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This book is dedicated first to my dad and mom, Jean Maxine and Marie Bourdeau. My mother, who didn’t even graduate high school, has provided me a lifetime of education, wisdom, and inspiration. My dad made extraordinarily difficult decisions to pursue a better life in a place he had only heard about—America. They both showed me what commitment, sacrifice, and service look like.


My parents made excruciating choices to leave everything they knew in Haiti, to give their children the best opportunities to rise and reach their potential in the land of the free. My parents taught me that the idea of America was worth risking everything for. Once here, they taught me that each of us has a duty and obligation to use our gifts and talents to give back and make a difference.


To my husband, Jason, the love of my life, and our children, Alessa, Abigail, and Peyton: I am humbly thankful as a wife and mother for the great sacrifices each of you have made so that, together, WE could serve our community and country.


A reminder to each of my children: You now have the responsibility, standing on the broad shoulders of those who have gone before you, to teach your children to use their gifts and talents to make your country, your state, and your community a better place. I echo to you what my dad declared to me: “You will give back.” Remember that giving back is a joyful duty and the path to true success and happiness as you pursue your version of the American Dream.
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Foreword


I first saw Mia when she spoke at the 2012 Republican National Convention, one of the biggest stages in all of politics. She was hailed as the next up-and-coming political star, a conservative who could speak to women, young people, and communities of color Republicans had struggled to reach. She was a Black Republican nominated for Congress in the largely white state of Utah. I was impressed by her from a distance before having the opportunity to really get to know her. And, as it sometimes happens in life, the private person you get to know is even better than the public one you thought you knew.


I first met Mia in a small committee conference room during her freshman orientation in November 2014. I cannot explain how or why we immediately hit it off, but we did. She often joined Senator Tim Scott, Johnny Ratcliffe, and me for dinner, where I was able to get to know who she was outside of the floor of the house. The “rising star” I saw on national television in the summer of 2012 had no interest in being a star. She was singularly focused on work, constantly seeking to have not only command of the issues but command on how to communicate those issues. Mia’s background was not in law nor the courts, but she wanted to be the most effective questioner and communicator she could be during committee hearings, so she worked at it.


What stood out to me about Mia during our time in Congress was her passion for this country. It is a passion that often comes from the children of immigrants, new Americans in love with what this country offers. She had this effervescent hope, the kind of hope that comes from living it. She lived the power of education. She lived what it means to thrive even against most odds. She lived economic empowerment, self-confidence, and a belief that in America, even as a conservative Black woman, you can rise to the heights of a political party.


Mia was targeted for defeat from the moment she first arrived in Congress. It was almost as if Mia was what the other side feared the most. And therefore, she had to work twice as hard to get to Congress and twice as hard to stay there. So in addition to being a mother, a spouse, a member of Congress, highly in demand across the country to speak the message of conservatism, she was constantly trying to fend off national attacks. From the moment she won an election she had to begin the fight for the one to come. It would be exhausting for most of us, but most of us are not made the way Mia is. Always that smile.


Her history is inspiring. Her history is something everyone can celebrate regardless of their political beliefs or station in life. But it is not her history that made her one of my closest colleagues; it was and is her present. It was and remains this uncontrollable combination of energy, work ethic, character, and devotion to faith and family. When Tim Scott, John Ratcliffe, and I would see the top of her head climbing the stairs at the restaurant we frequented one of us would invariably say, “Here comes Hurricane Mia.” It was a hurricane of hope that brightened our lives, and I am convinced it will brighten yours as well.


If you ever doubt what hard work, a belief in yourself, education, character, and doing the right thing even when others do not, can do and how it can impact everyone you meet, read her story and doubt no more.


—Trey Gowdy














Introduction


Have you ever felt so unprepared, uncertain, and unqualified that you had a perpetual pit in your stomach? Have you ever had experts and elites constantly saying you were in over your head and so incredibly incompetent that you wondered if it was worth getting out of bed in the morning? Have you ever faced a never-ending feed of social media posts challenging your integrity and intelligence? Have you experienced suffocating stress from a seemingly endless stream of requests, demands, and commitments? Have you endured a daily dose of overwhelming anxiety that you aren’t good enough, aren’t doing enough, and aren’t qualified enough to fulfill any of the roles you play in your life? Welcome to membership in the United States Congress.


If you have ever wondered if you were good enough, smart enough, Black or white enough, conservative or liberal enough—Congress will multiply and intensify those feelings. I had a lot of these “unqualified” and “not enough” challenges, like many of you, before I was elected to Congress. And they were magnified until I finally decided that enough was enough.


If you are like me, you or someone close to you has experienced imposter syndrome and worried that people may find out that you really aren’t as good as those glossy pictures look—that your house isn’t in perfect order, your kids have challenges, your “put-together” posts on social media hide your messiness, or that your workout selfie may be hiding how exhausted you really are. You are not alone!


Being a member of Congress can compound and exacerbate any and every bit of self-doubt you have ever experienced. The rat-race and chase of Congress keeps you questioning yourself and running 24/7.


Running!


I learned to run on little sleep. I learned to run an office. I got very good at running in heels—only because—well, shoes matter!


Running to meetings. Running late. Running to meet constituents. Running to or from reporters. Running to vote. Running scared. Running out of patience. Running to catch a plane. Running into buzzsaws. Running to town halls. Running out of energy. Running for reelection. Running, running, running!


Running. I love running. At least I thought I did. One of my first campaign videos was centered on my love of running, which led to my running for Congress. I had no idea what kind of running I was getting into. I didn’t realize that running in Washington is designed by both Republican and Democratic leadership to control individual members.


Party leaders on both sides of the political aisle are united on one thing—keeping members off-balance, distracted, and dependent on the party to help them win reelection. It is much easier to keep the members of your caucus in line—and voting the way the Democratic or Republican bosses want—if the members believe they are only one step out of line from being defeated in a primary election.


Political party leaders are very good at reminding you that you really don’t belong and that you are lucky to be in Congress. They also remind you regularly how much you need them. The media clobbers you for every slip of the tongue or inarticulate moment. Twitter trolls eviscerate everything from your hair and makeup to your comments on a cable news network.


You may even have the person who occupies the highest office in the land come after you for not bowing to his ego or genuflecting to his arrogance and self-importance. To have a president of the United States of America, who seemed incapable of having relationships—only convenient transactions—mock you after a tough election loss or call your ancestorial home a “shithole” can be devastating, disconcerting, and disappointing. (More on the forty-fifth president in chapter 12.)


All of it is actually enough to make you want to just run away.


I learned to just run instead.


On my first morning in Washington, my husband, Jason, and I went for a run. Of course, we ran on the National Mall. It became a fitting symbol for my service to the people of Utah and the nation.


As Jason and I ran along, I was amazed that everything seemed to be under construction. In fact, I did a social media post talking about how Washington was broken and in desperate need of repair.


I realized on that first run that I was also going to need to engage in continuous improvement and repair. Doubts about whether or not I was truly qualified and up to the job raced through my mind in those early moments and days in DC. Although I didn’t doubt my character or my commitment, the noisy chatter and clamor from politicians and pundits was disorienting.


Running had always been my quiet space. Running cleared my mind and enabled me to tap into my true, inner, authentic self. My regular running for exercise and breathing space became the best way to deal with my 24/7 running as a member of Congress.


I am convinced that any run in America’s capital city should end at the Lincoln Memorial. Mine often did.


As a Black woman with no formal political education who was standing in a predominantly white male–dominated political field, standing in front of Abraham Lincoln was powerfully ironic and ironically empowering. I often faced moments of anxiety and self-doubt. Somehow, gazing up at the majestic statue reminded me that I had something to offer the nation and the people I represented. I had a story to tell. I had a voice that could make a difference.


But looking at Lincoln wasn’t enough. I had to look back across the National Mall toward the Capitol, where my work would be done in “the people’s house.”


Looking out toward the Capitol often gave me pause. Yet, I knew in that moment that Lincoln had my back. Those who fought to preserve the Union had created space for me to embrace my story, find my voice, and help others do the same.


I also had Representative Lee Zeldin. Lee and I met when I was a mayor and he was in the New York State Senate. We both attended the Aspen Rodel Leadership Summit. Knowing that Washington was an “every man and woman for themselves” kind of place, it is often difficult to know whom you can truly trust. Lee and I made a pact that very first day of orientation that we would have each other’s back. We would always be a safe place as friends, first and last, in a world of savage politics. Our families became close. Diana—my ride or die, as I referred to her—and I were close. Jason and Lee also became very close. Our safe place, our pact and friendship, remain intact to this very day.


With Lincoln and Lee at my back, I could gain some confidence for what I needed to do on Capitol Hill. I instinctively and deeply understood that America was still working to live up to the principles we often professed to believe in—equality, justice, and opportunity for all. But at least we had a chance to make our union more perfect.


I wanted desperately to do my part. That often led me to bow my head in prayer in order to gather hope, confidence, and strength to do the right thing in the right way to get the right result for “we the people.”


When you stand on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial and bow your head, you will see chiseled in one of those stone steps the words “I have a Dream.” It is on that spot in August 1963 that Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. offered one of the greatest speeches ever delivered.


His words still echo down the National Mall, across the nation, and around the world. “I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.”1


Dr. King had a dream. I had a dream. Dr. King’s words contained the answer to all my feelings of being uncertain, unprepared, and unqualified.


I was qualified because of the content of my character.


Taking a journey of self-discovery was required both to fully understand the content of my character and galvanize those parts of my character that were vital to my success. Yes, there were parts of my journey where I discovered things I didn’t like, things I needed to change, and areas in which I needed to improve.


I was qualified because character had been instilled in me from my parents who ran, fought, and sacrificed their way out of an impoverished and devastatingly corrupt nation in pursuit of an improbable dream.


It turns out that running for freedom was in my genes. It was part of my story, part of my history, and part of the content of my character.


My father knew what it meant to run for freedom—because he had. It began in 1958 in Haiti during a night of running and finding refuge in a sewage pipe.


My father, Jean Maxine Bourdeau, was just fourteen years old when he ran from a gun-wielding member of the Tonton Macoute—the thugs representing the paramilitary dictator leader in Haiti. The only path of safety available to him in that terrifying moment was an open sewage pipe. He scurried inside and spent the whole night there.


It was not that sprint in the darkness away from danger or hiding like a terrified animal in that pipe that changed the course of my father’s life—and mine. It was what happened the following morning.


My father cautiously made his way home after the danger passed and found his mother in mourning. She knew about the events of the night. At that time in Haiti, if a fourteen-year-old boy didn’t come home at night, every mother knew he was dead.


When my father had not returned from town, his mother was certain he had been killed. My father was shocked by his mother’s broken spirit. The haunting despair and terror in his mother’s eyes changed my dad forever. It sparked and then seared into his soul a passionate desire and need to race for freedom and find opportunity.


I heard this story often while growing up. It is infused into my character. I never cease to be amazed that it really was not his run from death or a night in hiding that changed everything for my dad; the transformation of his character began with the look in his mother’s eyes.


A mother’s eyes should hold promise and confidence, not panic and uncertainty. In that very moment, my father made a solemn promise to himself that he would not raise his children among the torments his mother had endured. He would find a refuge for his own family in the safest place he could imagine, a place he’d only heard of—the United States of America.


Running toward freedom. Racing toward the dream of America. Dad had his doubts about whether he was qualified, capable, and willing to run down an incredibly uncertain path. The content of his character and that of his mother pushed him forward—doubts, fears, and all.


The American Dream was a seemingly impossible dream for a kid like my father living in Haiti at the time. But, defeating all odds, Dad married my mother, Marie, who shared the same dream, and together they made a plan.


A good friend, Boyd Matheson, recently shared with me a version of something he has presented on his KSL NewsRadio show Inside Sources, in print for the Deseret News, and in numerous speeches across the country—something that really struck me:




Our finest hours as a nation have not come about when things were certain and settled. The most important breakthroughs and break-withs, triumphs and transformations occur within the parentheses of a crazy idea.


Within the parentheses of a crazy idea, the foundation of a new nation, conceived in liberty and committed to the principle that all men are created equal, was laid.


Within the parentheses of a crazy idea, a civil war, and even world wars, were waged, including tide-turning battles at Gettysburg and the beaches of Normandy, to win freedom for millions.


Within the parentheses of a crazy idea, game-changing innovations like light bulbs, steam engines, automobiles, and countless entrepreneurial endeavors have been launched.


Within the parentheses of a crazy idea, Rosa Parks took a seat, Martin Luther King took a stand, and Jackie Robinson broke the barrier on America’s long and winding road to live up to its ideals.


Within the parentheses of a crazy idea, the Wright Brothers took a flight that eventually propelled small steps into giant leaps for mankind.


Within the parentheses of a crazy idea, women suffragettes plowed the ground that ultimately provided the right to vote to women.2





My parents were prepared to insert their own crazy idea within those open parentheses. Their crazy idea included a plan of significant sacrifice and humbling hardship in their quest for freedom and a future where their children would be judged by the content of their character.


After much scrimping and saving, my parents earned enough money for the airfare and tourist visas to America—which, as challenging as it was, really was the easy part of their crazy pursuit of a better life.


The hard part?


My father went first. I am sure that was beyond difficult for my mother, my brother, and my sister. My mother had to answer the cries of those two little ones: “Where is Daddy?” and “When will Daddy come back?” Such questions, I am sure, pained my mother. How do you explain such separation and sacrifice to a child? This period of separation was simply a prelude to harder, more difficult days ahead.


Finally, it was time for my mother to join him. It would require her to leave those two young children behind with family in Haiti and travel to the United States.


In a moment still incomprehensible to me, my mother made a gut-wrenching decision and stepped into the unknown. As my mother was getting ready to depart, my brother begged her not to get on that “white bird” that took Daddy away. In his little-boy mind, Daddy had not returned, and the frightening idea of his mother leaving too must have broken his tender heart.


With both of her young children screaming and wailing in tears, my mother had to step onto the plane.


This was no small step; it was a giant leap of cosmic proportions. My heart still aches for my mother when I think of that scene.


In total, my parents spent five years apart from their two eldest children. I cannot imagine how that must have felt: the doubts they must have had, the uncertainty that must have accompanied so many distressing moments, and even the shame that they probably felt from the judging eyes of those who questioned why parents would leave their children behind. I am sure they wondered if they had done the right thing, if their children were being taken care of. I know they shed many tears while longing to be reunited.


Through it all, my parents kept their faith in the content of their character, their prospects in the new community they had found in America, and the hope of good days to come. My parents finally secured their American citizenship, thereby establishing a secure foothold on their dream of a brighter future. It was during this time that I was born in Brooklyn, New York.


Interestingly, I didn’t meet my older brother and sister until I was five years old. That was a little confusing for me, having spent five years as an only child. After bringing their eldest children to the United States, my parents finally had their family together, and a future filled with promise was ahead.


The road to citizenship for my parents was improbable and sometimes excruciating. Within the parentheses of their crazy idea, they took each step mindful of the infinite possibilities in their children’s future as Americans. Character was being forged and qualified; contributing citizens were being raised.


We were taught to appreciate the freedoms—and the heavy responsibilities—of living in this country. We were raised to love the United States of America. We were conscious of the miracle of clean water, a well-stocked grocery store, orderly elections, a limited government with checks and balances, and an ethical police and military that would not chase children into hiding. It was pounded deep into the foundation of our minds that we would not be takers; we would give back.


Character counted in my home. It would be by the content of our character that we would be judged. Character is forged over time. I believe that we are all products of our past experiences. It’s the layers upon layers of our actions, the decisions we’ve made, and the decisions made for us by our ancestors that make up our life and shape our story.


The stories, dreams, and heroic experiences we are told of as we’re growing up are stored as images and powerful memories in our minds. Down through the ages, the events and experiences of those who came before us were born to mothers and fathers and transferred to them by their mother’s mothers and father’s fathers long ago. Such stories, traditions, values, and beliefs have a direct impact on where we begin our individual journeys and what we believe is true.


What we believe about ourselves influences the decisions we make, the opportunities we take, and the ones we don’t. If you don’t believe you can, you won’t do it. If you believe you are unworthy or unqualified, you won’t respond when the opportunity of a lifetime is presented to you. The building of character is a cottage industry.


In the chapters that follow, I hope you will see yourself and come to know with certainty that you are qualified because of the content of your character. Through my experiences and those of others, I want you to join me on a journey of discovery that will help you overcome doubt, believe in yourself, and see the possibilities the future holds for you.


The race toward evaluating and strengthening the content of your character is not easy. But like a great morning run on the National Mall, I promise it will be worth it.


Part of the reason for why I’m writing is for the content of my children’s character. I want to pass on the lessons learned—the knowledge, principles, and deep history of our family.


This book is for my minority friends who want to know why I stand for the principles I passionately profess.


This book is for women who struggle with anxiety and self-doubt every day despite their ample qualifications. Women are still unconfident applying for the jobs they are fully capable of pursuing. Women apply for a job only if they meet 100 percent of the qualifications, while men apply based on meeting only 60 percent, according to a Hewlett Packard internal report.3


Similarly, it is easy to see that there is an obvious lack of representation of minority groups in our nation’s largest area of influence and power—positions in government. Rather than standing in a place of weakness, being convinced by others that you are a victim or that you don’t belong, I want you to feel empowered and confident. In the place where the most good could be done to shift, change, and improve lives, far too many minorities are standing on the sidelines rather than confidently getting into the field.


This book is for you and your children. I sincerely hope that our journey together will provide you with a message of encouragement and a plan for personal empowerment.


You have a story—own it. You have a voice—raise it. Then lead and help others do the same. You are qualified by the content of your character.
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CHAPTER 1


Do I Belong in a Sea of Old White Men?


As I stood in the wings of the stage at the 2012 Republican National Convention, I took it all in. There were so many people, so many white faces, so many cowboy hats. The thought crossed my mind that I was bringing color to a sea of mostly old white men. Echoes from Sesame Street easily flowed to my mind: “One of these things is not like the others.”1


I was clearly not the same.


I was about to step onto the national stage as a Black, female, mayor, mother, and wife. A first-generation American—a unicorn at the time in the Republican Party. My nervousness at that moment had me questioning my qualifications and wondering if I truly belonged on such a massive stage, in such an enormous arena, with such high stakes for the Republican Party.


The national GOP leadership for the nominating convention had positioned me as a rising star, announcing me as a voice worth hearing. I did not feel qualified in that moment.


Boyd Matheson, my speechwriter at the time, sensed my rising worry backstage and reminded me of who I was and why I was qualified and ready for the opportunity of a lifetime.


During our preparation for the speech, Boyd had shared an account of what Neil Armstrong was purported to have mumbled after his famous “One small step for man, one giant leap for mankind” moment: “Just like drill.” The moment was exactly what Armstrong and thousands of members of the NASA space team had practiced, planned, and prepared for. Whether apocryphal or actually uttered, the message was the same for both an Apollo astronaut and an out-of-her-element political newbie.


Those three simple words, “just like drill,” had become my mantra when I was faced with uncertainty and questioned my qualifications. Boyd reminded me that heroic moments were years in the making. Dull practice, hard choices, delayed gratification, quiet discipline, endless seeking, and digging deep to find my core principles—these are the seeds of qualified confidence that eventually lead to historic harvests.


More than a decade earlier, I’d felt the call to be a voice for my neighbors, then I ran for mayor, and now I hoped to take my hard-won local governing lessons to Washington. The journey was filled with personal, interpersonal, and community drills of every kind.


I was thrown a lot of sharp questions about my political leanings and background from politicos, power brokers, and people of color. Pundits could obviously see I was “not like the others” and struggled to put me into a neat and tidy political box. How could I possibly be a Republican when everything about me seemed to not belong in the stereotypical conservative box?


All of that can really make you question your qualifications. I found myself asking, “Do I really belong?”


Panic-filled adrenaline had my mind racing. I was reliving so many moments and memories while recalling vital lessons I had learned along the extraordinary journey that led up to that moment on that big stage.


I remembered that feeling confidently qualified is the result of an arduous and sometimes lonely journey. It usually begins with a significant opportunity being presented to you. That opportunity then causes you to question yourself, your qualifications, and your character. If you lean into the opportunity, it will help you discover the path to owning your story, recognizing your qualifications, and ultimately finding and raising your voice.


The journey is long. The path can be fraught with fear, filled with obstacles, and punctuated with confidence-undermining scrutiny, negativity, and uncertainty. It is the journey of a lifetime, and it begins with crucial questions.


Musicals have been a driving force in my journey from the time I was young. You will see later in this book how the stage helped me find, understand, come to value, and ultimately raise my voice. Stage productions stir me, and the lessons found in the characters regularly lead me to think deeper and think differently about my life, my goals, my roles, and my responsibilities.


In the Broadway classic Les Misérables, the hero Jean Valjean poses the ultimate question, “Who am I?” Valjean was arrested after having stolen a loaf of bread and then spent agonizing years in a chain gang. Finally paroled, he finds it difficult to find a way to earn a living as his official papers contain a reference to his criminal past.


Taken in by a humble priest, Valjean is faced with an opportunity to steal valuable candlesticks and begin a new life with enough funds to provide for himself. After stealing the candlesticks, he is caught by the police and brought before the priest for identification. Amazingly, the priest declares that Valjean didn’t steal the candlesticks; they were a gift. He even chooses to give him another. The kindly priest sends the authorities away and charges Valjean to go build a life and make a difference. (I can always hear my dad’s voice in that charge.)


It is a poignant moment as Valjean reviews who he once was, who he currently seems to be, the power of his oppressor, and what the future holds. Valjean is really questioning who he is at his core. He begins a new journey wondering what he is willing to stand up and speak out for—regardless of the consequences.


Valjean wonders if there is any place, any community, any business, or any relationship, human or divine, where he is qualified to belong.


I know what that feels like.


My mind then drifted back to the Utah State Republican Convention where I had, in a major upset, secured the nomination. I entered the race for the newly created Fourth Congressional District as the longest of long shots. There was a group of men who had had their eyes on the race for years. A number of them were members of the Utah State Legislature and were part of an exclusive club called the Patrick Henry Caucus. Steve Sandstrom and Carl Wimmer, in particular, had worked with the delegates for a very long time. They had the Patrick Henry Caucus supporting them. And they had worked really hard with the delegates.


In 2010, three-term incumbent Utah Republican senator Bob Bennett was running for reelection. But all these Patrick Henry Caucus members had worked to get delegates elected to the convention who were much more conservative and definitely antiestablishment than Bennett was. All of these people I was running against had worked on the campaign that ultimately elected Republican Mike Lee to the Senate.


So my opponents had worked with these delegates for two years, knew them well, and worked with most of them directly. It seemed that they all belonged, and I clearly didn’t.


Then all of a sudden, I had support from congressional leaders in Washington. I had the support of Paul Ryan, Kevin McCarthy, and Eric Cantor. While that was amazing to me, it further put me on the outside—on the she-doesn’t-belong train.


Interestingly, the support I got from Paul Ryan actually began with his wife, Janna. She had seen an online video that The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints had done on my story. Janna Ryan put that video right in front of Paul and said, “You need to help her.”


At the beginning, it didn’t seem like it would help in the hyper-antiestablishment state convention. I will return to this later, and how it proved providential.


On the day of the state convention, things were really intense. At that time in Utah, the state GOP convention delegates could determine whether or not there was a primary or whether a candidate would be the nominee and go straight to the November general election ballot. To avoid a primary, you had to get more than 60 percent of the delegate vote. I was hoping to keep any of the other candidates from getting to 60 percent and squeak in second place and make it to a primary.


After the first round, those who received fewer votes are knocked out. A second round of speeches are given by candidates, and then another round of voting takes place. The delegates who voted for the eliminated candidates are now up for grabs, so a whole lot of horse-trading happens to secure their votes.


After the first round, I was still in the game. But then it seemed that the “good ol’ boys” network was going to win the day. Many elected officials started lining up to endorse and get behind Carl Wimmer. Again, I didn’t seem to belong.


I spoke from the heart in the short second-round speech. Carl Wimmer said to go with a proven conservative and then turned the mic over to those who were endorsing him. The attorney general for the State of Utah, Mark Shurtleff, then took the mic and encouraged delegates to vote for a proven conservative, not a token or novelty candidate.


For a nanosecond I thought, “I really don’t belong.” Then I heard the delegates groan and boo at the attorney general’s statement. There was a flurry of activity behind the scenes as the second round of voting began. I will get to that later in the book.


As Mark Shurtleff walked off the stage, Dave Owen, my communications consultant, turned to National Committee member Enid Mickelsen and asked her, “Did you hear what Shurtleff said?” She hadn’t. Dave whispered in her ear, and Enid responded with an incredulous “He did what?”


That was all we heard. I was ready to jump into the fray, but Jason pulled me back and said, “No, let them take care of it.” Enid threw on her heels because she had taken her shoes off backstage. She went up to Shurtleff, who was at least twice her size, and launched into a barrage of “Who do you think you are?” Pointing her finger in his chest, she continued, “What do you think you are doing? You’re finished here. Everyone’s gonna see who you are. You are done! Pack your bags. You will always be known as that guy.”


In that moment, Enid demonstrated as a national GOP leader and former Republican member of Congress that I did indeed belong. And I had someone who not only thought I belonged but would have my back! That was incredibly powerful and empowering for me.


When the tally came in, I had well exceeded the 60 percent threshold, and I became the Republican nominee for the Fourth Congressional District to face Democrat Jim Matheson in the general election. As important as winning—and even avoiding a primary—was, the clear message from the delegates that I did belong meant the most to me.


And that brought me back to when I was backstage in Tampa. It gave me some confidence that perhaps there was a place for me and that perhaps I did have something to say that would bring people together. Maybe, just maybe, I did belong.


In many ways, I felt that I had been thrown into the middle of an Olympic competition with zero training for the event I was about to compete in. The lofty hopes of many weighed heavily on my shoulders; I knew their hopes were riding on my ability to deliver. Such moments can be confidence-crushing.


In such moments I often heard the words of my parents preaching hope and confidence from the pulpit of my memory. I remember my parents saying that what they loved most about America was that America believes in dreams, especially in the dreams of the underdog. America loves a great David and Goliath story.


In the America we know, David really can beat Goliath—whether David is a small-town basketball team, an upstart entrepreneur, or a young child who dares to dream.


My favorite line in that biblical story says that David ran to meet Goliath. Think of that… He ran toward a seemingly impossible challenge. David faced his own moments of doubt and feeling unqualified. In receiving his charge to go face Goliath, he responded by saying he was just a kid—young, unlearned, and inexperienced. The feelings were surely multiplied when the king laughed at the audacious declaration that David would defeat Goliath not with swords and shield and armor, but with a sling. David’s brothers chimed in by reminding him that he didn’t belong anywhere but back with the sheep.


David walked past those who declared him unqualified and mocked his moxie, and he stepped onto the battlefield. Goliath joined the chorus of jeers, saying that he would feed David’s dead and defeated body to the birds.


At every turn of the journey, David could have, and perhaps should have, run in the opposite direction. By any and every measure, he really didn’t belong in the battle and was not qualified to stand as the representative of the kingdom.


And yet, David ran!


I would note that the qualified confidence that enabled David to run toward Goliath is also the kind of confidence we need to have as we take on the Goliaths of America’s problems: debt, immigration reform, health care, supply chain issues, energy, the economy, and the Godzilla we call Washington bureaucracy. It is time for all of us—for “we the people”—to run toward the challenges of our day, not away from them.


Running.


In that cavernous hall back in 2012 at the RNC, I did have thoughts of running. Mostly, I was thinking about running for the exit. Even though I knew I was prepared, my mind was spinning.


So, I ran for the most secluded spot available to me—a bathroom stall in the dressing room. In that less than ideal space, I offered the most heartfelt prayer of my life. And yes, it is possible to offer up an earnest prayer in a bathroom stall while trying not to throw up on your perfectly pressed suit or smudge your makeup. That stall was my haven in the final moments before I had to take the stage. For a moment I was reengaging all the “unqualified” and “you don’t belong” doubts I had ever entertained. “Run away, you don’t belong” is a haunting phrase and a devastating feeling.


I prayed from the depths of my soul to be able to deliver my message, to not fall in my high heels, that I wouldn’t pass out, or that the stage manager wouldn’t cut my mic and haul me off the platform if I spoke too long (which he threatened to do during the rehearsal). “Breathe!”


Then my prayer shifted from my insecurities, doubts, and fears to something higher. I didn’t want the moment to be about me. I just wanted to be a voice. The words in my mind—“Not my will but Yours”—sunk deep. Kneeling in that backstage bathroom stall, I realized several fundamental truths:




1. I had a story that mattered.


2. I had a voice.


3. The principles I knew, believed, and strived to live were the core of my character.


4. My character qualified me for this moment—I belonged!


5. I was going to mount that stage and raise not just my voice, but the voice of every person who ever hoped to live the American Dream. My voice would be their voice.


6. It was time to run toward the moment.




With my high heels digging into the spongy floor, with “We Will Rock You” blaring as my walk-on music, I strode to the podium to speak my truth: that the America I knew was founded on the unifying principles of freedom and built by humble, hopeful, extraordinary people.


Looking out into that sea of still mostly white faces—and far too many cowboy hats—I suddenly began to feel a sense of belonging. I saw my campaign-color orange towels being waved enthusiastically by the delegates from Utah! The red, white, and blue signs and the flags and banners of patriotic people extended as far as I could see.


I recognized that I wasn’t scanning the audience to see someone like me; they all were like me. I saw the audience for who they were—Americans. I belonged.


I had a story to tell, so I began:




Let me tell you about the America I know. My parents immigrated to the U.S. with ten dollars in their pocket, believing that the America they had heard about really did exist. When times got tough they didn’t look to Washington, they looked within.


So the America I came to know was centered in personal responsibility and filled with the American Dream.


The America I know is grounded in the determination found in patriots and pioneers, in small business owners with big ideas, in the farmers who work in the beauty of our landscape, in our heroic military and Olympians. It’s in every child who looks at the seemingly impossible and says, “I can do that.” That is the America I know!
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