving God and a continuing prayer. 

Yahweh, I know you are near,

standing always at my side.

You guard me from the foe,

and you lead me in ways everlasting.

Where can I run from your love?

If I climb to the heavens, you are there

If I fly to the sunrise or sail beyond the sea,

still, I'd find you there.

My extroverted personality outweighs the possible isolation of introversion, but I have to admit my introspection causes some level of self-doubt in my assessment.  I think I’m on the right path, but it’s an ever-evolving journey.  

But that’s me and I have to know how I use God’s word to lead me on this unique journey every step of each complex day.   

More importantly, I also need to know WHY I believe what I believe and how to put that into practice. 

I challenge you to join me on the trip.  It continues daily and has endless possibilities.  
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The Big Picture

Here’s an overview of this book and the process.   Hopefully, this sets a good foundation for understanding the steps in your journey.  It’s pretty simple.


	We’re all unique and face the complexities of life in our own way.

	We have both intellect and free will as our navigational tools.

	We each have our way of processing information, but there are some key steps we shouldn’t ignore.

	Our will makes the ultimate choice. That’s where our feelings can challenge our intellect, so we need to watch our speed as we navigate the curves. 

	Ultimately, we choose between what we think is right and what we want to do.

	There are different results based on the choice made. 

	Choosing what we want over what we think is right can ultimately cause moral injury and that separates us not only from ourselves but can negatively impact the entire navigation system. 



[image: A diagram of a person
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The GS-GPS

God’s Scripture-Godly Positioning System

The GS-GPS

God’s Scripture-Godly Positioning System

Below is the complete and fully annotated version of the Moral Decision Matrix. It’s based on counseling theory and uses a portion of the Kepner-Tregoe decision model to work the user through it.  As noted, my main goal was to engage the youth in discussions regarding the application and impact of their faith on their life’s journey.  The key to tying this secular tool to faith was the idea of my friends in the Officers Christian Fellowship, who challenged me to use Scriptural passages related to every word on the matrix. That was hard but captivating work, and I learned or relearned a lot about my journey, and it laid the course for the future.  While a Concordance remains a great tool to discern what Scripture may say on a given topic, now you can just ask Google, and it will open many avenues.  So, the Scripture passages on this matrix are the ones that spoke loudest to me.  As you read this book and understand the process, you can check Scripture and see where your personal GS-GPS takes you.  We all start from different places and all face different life experiences.  This matrix can also be used for group discussion and sharing.  I guarantee you, based on my work with the teens, that this is an exciting and meaningful experience. 
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The Moral Trilogy and The Golden Circle

The Road To Emmaus

My partner in this, Reverend Kevin Aronhalt, suggested that I consider starting each chapter with some form of reflection on my personal faith journey based on my experiences on that path.  I told him that I feel I lack the creativity to do that but would try.  I added a Chapter on Reflections to challenge myself and anyone interested to discern their faith journey.  So, I’ll start with that.

I was born into a Catholic family, a close family.  I had 16 years of Catholic education.  I lived in a tight neighborhood of row homes with little grass and alleys in the back.  Most of my friends were Catholic.  I did all the Catholic kid things, like being an altar boy.  As I reflect on that, simply, I had no reason not to believe in God, His Son, or the Holy Spirit.  I guess I just accepted the reality of an all-powerful, all-knowing, all-loving Creator.  And that was drilled into me by Immaculate Heart of Mary Nuns and later Augustinian and Jesuit priests with simple questions from the ubiquitous Baltimore Catechism, like, Who made us? God made us! Why did God make us?  To know Him, love Him, and serve Him, and be happy with Him in heaven.  As a family, we always went to Mass on Sundays and Holy Days of Obligation.  To me, that was no burden and even somewhat of a duty that I accepted and have continued.

I use the Road to Emmaus as a header to relate a specific moment of growth and insight in my journey.  Our assignment to Naples, Italy, 1976-1980, was filled with many things that grew and cemented my faith.

Before I cover the why of that remark, I’ll share my first two memories of “justifying” my faith to others, which occurred during Officer Training School.  I was initially paired with a roommate who was not a believer.  He derided my belief in God. I was never and am still not an overt missionary or recruiter type, so I tried to ignore that.  However, he continued to attack and ridicule my faith and the concept of a Creator.  Eventually, I had had enough and told him that if he didn’t stop, I would react.  He scoffed at that and continued his attack.  Being from Philly, I went on the offensive and roughed him up a bit.  That ended our relationship as roommates, and I “defended” my faith.

I also made friends with a Southern Baptist from Georgia.  We got along well and became lifelong friends. Sadly, I attended his funeral a few years ago.  A good man, gone too soon.  At any rate, we would discuss faith and the differences between various practices.  I recall him questioning the Catholic devotion to Mary and the saints.  Not in a challenging way but simply trying to gain insight.  He felt our devotion to Mary tended to put her on a pedestal with God.  I had to seriously reflect on that, maybe for the first time, but came up with an answer.

I told him that we, Catholics, had a prayer called the Litany of the Saints.  That prayer included petitions to God in all Three Persons as well as Mary and numerous saints.  Anytime the petition was to God, the response was, Have mercy on us.  However, anytime the petition was to anyone other than God, including Mary, the response was, Pray for us.  Thus, we do not attribute any direct “power” to Mary and the saints other than intercessory.  I added that we had become friends and were comfortable asking each other to pray for each other and our families.  So, we did.  A more positive example of defending faith or apologetics.

Back to Emmaus. While we were in Naples, the Chief of Navy Chaplains, Admiral John J. O’Connor, was taking his final tour of the Sixth Fleet in the Mediterranean.  That included a stop in Naples on the way in and out.  Our pastor asked us if we would host him for dinner.  We did both times.  Turns out that he went to Villanova University, and I went to St. Joseph’s, both Philly schools, so we hit it off.  He shared many things with us during those meals, including his favorite Scripture passage, The Road to Emmaus.  He chose this to explain how much we can say we believe and how close we can be to Christ while not fully grasping that He is right there walking and talking to us every step.  I found that profound and a challenge to recognize Christ’s presence in my life, especially when that journey may seem dark or challenging.

A year or so after his retirement, Admiral O’Connor was appointed a Bishop.  The installation ceremony was in St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome.  A dozen or so of us from Naples were invited to attend.  This turned out to be the largest consecration of Bishops in the history of the Catholic Church.  There were 231 Bishops consecrated, including Bishop Jorge Bergoglio, who became Pope Francis.  Admiral O’Connor later became Cardinal O’Connor, head of the Diocese of New York.  The mass was celebrated by Pope John Paul II, and we sat 100 feet or so from Mother Theresa.

A kid from Philly attending a mass in the Vatican with at least two Saints?  What’s not to believe?  

The Moral Trilogy 

As I decided to try and document the impact of developing this moral decision matrix for the teens in Naples mentioned in the Preface, I felt it useful to start from the end of the story and save me and possibly others a lot of time in deciding if it was worth the effort.

Here it is, all captured in only eight words.  Do you want to try to live a moral life?  Then fully understand and apply these eight words from John 13:34-35.

Love one another as I have loved you!

These eight words capture all of Scripture, Old and New, as well as the life of Christ and all that is still to be revealed.

Do you understand them fully?  Do you know how I came to this conclusion?  Do you know why they are so important?

If you do, we’re on the same track with the same roadmap.  If you’re not really sure and have interest in developing a deeper understanding, then consider following along.

As a quick overview, the complete matrix was developed to open a dialogue with the teens on the importance of continuing their spiritual development and how that could positively influence their lives.  That outline was then overlayed with Scriptural references to provide the basis for deeper discussion.  But as I completed that work, I realized that, although it was fully Scriptural, something was lacking.  From my management and leadership background, I determined that it was Quality Control.  What did Scripture say about moral Quality Control?

The Commandments 

The first part of what I refer to as the moral trilogy was pretty easy.  It is the commandments that God revealed to Moses on Mount Sinai, found in Exodus 20:1-17.

Then God spoke all these words: I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.  You shall not have other gods beside me.  You shall not make for yourself an idol or a likeness of anything in the heavens above or on the earth below or in the waters beneath the earth; you shall not bow down before them or serve them.  For I, the LORD, your God, am a jealous God, inflicting punishment for their ancestors’ wickedness on the children of those who hate me, down to the third and fourth generation but showing love down to the thousandth generation of those who love me and keep my commandments.  You shall not invoke the name of the LORD, your God, in vain.  For the LORD will not leave unpunished anyone who invokes his name in vain.  Remember the sabbath day—keep it holy. Six days you may labor and do all your work,  but the seventh day is a sabbath of the LORD your God.  You shall not do any work, either you, your son or your daughter, your male or female slave, your work animal, or the resident alien within your gates.  For in six days, the LORD made the heavens and the earth, the sea and all that is in them; but on the seventh day he rested. That is why the LORD has blessed the sabbath day and made it holy. Honor your father and your mother, that you may have a long life in the land the LORD your God is giving you.  You shall not kill.  You shall not commit adultery.  You shall not steal. You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor. You shall not covet your neighbor’s house. You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, his male or female slave, his ox or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor. 

Pretty clear, direct, and unambiguous, right?  Some musts included love God, honor your father and mother, and keep the Sabbath holy, but mostly things that we must not do, as these violate God’s principles.  Don’t steal, covet, kill, etc.

Yet the Israelites, including Moses and all the other great prophets, had trouble keeping these commandments.  Sometimes, ignoring the “musts” and others, probably most of the time, doing that was forbidden.  As time went by, the religious leaders, Pharisees and Sadducees, each had their issues in following “the law” and each came at it from a different perspective.

Interestingly, Encyclopedia Britannica explains that the basic difference that led to the split between the Pharisees and the Sadducees lay in their respective attitudes toward the Torah (the first five books of the Bible) and the problem of finding in it answers to questions and as a basis for decisions about contemporary legal and religious matters arising under circumstances far different from those of the time of Moses. In their response to this problem, the Sadducees, on the one hand, refused to accept any precept as binding unless it was based directly on the Torah—i.e., the Written Law. The Pharisees, on the other hand, believed that the Law that God gave to Moses was twofold, consisting of the Written Law and the Oral Law—i.e., the teachings of the prophets and the oral traditions of the Jewish people. Whereas the priestly Sadducees taught that the written Torah was the only source of revelation, the Pharisees admitted the principle of evolution in the Law: humans must use their reason in interpreting the Torah and applying it to contemporary problems.

This was a dispute between the priestly class and the common class on how old “law” may not be applicable as society evolves, and we have to listen to other prophetic voices.  Sound familiar?  Do we see some of that conflict in our “modern society” today? Even in the Catholic Church, where Pope Francis may seem to be accepting of modern moral concepts for some of the faithful?

In any case, that history and conflict set the stage for the second tier of Moral Trilogy witnessed in the preachings of Christ.

The Beatitudes

These are found in Matthew 5:1-12.  

When he saw the crowds, he went up the mountain, and after he had sat down, his disciples came to him.  He began to teach them, saying: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are they who mourn, for they will be comforted.  Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the land. Blessed are they who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be satisfied.  Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy. Blessed are the clean of heart, for they will see God.  Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.  Blessed are they who are persecuted for the sake of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Blessed are you when they insult you and persecute you and utter every kind of evil against you [falsely] because of me.  Rejoice and be glad, for your reward will be great in heaven.”

This concept of religion was totally anathema to the Pharisees and Sadducees.  It didn’t mention the Torah.  It had little to do with the oral tradition of the prophets.  This had nothing to do with avoiding sin to be holy.  This was all about doing things FOR others and FOR the sake of righteousness. It wasn’t about me.  It was about how I dealt with others, as we are all God’s children.  

Christianity is an active application of the Torah.  The Torah remains the foundation.  It’s not simply avoiding evil.  It is to be merciful, be a peacemaker, be clean of heart, be able to mourn, be ready to take the heat from others because you follow these words.  

To me, the Sermon on the Mount may have been the inflection point between Jesus and the Jewish religious leaders.  They saw Him as a real threat.  He told them directly that they were hypocrites.  They read the word and then, in their legalistic manner, defined ways around it to choose what they wanted to do rather than what they should do.  An entire chapter later covers this debate.  

That chapter, Hitting The Bricks, addresses the interface and conflicts between our intellect and free will, and contains a revelation to St. Catherine of Siena that bears a preview here and repeat there.  It addresses God’s decision to provide us a free will as a tool in ultimately finding Him.
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