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Dear Derek: I have not forgotten the day we learned that you would be coming to live with us. I was sitting in
my office at Oberlin and Mom called. She said that Children Services had a three-month-old boy who was due to
come out of the hospital but could not be sent home to his biological parents. They needed to place him in a
foster home and wanted to know if we’d take him.

At the time, we were only doing foster care for preadoptive infants, and you were not one. Still, though you
didn’t fit the profile, there you were. Ready to leave the hospital, needing a home. And the question was: Would
we take you? Mom and I talked it over, and I can still remember saying to her, just as casually as I might
comment on the weather, “Well, if you want to, it’s OK with me.”

Here we are, 18 years later, and it’s still OK with me. But I have often thought about that moment, about how
casually I made what turned out to be a lifelong commitment, and about how such moments shape our lives. I’ll
want to say more about that. For today, though, I want to write words about both the debt of thanks you owe to
others and the pride you should take in where you’ve come.

You were, you know, born very prematurely, and you had a rough start in life that left you behind in lots of
ways. For a long time I wasn’t sure you could ever catch up. Clearly, you have, but you didn’t accomplish it on
your own. I’m not sure any little child ever got more attention from older brothers and sisters than you got from
Peter, Ellen and Hannah. Peter throwing the ball to you time after time and then chasing it down when you threw
it who-knows-where. Ellen and Hannah playing games with you for hours on end. But for all the thanks you owe
them, you owe still more to Mom. It would be impossible to count the hours she devoted to you—driving you to
therapists, reading up on your problems, giving you attention in the countless ways that you needed to catch up
and, then, to flourish.

In short, you owe a considerable debt of gratitude to others for where you’ve come today. You couldn’t have
done it without them, but it’s also true that you’ve done it. We’re proud of the person you’ve become—and you
should be too. You have accomplished a great deal through sheer force of will and perseverance. You can picture
it a little like those moving belts in the airport. Because the belt moves as you walk along it, your rate of progress
depends on its help. But still, if you want to move along quickly, you yourself have to walk.

I hope over the years you’ll keep both of these truths in mind: that you owe much to others, and that we give you
credit for what you’ve achieved. And really, you know, even though your case is special because you were
adopted, both of these lessons are true for all of us. We’re all indebted from the start, before we are even able to
form the words “thank you.” There’s really no repaying such debts. All we can do is be grateful.

One way we show that gratitude is precisely by applying ourselves—as you have done. We don’t waste all the
help we’ve received. We’re most likely not to do that when we learn to recognize even our greatest
achievements as, finally, gifts from others and from God. It’s not that there are some things you received from
others for which you must be thankful—and others things that you’ve accomplished on your own. No. The very
things you accomplish are also the gifts of others. And the points of those gifts is precisely that you should live
and flourish. I trust that you will.

Love,
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Other letters to Derek:

2: Living into commitments
3: Moment-ousness
4: Silence
5: Being adopted
6: Adoptees one and all
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