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Dear Maya, 

Four years ago tomorrow, you burst into this world, and forever 
changed my life for the better. You were born on Christmas Eve at 
4:01 in the morning, and a few hours later the nurses placed you 
in a Christmas stocking. 

And on every Christmas Eve since that day,  
we took a picture of you with that same stocking. 
Here you are on the day you were born, your first birthday, second 
birthday, and third birthday. 

Maya, you are, unquestionably, the greatest stocking stuffer ever. 

And tomorrow, on your fourth birthday,  
we will take your fifth picture with the same stocking. 

I have a feeling that sometime around your fourteenth birthday,  
you are going to take this stocking,  
and. in protest,  
soak it in gasoline  
and gleefully set it on fire. 
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But until that day, your mother and I treasure these pictures, 
because these pictures remind us how much you have grown 
every year. 

Maya, every day of life with you is a gift.  
You have brought  
so much laughter  
and joy  
and wonder 
and singing 
and dancing 
and princesses 
to our household in the four years you have lived with us,  
that now all of these things, including the princesses,  
are things that I am hesitant to live without. 

And tomorrow, we will celebrate your fourth birthday.  
So Maya, I am writing this letter to you today to first say these 
words, “Happy birthday.” 

For your birthday this year, I want to tell you about the first gift 
that your mother and I gave to you. 

But in order for us to talk about your first gift,  
we first must talk about Christmas. 
Because the Christmas story,  
your Christmas Eve birthday,  
and your first gift  
are all intimately connected. 

In the first chapter of the Gospel of Matthew, the Christmas story 
begins from Joseph’s perspective. Joseph is engaged to Mary. But 
he soon discovers that she is pregnant,  
…and Joseph is quite sure that he is not the father. 
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In response to this infidelity, Joseph begins the process of calling 
off the engagement. But before he gets too far, an angel visits him 
in the dead of night.  

The angel proclaims that Joseph has nothing to fear,  
because Mary’s pregnancy is not from another man, 
but from the Holy Spirit. 

Before Joseph can fully process this,  
(because, let’s face it, this would take some TIME to process) 
the angel instructs Joseph that when this amalgamation of 
humanity and divinity is born, Joseph shall name him Jesus. 

The author, Matthew, interjects with a short narration on this 
conversation. He writes, “All this took place to fulfill what had 
been spoken by the Lord through (Isaiah):  

‘Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall call 
his name Emmanuel’, which means, ’God is with us.” 

I find this part of the story humorous  
because Jesus and Emmanuel are not the same name. 
Matthew records the angel saying “The Messiah’s name will be 
Jesus” and that same Matthew jumps in and says, “See! This is a 
fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy when he said the Messiah’s name 
will be Emmanuel!” 

On the surface, it appears that Matthew is trying to force a 
connection to the prophet Isaiah that simply is not there. 

But Matthew is talking about something bigger than the literal 
name of Jesus.  
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Instead, a closer look at the Greek reveals that Matthew writes 
“Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and people will 
call his name Emmanuel.” 

Matthew as a narrator,  
looks at the entirety of the life of Jesus Christ, and says,  
“Jesus lived up to the name Emmanuel,  
as spoken by the prophet Isaiah.” 

In other words, the life of this baby is the flesh,  
the blood,  
the embodiment,  
the proof,  
and the testimony that God is with us. 

This is important Maya, because there are Christians who believe 
that God and religion were better back then.  
They romanticize the religious past and say things like,  
“God spoke to people more during Biblical times,”  
or “Hymns are composed with much better lyrics than anything 
written today,”  
or “Give me that old time religion!” 

What these Christians are saying, Maya,  
is that God was with us. 

Conversely, there are other Christians who believe that the reality 
of our planet will continue to degrade for some time before Jesus 
Christ returns and rescues us from ourselves.  
These Christians say things like,  
“This world is not my home, come back and rescue me Jesus,” 
or “We live in a wicked world, and Jesus will set fire to it when He 
returns,” 
or “Once we get to Heaven, then we’ll clearly see Jesus.” 
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What these Christians are saying, Maya,  
is that God will be with us. 

But when Matthew tells the Christmas story, 
the name he uses is Emmanuel. 
That God is with us. 
That God is in this moment. 
That God is in this place. 
That God is in this breath. 

God is with us when I write these words. 
God is with us when I read this letter at Paradox. 
And Maya, God is with us when you read this letter, 
no matter how far in the future that may be. 
God is as near to you right now  
as God has ever been to all of humanity. 
If you trust this, then you trust Emmanuel. 

Now is it important to remember that God was with us? Of course. 
Is it vital to hope that God will be with us? Definitely. 

But any discussion about God who was or who will be with us,  
without the foundation that God is with becomes a discussion of 
emptiness. 

So Maya, when you read Matthew’s Christmas story 
always remember his thesis:  
Emmanuel, God is with us. 

And while most people hear “Emmanuel,” and feel like it’s a nice 
sentiment, things change from sentimental to explosive when you 
consider Matthew’s intended audience. 
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Matthew wrote his Gospel for Jewish men and women who were 
in the middle of a horrendous oppression by the Roman Empire. 

The Roman Empire ruled harshly over the Jews  
and deprived them of all of their basic human rights.  
They taxed the Jews without ceasing. 
Most estimates are that the Jews were taxed 70-90% of their 
income. 
To add injury to insult, the Romans passed legislation to remind 
the Jews of their proper place. 

So you can see how these Jewish men and women were 
ponderously living with burgeoning despair. 

This despair stemmed from a basic existential and theological 
problem: 

If God is all-powerful,  
and all-loving,  
and all-knowing, 
then  
WHY ON EARTH DOESN’T GOD DO SOMETHING ABOUT OUR PAIN? 

In the midst of this tyranny,  
God-following people began to say,  
“God is not with us.” 

Matthew writes his Gospel to people whose backs are against the 
wall. 

In his Gospel, Matthew insists that a boy was  
born,  
lived,  
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thrived,  
crucified  
and then conquered death.  

Matthew claimed that this whole life of Jesus is actual proof that 
God is with us just like God was with us when we  
wandered with Moses 
bloomed under David  
built with Solomon 
were exiled to Babylon  
and liberated by Persia. 

According to Matthew,  
in the midst of muddled misery, 
hope has blown-the-roof-off-this-place because 
God is still as close to us under Roman oppression  
as God has ever been! 

When these scorned humans first read the gospel of Matthew,  
we can imagine that to actually believe Emmanuel required faith. 
And to live with the belief that God is still with us,  
in our downtrodden state,  
takes a massive amount of… courage. 

Maya, I use the word “courage” intentionally. 

Because when we talk about courageous people,  
we always talk about the misfortunes they faced. 
How the story was over,  
how they had every reason to give up, 
but their human spirit responded with  
tenacity  
and grit  
and determination  
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that it overwhelmed the adversity, 
and created something that many considered impossible. 

Because courage is determination rising above adversity. 
Courage without adversity is meaningless. 

If an emperor is born into wealth and prosperity  
and never risks anything in his entire life, 
some might call that emperor lucky,  
or fortunate,  
or blessed, 
but no one would call him courageous. 

The people who first read the story of Jesus as told by Matthew 
had every reason to give up. But when these Jewish men and 
women and first Christians first faced adversity, 
their determination began to rise. 

And they picked themselves back up,  
rose to the occasion  
and transcended their oppressors. 

How do I know they did transcended the Roman empire? 
Because on December 25, 2017,  
we are not going to say, “Long live the Emperor.” 
Instead, we will say, “Emmanuel.” 
God is with us. 
Happy Hanukkah. 
And Christ is born! 

The Christian story is about finding  
determination,  
and purpose,  
and courage in the face of overwhelming adversity. 
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Which brings us to a story of tremendous courage that happened 
not too long ago. 
This story led to your mother and I giving you your fist gift, and 
I’ve never had the chance to tell you this story until now. 

In 1980, Congress put out a call to all American designers to 
submit drawings for the Vietnam War Memorial. This call became 
the largest architectural competition in history. The winner would 
receive a cash prize, and their design would be built by the 
government in a prominent location between the Lincoln 
memorial and Washington Monument. 

Over fourteen-hundred designs poured in for consideration. 
An eight-member design jury considered all of these submissions 
anonymously. The jury did this to ensure that the best design 
would be chosen, not the most prestigious name 
.  
After some time,  
the jury narrowed 1400 entries down to 232,  
and then narrowed 232 down to 39,  
and then narrowed 39 down to one.  



�10

This design, entry number 1026, won the competition. 

After selecting 1026 as the winner, the jury reached back behind 
the board, and opened the envelope which contained the name of 
the anonymous champion. With bated breath, they opened the 
envelope and read the last name, “Lin.” 

Lin was a name that none of the jury had ever heard before. 

Pause for a moment there Maya.  
Here are eight jurors responsible for picking the best design to 
honor Vietnam veterans, and the fallen soldiers in Vietnam. This 
war was protested by a significant number of Americans. And the 
war did not end with a great note of American triumph. In fact, 
most historians say that we lost the Vietnam war. 
Consider all of this when these jurors are holding in their hands 
the name of an architect that none of them knew. And they were 
about to ask this person to build something in the middle of DC 
that could bring some sort of peace to an entire country. 

If that wasn’t enough, one of the eight jurors, who was an 
alumnus of Yale University, looked closer at the address below 
Lin’s name and said,  
“Uhhhh…That address doesn’t belong to an office.” 

The other jurors stopped what they were doing,  
“If her address isn’t an architectural firm, then what is it?” 

The Yale alumnus said, “It’s a dormitory.” 

Because of the anonymous nature of the competition, the eight-
member jury selected a design from an architect who had no 
experience, and who had yet to graduate college. 
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The jury sent three delegates to meet Ms. Lin, and to tell her that 
she had won.  

Ms. Lin was flabbergasted by this news for three reasons. 
1. She beat 1400 other architects in the country. 
2. She was only 21 years old. 
3. When she submitted this design for her senior project, her 

professor at Yale  gave her a “B.” 

Now most people end the story here,  
but Maya, this part of the story is where Ms. Lin faced adversity. 

After she won, she travelled to DC and the jury introduced her as 
the architect of the Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial. 
People immediately hated her. 

One Vietnam veteran told Ms. Lin to her face that, “(This design) is 
the most insulting, and demeaning memorial to our experience.” 

There was a group of veterans that unionized and demanded that 
congress reject Lin’s design, reopen the competition, and allow 
an eight-member jury composed entirely of veterans to select 
their own memorial. 

But there were veterans that liked Lin’s design. However, when 
these veterans worked with Ms. Lin, they received numerous 
letters from American citizens and veterans asking them,  
“How can you let a ‘Gook’ design our memorial?” 

To make matters worse, the disgruntled veterans circulated a 
letter to James Watt, Reagan’s Secretary of the Interior, and 
falsely charged one of the original design jurors of being a 
communist. Some congressmen, got wind of this communist-
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juror-conspiracy-theory , and implored President Reagan to block 
Lin’s design. 

These congressmen’s plan was to take Lin’s design, 
make the walls white, instead of black, 
raise the walls above ground,  
and plant a GIANT American flag at the vertex of the wall. 

All while they insisted that these “minor” changes  
still kept the original intent of Lin’s design. 

What happened is that a small, vocal group of people continually 
dismissed Ms. Lin as an architect. They claimed she was not 
worthy to design “their” Vietnam Veterans Memorial, for four 
main reasons: 
1. She was a woman, so what could she possibly know about war? 
2. She was young and without experience, so what could she 

possibly know about design? 
3. She was in their mind, a ‘gook,’ so what could she possibly 

know about honoring real (aka white) soldiers? 
4. Her design wasn’t what a memorial was supposed to look like, 

so what could her design do to actually honor veterans? 

On these four fronts, critics came forward and insisted over and 
over and over again that she and her design should be dismissed 
from this project. 

And Maya, you wouldn’t blame her if,  
after some time, she started to believe them. 
If she would have folded and said to them, “Hey, this memorial is 
about you, I just want to make sure you are happy with it.” 
If she would have caved and said,  
“Maybe we can find a middle ground here.” 
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But she refused to placate them. 

Why? 

Because she had the audacity to believe that she was an architect. 
She trusted that her design. 
She believed that she had something to say. 
And she fostered the notion that war memorials could be 
designed in a better way than what the world had done before. 

Ms. Lin, at 21 and 22 years old heard vicious insults repeatedly, 
and responded with grace, courage, and confidence.  
She sat before design review committees and politicians and 
angry veterans and confidently said, “I am an architect.” 

She kept getting knocked down, 
people attacked her race, 
her age, 
her gender 
her competence 
and she kept getting back up. 

Ms. Lin faced adversity, 
and, in response,  
her determination began to rise above that adversity, 
and her courage gave birth to this memorial. 

Maya, one day, I will take you to Washington DC, and we will go 
and see the Vietnam Veterans Memorial. And you’ll feel what it’s 
like as you walk down and see the list of names get higher and 
higher, and we’ll both feel the weight and the cost of war. 
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At the same time, we will feel gratitude toward each of those 
names that served. I hope in that moment, you might come to the 
same conclusion as me: 

This is a masterpiece. 

Is it simple?  
Yes. 
Is it simplistic?  
No. 
Is it elegant because of its simplicity?  
Of course. 

And it’s all because of the courage of Ms. Lin. 

Which brings us to the first gift we ever gave you: 

Your name. 

Because Ms. Lin’s first name is Maya. 
And we named you, Maya Lin Hadley,  
after this courageous woman. 
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Now,  
We didn’t name you after Maya Lin because we expect you  
to become an architect,  
or become famous,  
or win competitions 
or design a masterpiece with international acclaim.  

We named you Maya Lin Hadley because we want you to 
remember the resiliency of Maya Lin’s spirit. 

And when Maya Lin was attacked and undercut by terrible 
accusations and blinding uncertainty, 
she was determined to prove that she was, in fact an architect, 
She did not allow other men to take that title away from her. 

In the face of adversity,  
her determination birthed beautiful courage. 

And we named you Maya Lin Hadley  
because we want you to remember that courage. 

This courage represents Emmanuel and the Christmas story.  
This courage is the ability to believe that when we go through 
hard times, there will be something worthwhile if we keep 
pushing forward. 
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This courages is the ability to trust that in the face of hardship,  
and unrelenting aggression, 
and terrible words, 
that we can pick ourselves back up,  
dust ourselves off,  
and rise above all of this, 
because God is with us. 

Maya, while it may seem like a daunting task to live up to a name 
like Maya Lin and to harbor her courage, I have something I want 
to tell you: 

In your fourth year of your life,  
you are already living up to your name. 

Because you have spent the past year being courageous.  
And on your fourth birthday, I want to tell you about your 
courageous year in four short stories. 

The first time I saw your courage was at Mammoth Mountain. 
Your mother and I asked if you wanted to try skiing, and you said, 
“Yes.” Before you could change your mind, we rented you skis. 
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I don’t think you understood entirely what you signed up for… 
But we got out on the slopes, I placed you on the chairlift next to 
me, and we rode up the mountain on chair eleven. Then, after a 
few days of practicing, you began to ski like this. 

(Click Here to see a video of you skiing) 

You went from not being able to ski at all to skiing with minimal 
assistance. Your mother and I felt overwhelmed with pride. 

While this video is meaningful, it falls short of capturing your 
courage. Because absent from this documentation are all the 
moments before and after this video where it appeared that 
adversity won. 

Just before this video, you took the worst fall of your short skiing 
career. You caught an edge, you face planted, and your gloves 
filled with snow. I picked you up and did everything I could to 
warm your hands up. Understandably, you began to cry. But after 
the tears were shed, you had a choice to make: do you ask your 
dad to pick you up and hold you the rest of the way, or do you ski 
down the remainder of the run, and finish what you started? 

You brushed the snow off. 
You decided to finish. 
And you gave it another shot,  

This is courage Maya. 
And it’s not on the video, 
but it’s part of the video. 
Because the reason my heart swells with joy when I see this video 
is because I know the adversity you faced to get to this point. 

The second time I saw your courage was on the soccer pitch. 

https://vimeo.com/249089564
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Here you are with the Green Machine! Your first ever sports team. 
Before this season, you never played soccer. But when your 
friends wanted to play soccer, you gave soccer a chance. You 
learned the fundamentals of soccer. Namely,  
don’t use your hands  
and kick it toward that goal  
and not this goal.  

I mean, what else is there really?  
Well, I left out the most important part (and your favorite part), 
the snacks after the game. 

I remember watching you during your first game. Soccer 
confused you, because, unlike the rest of childhood, sports aren’t 
built on the premise that everyone must share and take turns.  

The other team stole the ball from you,  
and sometimes, in the scuffle, you were knocked down. 
There were good games and bad games. 
But you kept on trying,  
you kept getting back up,  
and then, for one game, something magical happened.  
You scored a goal. 

(Click Here to see a video of your first goal) 

https://vimeo.com/249089874
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Once again, when I see this video,  
I remember all of the other stuff that isn’t in this video. 
Because it’s all of the other stuff, 
the practice, 
the knockdowns, 
the practice, 
the water breaks, 
that make this goal meaningful. 

One of the great temptations Christians face is to  
believe that God is found in the goals. 
That heaven is where we score goals all the time. 
But as I have continued to grow,  
I have found that blending  
wins and losses  
goals and misses  
injuries and conditioning into life 
is where Emmanuel is found. 

The third time I saw your courage was in the swimming pool. 

Before this calendar year, you never intentionally stuck your head 
under water. Obviously, full submersion is  frightening for anyone 
who cannot swim.  
But one day in April, your mom started persuading you  
(AKA bribing you with marshmallows)  
to put your head under water.  
I thought your mother was crazy.  
I didn’t think you were ready for life “under the sea.”  
But your mother this time,  
like most times,  
was right. 
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You took a deep breath, 
closed your eyes,  
and plunged underwater voluntarily for the first time. 
You came out of the water filled with excitement…  
because marshmallows. 

From that day forward, you pushed yourself to swim.  
We signed you up for swim lessons,  
and, after some time, you looked like this: 

(Click Here for a video fo you swimming) 

At these lessons, I found myself tearing up.  
Your mother made fun of me.  
Why was I weepy watching you swim?  
I think my tears flowed because of the courage you showed.  
Despite the water being cold and the fear of drowning,  
I watched you try your best to master the freestyle stroke.  
After several months, you grew from being afraid of the water, to 
really enjoying the water with your friends. 

https://vimeo.com/249090036
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And then, in one of my favorite moments of the year,  
you were so courageous that you jumped off the diving board for 
the first time. 

(Click Here for a video of your first time off the diving board) 

You have come so far with swimming and water and pools in such 
a short time,  
and the only word I have to describe your swimming this year is 
this: 
courageous. 

Your swimming is courageous because your determination 
consistently rises above the uncertainty, the fear, and the 
unfamiliarity of the water. 

The fourth time I saw your courage was at the Turkey Trot. 

Your mother signed you up for a kilometer race, and I, once again, 
thought your mother was crazy.  

Because when I look at my own life, I’m confident I didn’t run a 
kilometer until I was forced by a teacher in PE. 
And my word, did I hate running that kilometer.  
So we brought you to the start line on a cold Thanksgiving 
morning. 

https://vimeo.com/249090206
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The gun blasted,  
and I stared, dumbfounded, at what happened next. 

(Click Here for a video of you running) 

You ran the entire kilometer.  
You never asked to be carried.  
You smiled almost the entire time. 
There were times you slowed down because…  
you know, running sucks. 

But during those slower times Maya,  
your mother encouraged you, 
and you didn’t respond like your dad by saying,  
“I never asked for this Mom!” 
Instead, you picked up your feet,  
renewed your energy  
and you kept going. 

And then you crossed the finish line: 

(Click Here for the finish line) 

After this video, I threw my arms around you and said,  
“I had no idea that was in you.” 

You surprised me, 
because you possessed more courage than I knew. 

https://vimeo.com/249090356
https://vimeo.com/249090400
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Why do I tell you these four stories? 

Because I know that at some point in your life,  
whether you are four, fourteen, forty-four or eighty-four  
you will face  
betrayal, 
rejection, 
heartache, 
disappointment, 
uncertainty, 
and adversity. 

And in those moments, when you feel like giving up,  
when you aren’t sure that things will ever go your way,  
when it’s hard to wake up in the morning, 
when you are convinced that this world is meaningless, 
when you ask yourself, “What’s the point of this all anyways?” 
And you wonder if you have the determination to press on, 
In those moments,  
I want you to say three names. 

The first name that I want you to say is Emmanuel. 

Because Emmanuel is the name of Christmas  
for those with their back against the wall. 
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When you come to the end of yourself,  
that is when the Christmas story animates into motion. 
And Emmanuel is a promise that if you are determined to rise 
above this adversity, then you will find something beautiful on the 
other side.  
Because God is with you,  
especially when your back is against the wall. 

After you say Emmanuel,  
the second name I want you to say is Maya Lin. 

When someone tries to tell you that you aren’t worthy, 
or that you are too young, 
or that a man would do a better job than you, 
or that you aren’t a real American because of the complexion of 
your skin, 
or they attack you with words that just dig under you skin. 
then in that moment, remind yourself that you are in good 
company. 
Because Maya Lin went through the same thing. 
And her courage teaches us that we when we are determined to 
rise above adversity, 
there is something beautiful on the other side. 
In other words, Maya Lin’s story is a testament 
that the promise of Emmanuel is true. 

And then after you say Emmanuel and then Maya Lin, 
the third name I want you to say is Maya Lin Hadley. 
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Because Maya, during your fourth year of life,  
I saw you be more courageous than I ever thought you could be. 
You lived up to your name, and then flew past it. 

If you’re reading this in the future and you are feeling 
discouraged, then I want you to know I understand.  
I’ve been there.  
I’ve been attacked. 
I’ve been dumped. 
I’ve been removed from my occupation. 
I’ve failed. 
And it isn’t fun. 

But Maya, as you face this adversity that is discouraging you, 
I know that the determination you need to rise above all of this is 
inside of you. 
I know it’s there because I am a witness to your courage. 
I saw it on the ski slopes, 
on the soccer pitch, 
in the swimming pool, 
and at the finish line. 

So I want you, Maya Lin Hadley  
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to believe and trust and understand  
that you are a determined woman. 
Because Maya I know who you are. 
You are strong.  
You are brave.  
You are smart. 
And you are, without a doubt, courageous. 

Happy birthday and merry Christmas to my courageous daughter. 
May you always trust that God is with you, 
especially when your back is against the wall. 
And may you always be determined to rise above adversity, 
and continue to create something beautiful with your courage. 

I am proud of you. 
I am grateful you are my daughter. 
And I love you. 

With love, 
Dad 


