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My Personal Hero: Donald A. Gerz, Jr.


When most people think of the term hero, they think of grand and famous figures of legendary or historical scope.  However, there is another type of hero, one of which we are more familiar—the ordinary, personal variety.  Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary, Eleventh Edition defines ordinary as “in the regular order of events; usual; natural; normal.”  This same source defines personal as a relationship “carried on between individuals directly; done in person without the intervention of another; private, not public.”  Finally, Merriam-Webster defines hero as “a person admired for his or her achievements and noble qualities; one who shows noble qualities.”  Certainly, a person who fits all these terms is my own father, Donald A. Gerz, Jr. (1917-present).  Although my father possesses many noble qualities, I will limit myself to examples of three admirable traits: his family-oriented nature, his desire for me to achieve intellectual, spiritual, and moral excellence, and his many responsible decisions and choices over the eighty-five years of his rich life.

Family has always been of prime concern to my father.  From when I was old enough to remember, my Dad has always placed a high premium on family togetherness.  Each summer, my sister and I looked forward to a full, two-to-three week vacation by car.  In fact, we saw much of the nation we had studied in American history and geography that way.  Thanksgiving, Christmas, and Easter were always celebrated with elaborate preparations, all of which were enthusiastically organized by my Dad.  Finally, my father saw to it that my sister and I received a good education in the finest religious schools of the time.  Furthermore, he made sure we went to church each Sunday, and he made sure we practiced the values of our religion.  Of course, he and my mother did so as well.

Perhaps the greatest gift my father gave me was (and is) his desire for me to achieve intellectual, spiritual, and personal excellence.  In this regard, he was fond of saying (much to my amusement), "I don't care if you choose to be a garbage man, but you had better be the best darned one in the whole world!"  I realized then that his standards for me were indeed high, because I also realized how difficult it is to be the best at anything—even if it were to become the best "sanitation engineer" in the world!  It is important to note, however, that he always loved and accepted me, even when I failed to reach his lofty standards.  Nonetheless, he always instilled in me a keen desire to become all I was meant to be, and he made me work to become my true self.  In striving toward intellectual excellence, my father served as an excellent example.  He read constantly—not popular, "fluffy" reading material, but difficult, "meaty" literary fare, such as history and the classics.  Indeed, it was from his love of scholastic reading that I was inspired to take up academics as my profession.  As a chemist and later as a plant manager, he kept up with all the technical journals of the time.  To do so, my father was always up before 5:00 AM, reading and taking notes on yellow notebook pads, and writing reports that would be perfected latter in the business day.  No doubt, I acquired my habit of getting up early to begin my day's work from his example.

My father has had to make many difficult decisions and tough choices in his lifetime.  He has always done so in a responsible fashion.  Remarkably, my Dad invariably has been right on every tough decision he as ever made.  When I was seven years old and my sister was three, our mother became seriously ill from a chronic and incurable illness, one that rendered her regularly unable to fulfill her obligations as a wife and as a mother off and on for the rest of her life.  In fact, at various times, she was not able to care for herself, and therefore required intensive and costly hospitalization over long periods.  During such times, Dad provided for Mom's astronomical medical bills, arranged for proper care and supervision for my sister and me, and continued working at a high level of production, thus continuing to earn an impressive salary as a chemist for a Fortune 500 company.  Obviously, I can never fully appreciate or even know the many difficult decisions and sacrifices my father made to keep our family together so that my sister and I would continue to develop physically, emotionally, intellectually, socially, and spiritually.

As I mentioned at the beginning of this essay, when most people think of heroes, they typically think of epic heroes like the Anglo-Saxon Beowulf and the ancient Greek Achilles, or historical heroes, such as George Washington, Winston Churchill, and General George S. Patton, Jr.  These are figures whose greatness is "painted" with the colors of their heroic deeds on the vast epic canvas of the world stage.  However, "ordinary," personal heroes, such as my father, are just as remarkable, but in a much different way.  Personal heroes may not be grand in the eyes of the world, but they are moral giants in the eyes of those whose lives are touched and forever changed in a positive manner by their unobtrusive presence, subtle inspiration, and selfless support.  My father is such a hero.  Again, Merriam-Webster defines the personal hero as "…a person admired for his or her achievements and noble qualities—one who shows courage and other noble qualities."  As his son, I can assure all that my Dad fits this definition of hero.  Personal heroes, by their very nature, are unassuming, humble, modest, and usually heroic in very subtle ways.  My father is such a person.  In most cases, the personal hero does not seem heroic in the usual sense of the word.  In fact, the works of personal heroes are often unrecognized during their own lifetimes.  However, I recognize what my father has achieved and what a great person he is.  Although I will never be half the man he is, I will continue to try to emulate his high standards in my own life.  More than anything, I want him and others to know how much I appreciate what he has done, the sacrifices he has made, and what a hero he is in my eyes and in the estimation of all who know him.  In all honesty, had my father never been born, this life would be the poorer for it.  I thank God for the rich, fruitful, and truly heroic life of Donald A. Gerz, Jr., my father.
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