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Dear Bode, 

This week, on Tuesday,  
our family celebrated your first birthday.  

One year ago,  
you entered the world and forever changed my life,  
your mother’s life,  
and your sister’s life as we became a family of four.  
And last year, I took a video and this picture when your sister, 
Maya, held you for the very first time in the hospital. 
During this time, your mother and I held you close, and as we felt 
the measured rise and fall of your chest we began to cry.  

Why?  

Because when you are alive for only a few hours,  
breathing is a major accomplishment.  

You were beautiful, simply because you were alive. 

The next morning, we brought you home. 
We walked you upstairs, and placed you in your crib for the first 
time. Your mother and I stopped for a moment and we promised 
to give you the best life that we could possibly create for you. 

Over the past year Bode, you have filled our home and our hearts 
with so many happy memories. 

A few months after you were born, we learned two things: 

One: We learned that you don’t really love to sleep. 
And two: We learned that you do really love to smile 
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And once you were home, we watched as you and your sister 
began to learn how to live together. We love watching how you 
both relate and interact with each other, and you are a terrific 
brother to your older sister. 

Your mother and I brought you to our church, Paradox, and Randy 
Speyer dedicated you before God in March of this year. Paradox 
welcomed you into our community and loved you from the 
moment you were born. We are grateful to be part of such a 
loving community. 

A few months later, we travelled, as a family to Mt. Rainier 
National Park and we learned that you love being outdoors and 
riding in the backpack as we hike through creation. 

In October, you dressed up for your first halloween as a ninja 
turtle, and you weren’t embarrassed when your dad dressed up 
as a ninja turtle as well. 

Just last month, we celebrated your first ever Thanksgiving. 
You were surrounded by family as we shared a feast and reflected 
on all of the things in life for which we were grateful. 

Bode, your first year of life, has been a remarkable year of life. 
Being your father is one of the greatest joys, honors, and 
privileges I have found in this world. Your mother and I have 
celebrated and admired your every milestone as you have grown 
from a fragile infant to an energetic boy. 

I am writing this letter to you today for two reasons.  
The first reason is that I want to wish you a happy birthday.  
The second, is that your birthday is during the Advent Christmas 
season. And during this season, on your first birthday, I want to 
share with you what Christmas means to me. 
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As you continue to grow and mature and comprehend abstract 
ideas, you will hear from myriad people a wide variety of what 
Christmas means to them.  
Manufacturers will tell you that Christmas means its time to 
spend money.  
The travel industry will tell you that Christmas means its time to 
see family.  
And churches will tell you that Christmas means its time to get 
your theology right, and to boldly profess your faith in the 
immaculate conception, which is also known as the virgin birth. 

But Bode, 
I have found it’s possible to generously buy gifts for my loved 
ones,  
and completely miss the point of Christmas. 
I have found it’s possible to spend copious time with my family,  
and completely miss the point of Christmas. 
I have even found it’s possible to adamantly believe in a virgin 
birth,  
and completely miss the point of Christmas. 

And while churches, throughout my lifetime, repeatedly declare 
that Christmas is defined by the virgin birth, 
I have found that Christmas is defined by two completely different 
words. 

Bode, the Greek words “μὴ φοβοῦ” (May Foh-boo)  
is what Christmas is all about. 

μὴ φοβοῦ is said at the very beginning of the Christmas story, 
throughout the life of Jesus, and even during the resurrection. 
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μὴ φοβοῦ appears multiple times in the Gospels of Mark and 
John, and I would argue that μὴ φοβοῦ is the central theses of 
the gospels of Matthew and Luke. 
Not only that, but μὴ φοβοῦ, is always said by either Jesus or the 
angels, as a proclamation from heavenly beings to earthly 
humans, and μὴ φοβοῦ is always good news. 

Bode, μὴ φοβοῦ is of such importance, that I want to show you 
every instance this phrase is used in all four gospels.  

(Luke 1:13) 
When the angel first appeared to Mary with the news that she was 
pregnant despite being a virgin, the first words the angel said to 
Mary was, “μὴ φοβοῦ.” 

(Matthew 1:20) 
When Joseph was contemplating divorce from his pregnant 
fiancé, an angel appeared before him to discourage this divorce, 
and the first words the angel said to Joseph was, “μὴ φοβοῦ.” 

(Luke 2:10) 
When angels burst out of the sky with radiant light on sleepy 
shepherds to proclaim the birth of the Messiah for all humanity, 
the first words these angels said were, “μὴ φοβοῦ.” 

(Luke 5:10) 
As this boy Jesus, grew into a man and adopted the life of a rabbi, 
he called his first disciples to follow him. His first words to these 
disciples were, “μὴ φοβοῦ.” 

(Luke 8:50 & Mark 5:36) 
When a mother was weeping over the death of her daughter, 
which is one of the most unimaginable pains in the human 
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experience, to bury one's own child, Jesus consoled this 
desperate mother with the words, “μὴ φοβοῦ.” 

(Matthew 10:26, 28, 31 & Luke 12:4, 7, 32) 
When speaking to people who were run down and scorned by a 
brutally oppressive power, Jesus told these scorned bodies that 
they were valuable and beautiful in the eyes of God. During this 
eloquent passage, three times, Jesus tells these human beings, 
“μὴ φοβοῦ.” 

(Matthew 14:27, Mark 6:50, & John 6:20) 
When Jesus walked on water, he greeted his disciples by saying, 
“μὴ φοβοῦ.” 

(Matthew 17:7) 
When Jesus floated off the ground and was recognized and 
exalted by God during the transfiguration, Jesus told Peter, 
James and John, “μὴ φοβοῦ.” 

(John 12:15) 
When Jesus rode into Jerusalem on a donkey, John described this 
event with the prophecy, “μὴ φοβοῦ.” 

(Matthew 28:5) 
When Jesus was arrested, tried, crucified, and then buried, three 
women travelled to the tomb where Jesus lay. When they arrived, 
they were disheartened to find the stone had been rolled away, 
and then were speechless to find an angel standing on top of that 
stone. The angel smiled at these speechless women and then 
said to them, “μὴ φοβοῦ.” 

(Matthew 28:10) 
And when Jesus’ grieving disciples watched Jesus die and had 
given up all hope, the resurrected Jesus showed up in a room and 
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blew their collective minds, and before they could say anything, 
he said to them, “μὴ φοβοῦ.” 

Bode, if you fail to understand or trust the words μὴ φοβοῦ, then 
you may miss the entire point of the Christmas story,  
the life of Jesus Christ,  
and the resurrection. 

So what does the phrase, “μὴ φοβοῦ” mean? 

In English, μὴ φοβοῦ means, “Do not be afraid.” 

The Gospels of Matthew and Luke insist that when the incarnation 
of the infinite, all-powerful God becomes manifest in a finite, 
helpless newborn baby, this baby brings with him the message 
that all of humanity could stop living in fear. 

Now this is what is so often lost on people: 
Jesus, who was born in a manger  
brought the promise of a fearless life  
to people who had every reason to live a fearful life. 
Because the religion of Jesus’ day revolved around the Temple at 
the highest point of Jerusalem. This temple’s original intent was 
laid out in book of Leviticus, and it’s purpose was to bring people 
peace in a chaotic world.  

However, in Jesus’ day, the temple did not bring peace to weary 
people. Instead, temple officials imposed extravagant religious 
taxes and fees that drove impoverished people further into 
poverty. 

To give you a specific example of this greed, Leviticus outlined 
parameters for how poor people in society could make peace with 



�7

God. Specifically, the poor could offer a sacrifice of doves, rather 
than goats or bulls, because everyone could afford a dove. 
But 1500 years later, the Temple, seen in the picture above, would 
only accept “Temple-Approved” doves. These “Temple-Approved” 
doves, which were sold by the temple officials only at the temple, 
cost fifteen times as much as what a dove cost on the street. 
And all of the profits from these “Temple-Approved” doves would 
go directly to the religious officials’ pockets. This led to the 
temple officials living lavish lives, while peasants left the temple 
in a worst state than when they arrived. 

Bode, this is what we call corruption. 
And, at some point in your life you will find,  
that people can be unspeakably cruel to one another. 

Which raises the question, “Why did the poor and powerless 
people of first-century Palestine continue to participate in this 
corrupt religion?” 

The answer, Bode, is one word: fear. 
The people were afraid of God. 
The people were afraid of the Temple. 
And the people were afraid of retribution. 
The religious institution knew of this common fear,  
and they exploited it. 

If this doesn’t make you sick to your stomach,  
then I haven’t adequately explained the corruption of this temple. 

Bode, as you think of the Christmas story, it is imperative to 
remember that Jesus was born into a religion whose primary 
message on behalf of God was simply this: 
“Be afraid.” 
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And then an angel bursts into reality, and upends the common 
perception of God by saying two different words:  
“μὴ φοβοῦ”  

The angel is the first to bear the message of Christmas, and the 
angels words are “Do not be afraid.” 

But there’s more to the story.  

Jesus was also born into an tyrannical government whose power 
flowed from overwhelming military might. 
This government taxed peasants without representation or rights 
over and over and over again, and Jesus was a peasant. 
Estimates are that between the Romans, the Jews, and the 
Temple, the common Jewish family in first century Palestine was 
taxed between 70-90% of their income. 
This taxation from the government was so heavy, that people 
often sold themselves into slavery because they had no way to pay 
these taxes. 

Now, as you can imagine,  
these taxes frustrated the poor and powerless in this system. 
And so, every now and then, they would rise up, take arms, and 
fight back against the Romans.  
But peasants had very little chance of taking down the Roman 
army. 
The Romans would respond to this insurrection by capturing 
anyone involved in the uprising, and then torturing them by 
hanging their bodies on a cross outside the city’s gates, where 
they were left to die. 

The bigger the rebellion, the more crosses on the road. 
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And every peasant who walked the roads in and out of cities saw 
these crosses with rotting carcasses and it sent a very clear 
message: 
“This will happen to you if you refuse to submit to Rome.” 

If this government doesn’t make you sick to your stomach, then I 
haven’t adequately explained the oppression of this government. 

Jesus was born into a society whose primary message to its own 
citizens and peasants was this: 
“Be afraid.” 

But when Jesus recruits his first disciples, who were peasants, 
the first words he says to them are, “μὴ φοβοῦ” 

And Jesus invites his disciples to not be afraid. 

Two thousand years ago,  
religious and government officials actively squashed their own 
people with fear. 
And into that world, a baby boy was born, and the authors of the 
new testament claimed that this baby revealed that there was 
nothing to fear. 

Bode, when we truly believe the Christmas story,  
it’s less about believing something that is scientifically 
unprecedented, like the virgin birth,  
and more about refusing to live a life of fear,  
even if your back is against the wall 
and, instead, boldly living a life of love. 
In other words,  
for one to genuinely believe the Christmas story,  
is for one to live without fear. 
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Which brings us to 2017. Bode, this year has been has been a 
peculiar year in the United States of America. 
I was born in 1983 in this country.  
I am living in my 35th year here, and after 35 years, I can tell you 
this: 

2017 is a year that I never thought I would live through. 

Because 2017 is a year in which American citizens have been 
bombarded with fear. 

In the past year, we’ve paid our taxes to a government who has 
told me to be afraid of many things. This list could go on for some 
time, but I’ve chosen three fears for this letter today: 

Number One: 
The government tells me that I need to be afraid of Mexicans. 

The reason for this fear is because Mexicans, according to our 
political leaders, take American jobs, sell drugs to American kids, 
and rape American women. Mexicans are so terrible, that we 
should support the American government building a 2000 mile 
long border wall over eighty feet high to keep these people out of 
America. The cost of this wall is conservatively estimated at about 
one trillion dollars. Bode, with one trillion dollars, our 
government could pay for every college student in America’s 
tuition… for 15 years. But our government is justifying this 
expense because, according to them, Mexicans are so terrible 
that we need to build a wall to keep them out, and then our 
problems will be solved. 

Which Bode, is a rather curious thing for a government to say. 
Because I lived with a Mexican-American family for four years 
while I was in college. 
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And you know how they treated me? 
With kindness, love, and respect. 
They never once tried to sell me drugs. 
Bode, to say that Mexicans, in general, are, by nature, mostly 
rapists, drug-dealers, and job-stealers, is to be racist, and to be 
xenophobic. 
But the government urges us to be racist and xenophobic toward 
Mexicans because they are the problem, and not us. 

For whatever reason, the government wants us to be afraid of 
hispanic immigrants, particularly from Mexico. 

Second, the government tells me that I need to afraid of the news.  

From CNN to the New York Times, to the Washington Post to ABC 
News and NBC News, all of these organizations have been called 
out and condemned by the executive branch of our federal 
government. However, that same branch simultaneously 
endorses, over and over again, one news program above all of the 
others. So, a few weeks ago, I decided to take the endorsement of 
our government seriously, and I watched Fox and Friends. The 
program lasted for four hours, and here is what Fox and Friends 
told me: 

I need to be afraid of Hillary Clinton and her ties to Russia. 
I need to be afraid of NFL players who protest the flag. 
I need to be afraid of Chuck Schumer, who is “an enemy of the 
president.” 
I need to be afraid of Hillary Clinton (again). 
I need to be afraid of Antifa and their impending attack on college 
campuses. 
I need to be afraid of the people of Niger. 
I need to be afraid of Hillary Clinton (again). 
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In 2017, our government motivates us, with fear, to watch news 
programs that, in turn, motivate us to live in fear. All while the 
government has consistently told American citizens that we 
should be afraid and suspicious of news that doesn’t instill more 
fear within us. 

In other words, the government wants us to be afraid. 

Third, the government tells me I need to be afraid of losing the 
ability to say the words, “Merry Christmas.”  

This is particularly strange because I have lived in America since 
1983. In the entirety of my life, I have never once been told that it 
was unacceptable for me to say “Merry Christmas.” And yet, 
American Christians have rallied around this idea that Christmas 
is under attack. But at the same time, the United States of 
America harnesses and drains and utilizes Christmas for all its 
worth to bolster consumerism and the economy. Just last week, 
we took you to Disneyland, and the words, “Merry Christmas” 
were plastered everywhere.  

So what exactly is this war on Christmas?  

The government consistently tells American citizens that we 
should be afraid that we might lose the most popular and widely 
observed holiday in our country. 

Which is a bizarre twist of irony, 
because we are told to be afraid of losing a holiday 
whose primary purpose is to tell humanity that we do not need to 
be afraid.  

The American government’s message to her people in 2017 has 
been a consistent one: 
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“Be afraid.” 

Bode, at this point, you might assume that Christian churches 
would rescue American human beings from drowning in fear with 
the Christmas message. 

Unfortunately Bode, I have found that the majority of Christians 
add to American fear, rather than give the world the fearless 
message of Christmas. In fact, when a political candidate runs on 
a platform of fear, their largest support base is typically white 
evangelical Christians. 

This is unbelievably believable. 
It’s entirely unbelievable because every Christian I know believes 
in the Christmas story. 
But it’s also entirely believable, because most Christians I 
interact with are living lives of fear, even though they profess the 
Christmas story. 

Let me share a few examples of Christians living in fear: 
Christians have told me that we need to be afraid of Satan 
sneaking into the church by way of a drum set. 
Christians have told me we need to be afraid of any book written 
by someone who is outside of our small, select, Christian 
denomination. 
Christians have told me that we need to fear science, and that all 
Christians must publicly profess belief in specific unscientific 
claims,  
such as the virgin birth,  
a worldwide flood,  
or a 6000 year-old universe. 
Christians have told me that we need to be afraid of the voice of 
women, and the way women dress, and the choices women make 
with their bodies, and when women wear jewelry. 
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Christians have told me that we need to be afraid of Muslims,. 
And Christians have told me that we need to be afraid of the 
LGBT+ community and their supposed war on marriage. 

In other words, American Christianity’s message to her people in 
2017 has been a consistent one: 
“Be afraid.” 

Which brings us to your birth,  
your first birthday,  
and the year in between. 

Bode, 
The government today,  
just like 2000 years ago,  
is telling her people to be afraid. 

The religious establishment today, 
just like 2000 years ago, 
is telling her people to be afraid. 

And today, the Christmas story explodes into our American 
society, culture, and religion and exclaims, “μὴ φοβοῦ. Do not be 
afraid.”  

My son,  
you have a choice, with this life that is laid before you: 
 to live your life in fear 
  or to live your life in love. 

As you grow and mature into a man, you will find your natural, 
default, way of living is to live a life of fear.  
In other words, to live in fear is to live at the minimal level of what 
it means to be human. 
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But the Christmas story invites you to transcend that natural fear 
and strive toward love. 

So whenever you choose love instead of fear,  
at that moment,  
you are living the Christmas story. 
At that moment, 
you are believing the Christmas story. 
At that moment, 
you are the Christmas story. 

The ability to live a life of love rather than fear demands an 
enormous amount of faith. 
To choose love over fear takes a copious amount of courage. 
To be a vessel of love rather than a megaphone of fear requires a 
spectacular amount of bravery. 

Because life is filled with difficult seasons, Bode. 
There will be days when you’ll have the wind knocked out of you, 
and some betrayal will happen that grinds at your spirit,  
and you’ll wonder if choosing love is actually the right thing to do 
in a painful situation. 

But Bode, as your father, I want to tell you this. 
Choosing love over fear is always a worthwhile endeavor. 

I can’t control what you believe. 
I can’t control who you become. 
I can’t control how you behave. 

But here’s what I can offer you: 
I can promise to love you  
no matter what you believe,  
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no matter who you become,  
and no matter how you behave. 

And whether you believe Jesus was born of a virgin or not,  
doesn’t really matter to me. 

Now, there’s nothing wrong with believing in the virgin birth. 
But if you believe in the virgin birth,  
and continue to live in fear… as so many Christians do today, 
then do you actually believe in the good news of Christmas? 

Because only two of the four gospel writers mention this virgin 
birth, the other two writers don’t even think the virgin birth is 
worth mentioning.  

Let that sink in for a moment. 

Additionally, in all the words Jesus speaks in all four of the 
gospels,  
he never once references his virgin birth. 
Jesus, himself, didn’t really think the virgin birth was worth 
mentioning either. 

But Jesus does spend an inordinate amount of time telling 
anxious people how they can rise above their fear. 

So while it’s possible to believe in a virgin birth and still live a life 
of fear,  
it’s also possible for someone to not believe in a virgin birth, 
and yet live a life devoid of fear  
and filled with love. 
This person is living the Christmas story. 
Whether she knows it or not. 
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So Bode, it doesn’t really matter to me whether or not you believe 
in the virgin birth. 
But what does matter to me is that you understand that the  
Christmas story isn’t about getting your beliefs right.  
Instead, I want you to know that Christmas is  
first,  
foremost  
and finally about the call to live on this planet,  
right here,  
right now,  
without any fear,  
and full of love. 

And all of the trees  
and gifts  
and family 
and snowmen 
and songs 
and dinners 
and time off of school 
and nativity scenes 
are done in remembrance of this divine invitation and inspiration 
to set aside government and religion that screams at you to live in 
fear,  
and instead live a life of love. 

That, is what Christmas is all about. 

Bode,  
may you choose to rise above fear, 
and choose to lead a life of love. 

That is my Christmas wish for you,  
for this Christmas,  



�18

and every Christmas for the rest of your life. 

I want to close this letter by telling you a story. 

Just a few weeks ago, something changed inside your brain. You 
now hear music in a different way. Music creates something 
inside of you that needs to be expressed. It’s no longer enough for 
you to sit indifferently as your ears take in syncopated sound. 
Rather, you now feel that you have to move in response to this 
music. So when music begins to play, the only choice that your 
one-year old body has… 
…is to dance. 

I took a video of one of the first times you danced. You don’t 
appear until the end of this video, but you are DEFINITELY 
dancing. 

I talk about this video and this moment, because the way you 
dance brings your mother and I indescribable jubilation.   

But at some point in your life,  
someone will try to tell you that God hates dancing,  
and how you should be afraid of that rhythmic expression  
that comes naturally to you, because this dancing will lead you to 
making bad decisions. 

What they are trying to tell you about God  
and life  
and human expression  
and dancing is this: 
“Be afraid.” 

And at this point,  
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my wish for you is to recognize these comments for what they 
are, fear.  
And in that moment,  
my wish for you is to trust the Christmas story.  
So I hope you smile, nod, and say to yourself,  
“μὴ φοβοῦ.” 

And then dance like you’ve never danced before. 

Happy Birthday Bode,  
and Merry Christmas. 
I am proud of you. 
I am grateful you are my son. 
And I love you. 

With love, 
Dad


