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Prologue
Our Why

In some ways, our marriage and relationship has had a cer-
tain storybook feel. Two young college students, at schools 
three hundred miles apart, are introduced by Jeannette, a 

mutual friend. A first letter. A first call that lasts two and a half 
hours. She calls him back, and they talk for another two and 
a half hours. More letters. More long- distance calls (between 
11 p.m. and 5 a.m., when it’s ten cents a minute). They fall in 
love. Then they meet in person. They share a first awkward car 
ride, neither of them looking at the other because voices were 
all they knew. A year later, he proposes. Another year later, 
they’re married. It’s practically a movie.

But a lot can happen in twenty- seven years. A mutual friend 
of ours set me (Gail) up with Brian because she had heard that 
my mom had just died and knew that his dad had recently 
died as well. Unexpectedly, a serious long- distance relationship 
emerged. But when I told my dad I wanted to marry Brian, I 
was confronted with a heartbreaking choice: either obey him 
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and not marry Brian because he was a Black man, or disobey 
my dad and potentially lose years of relationship with him. He 
asked me to leave the house when I chose Brian. As a result, I 
had to navigate life in close quarters with Brian’s family for 
every school break thereafter. We decided to get married while 
we were still in college, grieving the fact that my dad wouldn’t 
be at our wedding. Upon graduating, we quickly had to figure 
out how to pursue each of our calls to ministry. A year later, 
we were figuring out life with a newborn while Brian headed 
back to school for seminary. Two years later, we had our second 
child and grieved the loss of Brian’s mom to cancer. As if those 
losses weren’t enough, during those years we also endured three 
miscarriages.

But in fits and starts we made our way. Brian graduated 
from seminary as I scrappily worked part time, then full time, 
as a worship minister. We were unexpectedly pregnant with 
our third child, trying desperately to figure out how to raise 
three young kids while completing school and pursuing our 
vocations. Eventually, and years later, I would heed the call to 
seminary while Brian pursued his doctorate. Both of us still 
working on the side, the baby tagged along with us to classes, 
lectures, and music practices like a boss! A few years later, we 
moved to Seattle, where Brian landed his first job in the field 
he had worked so hard for, while my gifts would also be fully 
received and realized in this new season. My dad and I were 
finally able to reconcile twenty- one years later as I heard him 
earnestly say to me, “Brian is a good man.” While pointing to 
a Korean- Black, mixed pop artist on the television, a woman 
named Insooni, he also said, “She’s my favorite artist. If you’d 
had a daughter, I bet she would’ve looked like her.” Tears! 
That’s my Korean father’s way of saying, “I’m sorry.” He died 
one year later, in 2017, after battling cancer.

This journey was anything but a straight line for us. We 
both had a sense of call. We both wanted kids. But what that 
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looked like, when to have kids, who would work, who would 
stay home, how to balance it all, and how to build a life to-
gether was a work in progress. Without a plan, our home life 
fell into the common tropes: Gail at home with the kids, me 
at school. I (Brian) got into Duke for a master’s program. It 
seemed easier (to me) to keep picking up side jobs to make ends 
meet, but this also meant more hours of Gail at home with 
little ones. Sometimes it meant tense conversations because 
Gail’s dream was drifting further away while I was on a path 
toward mine. And sometimes it was hard for me to hear, if I 
heard at all, because I felt like I was working all the time. I was 
reading just enough, or maybe just a few pages, and felt like I 
wasn’t measuring up. The journey involved watching as Gail 
got passed over at our church because she’s a woman. It was 
years and years of taking turns while other people seemed to 
be on a fast track or enjoying their twenties while we plodded 
along, just trying to get through. It included watching as my 
(Brian’s) mother endured and ultimately died from lung cancer.

As we raised our kids, questions of race and ethnicity and 
belonging continued to press. How do we instill in them a sense 
of being Korean? Of being Black? Of navigating racial ambi-
guity and not quite fitting in? And in the midst of it all, it was 
discovering ways to love and be present for each other, trying 
to create a new culture in our life together. Along the way, 
we’ve come to realize that everything goes in the pot, so to 
speak. Being committed to each other’s flourishing in a world 
of racism and sexism means we need each other to become 
our whole selves.

Now we’ve begun to reflect on our journey more intention-
ally, as well as the journey we’ve shared with other couples 
trying to find their way in a world of difference. This book 
has been tugging at us for a few years. Having been married 
for twenty- five years, working as a pastor (Gail) and a profes-
sor (Brian), we’ve walked with many couples who are asking 
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questions about marriage, balancing careers, and navigating 
race in a world where the violence of white supremacy only 
increases.

When we got married at twenty- one in a little church in 
Maryland, there was nothing elaborate—a church that neither 
of us were members of, a small reception at Brian’s mom’s 
house with his family, a few of Brian’s church folk, some ran-
dom neighbors, and a handful of Gail’s friends. We had no idea 
what we were in for or where we were going. We had talked 
about going into ministry together, about maybe planting a 
church, but we were certain that whatever we did, we would 
be in it together. Those senses of call took us on some winding 
paths. For me (Gail), it started as a part- time music director, 
then volunteer choir director, then worship leader, then semi-
narian, to associate pastor to executive pastor to lead pastor. 
The path for me (Brian) was just as circuitous: high school his-
tory teacher, educational specialist, seminarian, full- time TA 
and any other part- time job I could muster, doctoral student, 
then professor.

It’s easy to imagine that where we are now was the plan all 
along, but in actuality, it’s all been about listening and making 
mistakes, then trying to listen some more. There was never 
a plan, only an intention to do whatever we could together, 
to make room for the other, and to avoid some of the pain 
we experienced in our own homes growing up. While we did 
not end up planting a church together or working together in 
ministry, our work and vocations dovetail. We still work out 
of a deep sense of call to the church and to serve as witnesses 
to God’s presence and work in the world. But we have also 
found our own unique ways of living into those calls, and it 
was only together that we actually found how those calls rang 
most truly in each of us.

In the midst of creating a home and family together, we 
were also navigating realities of gender and race. As a Korean 
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American woman and a Black, mixed man, we were both learn-
ing ourselves and the way legacies of race and patriarchy had 
shaped our world. We do our work in a world where our bodies 
matter, where we are created to enjoy and be enjoyed, and yet 
the fallenness and pain of this world afflict us in real, concrete 
ways. What does it mean to be a couple, to be for one another in 
this kind of world? This has been our question and our journey. 
It’s what we teach, preach, and try to live every day. Along the 
way, we have been surprised to see how some of our mistakes 
and forging through the bush have resonated with people we’ve 
walked with and taught. What we offer isn’t necessarily the 
wisdom of experts but simply the journey of two people who 
have been wandering these woods called marriage for a good 
bit of time.

Little did we know that an idea for a book would mean writ-
ing it in the midst of a pandemic, confined to work and live 
in the same space for a year. We could not have imagined the 
sudden shift from being on the verge of living as empty nesters 
to living in a full house of five people again. (And of course, 
this was the time to get a puppy.) In many ways it has been a 
gift to be together. But being confined to life with one another, 
trying to live and work in the same space with the same people 
all day, every day, as many of us have had to learn, can also ac-
centuate fissures, pull up long- buried tensions, and remind us 
of difficult questions we sometimes avoid about ourselves and 
the people we live with.

Early on in the writing process, we took a walk to discuss 
the project and ideas for chapters. It began excitedly. We are 
actually doing this! Writing a book together! But soon, uneven 
silences crept in, frustrated responses bubbled up, and clarify-
ing questions (laced with the residue of past arguments) finally 
spilled over, until I (Brian) blurted out, “I don’t work for you! 
I’m not on your staff!” The rest of the walk home was filled 
with awkward silence.
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Worn down, tired because of our new puppy, and our work-
ing rhythms undone, little silences became little snips that 
would take a few days to smooth out. In truth, we haven’t 
fought more than we did while writing this book.

The frustrations were never about one individual thing. They 
were about trying to navigate expectations, opportunities, and 
the oftentimes unspoken dance of trying to support the other 
person while also pursuing what each of us is called to do. As 
with most marriages, it’s the same argument over and over, 
just in different keys.

Eventually, we found some patterns that worked (apparently 
puppies need a lot of time in their crates). Slowly, we found our 
way to an equilibrium, like we always have.

Neither of us comes from ideal, stable families. We didn’t 
know what a healthy marriage looked like. When we met at 
nineteen, we had very different ideas of what marriage was, 
when was an ideal time to marry, and what we thought our lives 
would look like in twenty years. By the time we were twenty, 
we couldn’t imagine life without each other. By twenty- one, 
we were married. And we were making it all up as we went 
along. There were no married couples in our lives to ask us 
probing questions or for us to pattern our lives after. There 
were certainly no interracial couples who could help us sort out 
our racial journeys and histories or how they were shaping our 
newly formed family. And in our evangelical and Pentecostal 
churches, there was no pattern for two people with gifts and 
callings where the woman didn’t have to put her calling aside 
for the sake of the family.

So we started with some simple questions. What were things 
from our childhood that we most wanted to avoid? Where were 
the patterns of violence or distrust that we wanted to end with 
us? In this time, we also arrived at our golden rule: We don’t 
do anything big until we both feel total peace in the decision 
(more about that in chap. 6).
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But everything else was trial and error, trust and commitment 
to being for the other, and more trial, and more error. We had 
to navigate difficult questions of race in the Korean community. 
We had to mine formations of masculinity. We had to figure out 
questions of life together as settled answers got tossed around 
with each new child or new city or new vocational opportunity 
or shift. And here we are, twenty- plus years later, still learning, 
still growing.

While we share a lot of our own story here, this book also re-
flects our experience of mentoring many couples over the years 
whose stories are similar to ours. Many of these couples were 
looking for a different model of marriage than one in which 
the man intentionally or unintentionally “leads” the family. 
Others were interracial, while still others had less than ideal 
family histories. We’ve wanted to offer not the way marriages 
or relationships ought to be; rather we’ve offered a way—a way 
that opens up possibilities for both people to discover what 
flourishing might look like for them and what flourishing life 
together might offer to the world.

We say “a way” because we are sure we have made mis-
takes. We have done the best we could with what we had. But 
the possibilities we imagined and the options we refused also 
grew out of our unique stories. As an interracial couple, we are 
aware that our life can’t always be reproduced in our mentees, 
students, or children. Traditions and legacies are gifts that are 
offered so that our children might create their own traditions. 
We only hope they see the people and the histories that shaped 
us and how those stories continue to live in them.

Similarly, couples we walk with carry their own histories, 
scars, joys, and ways of navigating the world. A marriage is not 
a sourdough recipe that can be perfected with just enough time. 
Part of our joy is watching our mentees, students, and children 
create new ways of living, loving, and creating community in 
their midst in ways we could not have imagined.
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We offer our story and hope you can find something of your-
self in it. And whether there are places of resonance or differ-
ence, we hope this book sparks a conversation about who you 
are, who the person you’re with is, and what you are creating 
together. Whether you are an interracial couple, or a couple 
with shared racial and ethnic stories, or a couple within the 
LGBTQ+ community, your story is not ours, and our story is 
not the totality of all marriages or relationships. Rather, we 
hope this book can be an invitation to discover your own story.

We are also aware that a book on marriage and relationships 
can be difficult in the midst of relationships that are strug-
gling through pain. Too many marriages are spaces of violence, 
manipulation, and abuse. As you read these pages, hear us in 
saying that the calls to covenant and to commitment are calls 
that assume reciprocity and love as the basic shape of marital 
life. Violence, abuse, and manipulation are acts of dehuman-
ization and violations of covenantal commitments, and God 
wants more than that for all of us.

We also want to offer a quick note on sex. If you bought 
this book and began eagerly looking for the chapter on sexual 
intimacy, you may be disappointed. It may seem unusual to 
have a book on marriage and relationships and not talk about 
sex. But marriage is more than who you have sex with. We also 
recognize that how couples think about sex and sexual intimacy 
is unique to each couple and tied to the ways they were formed, 
including experiences of violence and abuse, harmful associa-
tions of sex with shame, and the many, varied ways couples 
can enjoy each other.

While we both believe that the greatest intimacy and power 
of sex comes in monogamous, covenanted relationships, we 
also know that just because sex happens in those relationships 
doesn’t mean that the act is holy or beautiful or mutual. We 
also acknowledge that people have sex outside the confines of 
marriage. When it comes down to it, vows and a ceremony are 
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not what make the act holy or unholy. Sex is a beautiful aspect 
of being human and an expression of what it means to enjoy 
and be enjoyed, one way of seeing and feeling what it means 
to experience joy and ecstasy.

In a real way, sex is an aspect of the relating that we’ll de-
scribe throughout this book. Sex is an act of mutual listening, a 
desire for the other to experience bliss and joy in trust that your 
partner wants the same for you. Sex in a covenanted relation-
ship is discovering the depths of this one person and sometimes 
going through seasons that seem slow, dry, or mundane but 
never resting in those deserts. It is the discovery of new ways 
of enjoying and the recognition of how new seasons of life 
invigorate the intimacy of sharing your body with the other. 
Whether this looks like sex all the time in all kinds of places 
or sex in regular, scheduled intervals or sex on seemingly rare 
occasions, it is never simply release or consumption. Rather, it 
is an act that lives and expresses your journey together, and that 
requires discovery of yourself, learning the other, a willingness 
to grow and adapt, trust in the other, and patience.

We hope that not only couples will read this book but also 
anyone who is hoping for a sojourner in navigating the world 
shaped by ideas of race and gender and sexuality that have 
boxed us in and seemed to determine who to be with, and how 
to be with them, in this world.

Marriage is not an institution separate from race and gen-
der. When people get married, questions of masculinity and 
femininity and of race and racism don’t vanish. Marriage has 
historically been a way for ideas about gender and race to be 
turned into mechanisms of control and exclusion. There is a 
reason marriage was forbidden for slaves, that interracial mar-
riage was illegal until 1967, and that same- sex marriage was 
illegal in many states until 2015. Marriage has been an arena 
in which some of the most violent and pernicious legacies of 
racism and sexism persist and are reproduced.
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But when we begin to see marriage not as the pinnacle of 
what it means to be made in the image of God but as just 
one good relationship of many, we can also begin to see how 
marriage is connected to dynamics of friendship, sex, gender, 
race, mundane everydayness, and life- changing transforma-
tions. In marriage, all of these dynamics coalesce into a dif-
ficult and beautiful creation—a new culture forged in the life 
of two people joined together. That new creation reverberates 
beyond those two people, whether it’s in their vocation, in the 
people they mentor or serve, in what they create or build, or 
in the children they raise.

We’ve seen the harm wrought by rigid ideas of marriage. We 
have also seen the ways that this life together can be a space of 
fullness and purpose and joy. But it might not be everything 
we’d dreamed it would be (#relationshipgoals #powercouple). 
It might require spaces of uncertainty, of patience, of one per-
son going slow so the other can go fast and trusting it won’t 
always be that way. It will be seasons of uncertainty where our 
manna is the other person’s wins while we plod along. But part 
of what makes life together powerful is that it never requires 
one person alone to sacrifice, to slow down, to wither. If  a 
couple is to flourish, both people will need opportunities to 
live into their gifts.

And in the end, it might be discovering that flourishing is 
something quite different from what we had imagined at the 
beginning. To live into this, we have had to ask questions about 
how our bodies do work in the world. We’ve had to become 
students of one another, even when it feels like the tests keep 
changing. We’ve had to take steps back and ask what hasn’t 
been working and trust that the other person wants to find out 
too. The story keeps unfolding.

This is our story— the story of a Korean American woman 
and a Black, mixed man trying to discover what it means to 
make a life together. To become we.
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People change. Maybe you should give this some time 
to figure out who you are before you get married,” she 
said. We had flown to California for me (Gail) to intro-

duce Brian to a few of my aunts and extended family. Sitting in 
the dining room with them, Brian and I tried to listen as best 
we could. They clearly loved us and wanted the best for us. 
Brian and I were in love, and after ten months of dating and 
thousands of dollars spent on phone calls, stamps, and plane 
and bus tickets, we knew we wanted to spend the rest of our 
lives together.

We were also twenty years old, and a young twenty at that. 
My aunts knew that we would change over time, and they were 
worried for us.

We replied, “Yes, we are going to change. But we are going 
to grow toward each other.” We were so smart. Of course we 
were going to change, we thought to ourselves. We even knew 

ONE

The Plan
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how we were going to change. We had a plan for our lives, a 
calling even.

Now, with our own children nearly grown, we see what they 
saw. We had no idea what was in store for us or who we were.

But part of what changed us wasn’t just graduating from 
college or the first job or clarifying vocational goals. Our life 
together was a journey of discovering the questions we didn’t 
realize we were asking, the histories and the stories that kept 
pulling and tugging and shaping us under the surface of our 
lives.

While we weren’t wrong to believe we’d grow toward one 
another, there was a fundamental misconception: we thought 
we knew who we were to begin with. In our young minds and 
hearts, we looked at one another and thought growing toward 
one another was simply a matter of loving the other person. But 
we didn’t understand that we were trees that had been planted 
in very different orchards and nurtured in different soils. Just 
as a tree has little understanding of itself as it grows, we had so 
much to learn about ourselves and our own stories, even while 
we were trying to grow toward this new person in our lives.

Self- discovery is an ongoing process because we are never fin-
ished becoming. As each year passes, as we enter into periods of 
lack or plenty, hardship or joy, and loss or abundance, the light 
of who we are refracts a little differently in new moments. The 
growth we experienced in ourselves and toward one another was 
sometimes a series of conscious decisions and explicit conversa-
tions. At other times, the growth was stopping and breathing for 
a moment, taking stock of what was underneath the frustration 
or the boredom or the work of just getting through each day, 
to ask ourselves who we were and who we were becoming, for 
ourselves and for the other person, in that moment.

As we begin to think about relationships, even before we can 
begin to talk about what it means to join our lives together, 
we need to first ask who we think we are. There are plenty of 
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personality types and gift assessments and premarital work-
shops on family systems, but part of the question of knowing 
ourselves is beginning to recognize that we cannot know the 
totality of who we are in that moment or who we are going to 
be. And yet, in the midst of this unknowing, there are tributaries 
and rivers and lakes of history, dynamics of power and oppres-
sion, formations of masculinity and femininity, structures of 
race and ethnic identity, all working in the midst of the stream 
that is our life.

The work of charting the rivers of history that live in us and 
have shaped us never ends. Learners of a way, be it an instrument 
or a life of faith or an art, are always learning and discovering 
something new about themselves and how they’ve changed over 
the years. This is no less true of ourselves as individuals. But 
when we bind our lives to another and live in daily intimacy and 
closeness, these transformations are even more pronounced.

When two people choose to become a “we,” they begin to 
discover more of who each person is. In our own experience, 
and in counseling couples navigating relationships, preparing 
for marriage, or working through years of marriage, we have 
seen how the illusion of certainty and assumptions become 
this extra baggage that fills the rooms of their lives until they 
have no room to move or to even see the other person. But the 
biggest assumptions that rarely emerge in these conversations 
are the ones people make about themselves. Usually, people 
think they know themselves. That’s why they can be so sure 
they are right and the other person is wrong. Not only do they 
know themselves, but they also know their own history, the 
way they are navigating their community, and the questions or 
discomfort of being different.

This certainty might be about issues of character or person-
ality traits. But maybe they haven’t asked how, as a Black man, 
for example, they have navigated predominately white spaces 
and how that experience has shaped or is shaping them. Maybe 
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as a man, they haven’t asked how dynamics of gender are mov-
ing under the surface of the frustrations at home and the ease 
they feel at work. Even while we are discovering who we are, we 
are also navigating a world shaped by race, gender, and sexual-
ity. And none of these are realities that we fully understand in 
ourselves at any given time.

We want to begin this book by reflecting on personhood. We 
are being intentional in avoiding the word “individual,” because 
no one exists apart from communities and families and stories. 
A person is always a patchwork. But a person is also a point 
where all of those stories and people and communities coalesce 
into one beautiful, unique burst of light. What happens when 
two bursts of light join?

To understand this, we need to think about the ones who 
are being joined.

We Both Had PlansWe Both Had Plans

As teenagers, each of us had a plan for our lives, of who we 
thought we were and how we thought our lives would go. Here 
were our respective plans:

Gail ’s PlanGail ’s Plan Brian’s PlanBrian’s Plan
• Become the first Asian 

American female conductor of 
the New York Philharmonic

• Produce albums on the side for 
artists like Mary J. Blige, in my 
“free time”

• Live in a cute condo in NYC
• Consider getting married when 

I turn thirty
• Marry an athlete
• No kids
• Livin’ the life!

• Get married
• Have three to four kids
• Become a pastor or a 

teacher
• Coach soccer
• Live in my hometown 

near my mom
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Clearly, we were a match made in heaven! And plans change. 
We lose people we love. Small and not- so- small knocks change 
the trajectory of our lives, and sometimes we wake up realiz-
ing the life we had imagined for ourselves did not materialize. 
But we also can’t quite imagine wanting a life that could have 
been either.

For us those losses and those meetings all seemed to ping 
“just so,” bringing us together during our sophomore year of 
college. And that meeting would wreck our plans, at least in 
the ways we had imagined them.

GailGail
My plans were upended when my mother suddenly died of 

cancer after my first year of college. I met Brian through a 
mutual friend not too long after I returned to school. He was 
an athlete, but a nerdy one. I started to reconsider my calling 
in life. We married while we were both still in college. At age 
twenty- one, I decided to enter vocational ministry and got a 
job as a musical worship leader. By age twenty- three, we had 
our first child, and six years later, we had two more. At age 
thirty- one, I entered seminary with three kids in tow between 
the ages of two and seven.

I’m a pastor. He’s a professor. And I think: I’ve become my 
mother.

There is always more to the story than lists. In reality, I’ve 
always been told that I have big dreams, sometimes seemingly 
impossible dreams. My dad made me learn the violin from 
the time I was three years old, which later evolved into learn-
ing many instruments toward the goal of becoming a conduc-
tor. Looking back, I’m not sure I ever knew a life apart from 
learning, honing, crafting, and perfecting something with the 
intensity they say being a professional musician or athlete cul-
tivates. Music was what I gave my life to— hours upon hours 
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nearly every day— working to get into one of the few elite music 
conservatories in the world. By the time I started my senior 
year of high school, I had already participated in major sum-
mer music festivals and received acceptance letters from The 
Juilliard School in New York City and the Eastman School of 
Music in Rochester. I’m sure there was a bit of talent mixed 
in with the hard work to get to where I was, but I valued my 
determination and laser focus more than anything. I had a plan. 
And everything was coming together just as I had planned, or 
so I thought.

Two years later, I found myself home after my first year of 
college on summer break, caring for my mother. She had been 
diagnosed with stage four lung cancer out of the blue. After 
she fought for life for over seven weeks, my brother and I sat 
with her in the hospital room as she labored for her final breath. 
Those weeks simultaneously felt like forever and not enough. 
That summer changed everything.

Death, sudden loss, and suffering shift perspective. My 
mother’s death, and pondering a life that seemed too short, 
made “my plan” seem ridiculous. I found myself questioning 
everything. My mom wanted to be a pastor, struggled through 
seminary at age forty with English as a second language, and 
was barely able to see it through to fruition before she died. 
“Who cares if I became the first this or the first that if I could 
literally die tomorrow. What am I doing with my life?” I asked 
myself.

It was one month after she died that I had my first conversa-
tion with Brian over the phone. It was only about six months 
after she died that I sensed a strong and unrelenting call to 
ministry—a vision and a remembrance of a prophetic word I’d 
received when I was eight years old at my parents’ Pentecostal 
church in Chicago.

I believe God used that time, when my heart was especially 
tender, attentive, and desperate, to speak truths into my life 
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and to remind me of the promise spoken over me years prior. 
They were truths about my vocation and the people I would 
need to thrive, whether I realized it or not. At the time, Brian 
was not like anything I had imagined in a partner. He had 
dreams of being a suburban dad with four children (four!) living 
the cul- de- sac life. He liked music I had never really heard of. 
When I first talked to him, the only reference I had of how he 
might be was Carlton from The Fresh Prince of  Bel- Air. In the 
end, I didn’t imagine having kids initially and wanted to live a 
career- driven life in New York City, the city where my parents 
had immigrated. None of what Brian represented and wanted 
was in my plan.

BrianBrian
Reading Gail’s account of how her life plans changed, I am 

reminded of just how little I had to give up. For me, the risk 
was hoping for something more, not letting go of big dreams.

My plans before meeting Gail were pretty ordinary: to marry, 
have kids, have a steady job as a teacher or coach, and live in 
the suburbs near my mom. But everything changed one night 
my sophomore year of college. A mutual friend told me about 
Gail. “She loves soccer,” she said. Apparently, that was enough. 
I learned that Gail went to music school and that her mom had 
recently passed away from cancer (my dad had died the previ-
ous year too). In hindsight, I’m not sure what I was thinking. 
I am sure that it came off a little strange and desperate when I 
wrote her a letter introducing myself. Then I called her, before 
the letter had even arrived.

I was just hoping to make a good impression, but we talked for 
two and a half hours, then hung up, and she called me back, and 
we talked for two and a half more hours. That’s how it started.

I don’t think I would call it “love at first hearing” or say that 
I knew this was the person I was going to marry. But I knew 
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there was something there, even if I couldn’t describe what. 
When I picked up the phone, I didn’t know I’d find someone 
to navigate this in- between life with. I didn’t know my under-
standing of Scripture or theology or life would get flipped in-
side out. I didn’t know I could be so afraid of losing someone. 
I didn’t know I’d be a person who would write books or even 
expect to be listened to. But in the hours of conversations, the 
heated conversations about women in ministry or the Bible, in 
laughing and writing letters, my plans were not so much being 
thrown out but hollowed out and filled in with a richer and 
more expansive vision. I had plans to be a pastor of a Southern 
Baptist church, the “head of the household,” and a teacher in 
a Christian high school. But the containers I had been given 
were too small for the world that I met in Gail. With each of 
our conversations, the world I knew was being poured out to 
make space for a bigger world.

In some ways the plans weren’t too far off. In other ways, 
today I am living a life I could not have dreamed of— as a pas-
tor’s spouse, a professor, and a father of three amazing boys. 
But it was completely unexpected and seemed beyond the realm 
of possibility. Some of the impossibility was just in the nar-
row world I lived within, theologically and socially. Part of it 
was realizing that I was incredibly change- averse (and still am). 
And part of it was just the fact that Gail is someone I would 
have never had the courage to meet in person. I would have 
noticed her and probably had a crush from a distance. To be 
honest, when I first started talking with her, I thought she was 
“Blacker” than me, which struck me as odd since she is Korean. 
And I didn’t know what I thought about that, about meeting 
this Asian American woman who seemed to have a soulful 
way about her. Truthfully, though, it was my own blackness 
and disconnection from Black life that I saw in her and that 
created questions in me. And that was all going to be part of 
the journey, a journey that began with a phone call.
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Embracing ChangeEmbracing Change

When we first met, I (Brian) cautiously smelled my food before I 
ate it. I turned up my nose at sushi, ginger, and Japanese curry. 
But one day, I ordered a tuna sandwich, not realizing that it was 
raw. And to my amazement, I liked it. Loved it actually. That 
was my gateway to sushi. But I drew the line at ginger. Then I 
tried a bit again eight years later, only to find that I also loved 
it. Food is one small way that I came to realize that who I am 
is always changing. And these new things that I was encounter-
ing were also opening up places for us to eat, foods we could 
order together, creating new possibilities and new connections.

It feels like something you’d read in a Hallmark card, but 
it’s true: everyone changes. Everything changed for us the day 
we first spoke on the phone, even if we didn’t realize it at the 
time. We took a step onto a new road, with no map other than a 
sense that where we’d been in life wasn’t where we wanted to go.

It hasn’t been easy. There have been moments and periods 
of time when we wondered if the marriage would last or if we 
could endure lying next to someone from whom we felt pain-
fully distant—a pain that could only come from tearing. We’ve 
had to figure out who we are, as individuals and as a “we,” 
and how our individual stories shape our shared everyday life. 
Life together has been both a settling and a stirring. Whether 
asking questions about who God is and who God called us to 
be, or navigating the racial and ethnic communities that we felt 
both connected to and distant from, we’ve had to ask ourselves 
who we were in the midst of these shifts and discoveries and 
who we would be to each other. We continually find ourselves, 
only to find that we’ve become something new as well— and 
that we have to learn each other all over again with each new 
bend in the road.

But in the midst of this, we had no models, no people to 
journey with or other families that we really saw ourselves in, 
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especially who we were becoming together. In truth, we were 
so different. While we connected quickly, it was clear early on 
that our plans were very different, as were our stories, our likes 
and dislikes, and our formations.

I (Gail) am a Korean American whose faith was deeply 
formed in Black and Korean Pentecostal traditions. I love R&B, 
soul, and Brazilian music and was shaped in predominantly 
Korean and Black cultures, and ultimately saw myself living 
single in New York City.

I (Brian) came to Christ in a Southern Baptist church, didn’t 
believe women could be in ministry, liked alternative rock and 
country music (it’s a long story), grew up in predominantly 
white spaces with my white family, and hoped to eventually 
live in a nice little house in suburban Maryland with a wife 
and four kids.

These differences never defined us, and by the time we met 
we were already undergoing all the changes that young adult-
hood brings. But initially these differences were reminders that 
in every situation we had very different frames of reference for 
how to think about what to do on a Saturday, or where to eat, 
or what to work toward. It wasn’t always the specific differences 
that mattered but recognizing that there were differences that 
needed to be discovered.

In varied ways, those early senses of call and vocation never 
left us. I (Gail) shifted from classical music performance and 
dreams of conducting orchestras to leading worship, leading 
leaders, and eventually leading a church. I was conducting in 
ways I could not have imagined as the dream manifested in 
unexpected ways. I (Brian) had thought about ministry but was 
always drawn to teaching and coaching. I only had a vague sense 
of what professors did. My only strong models of a teacher 
were my high school history teacher and soccer coach. Twenty 
years later, I find myself teaching in seminary and “coaching” 
doctoral students.
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We had dreams and calls and hopes, but we also had few 
models of  what it looked like to get there. And when we 
began our life together, those dreams shifted and expanded 
and twisted along the way. In the midst of what we knew, and 
especially everything we didn’t know, the path was hard and 
beautiful and surprising.

Stretch MarksStretch Marks

What happens when one or both people in a marriage begin to 
change? It’s rare that we feel the change and say to ourselves, 
“This is amazing! Look how much I’m growing!” More often, 
unexpected circumstances lay things bare in our lives, showing 
us something about ourselves that we didn’t know was there or 
that we thought we had dealt with. Maybe something is grind-
ing in the relationship that we can’t quite put our finger on. Or 
maybe something is binding us together, like decisions to blend 
or compromise, but we’re not fully conscious of these changes. 
Sometimes it is the tensions that feel pronounced, while the signs 
of intimacy and connectedness can be taken for granted. Because 
it can seem so natural, we don’t account for the growth that was 
happening through our small glances or touches or observations.

And although we are both in the same relationship, these 
changes are never experienced in the same way. We are like 
instruments, one made of oak and another of birch. As the 
humidity and temperature shift, we adapt and bend in unique 
ways. The wood of our lives is our respective stories, the joys 
we’ve seen, the insecurities we’ve harbored, or the obstacles 
we’ve had to overcome. With each passing season, we carry 
what we were and what we had become, whether successful or 
dysfunctional, into the next season.

When things begin to shift and we start to feel the stretching— 
which sometimes feels like tearing— it is never an easy process. 
Sometimes it might feel like it’s the person you’re with who 
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doesn’t seem to fit or who seems to irritate. Sometimes it might 
feel like the job isn’t right or we’re in the wrong town or our 
family is either too close or too far away.

And often it isn’t just our own inner world or familial circles 
that press us. The way the world renders some bodies invisible 
in one moment and hypervisible in another, ways that we see 
privilege boost up some people while we scrape and claw for 
every inch— systems of oppression and silencing are always 
pressing in. As we have gotten older, we have discovered the 
power and insidiousness of these systems.

We are navigating all of it, the individual, the interpersonal, 
and the social. It’s in those moments of stretching that the 
sinews of ourselves stretch in ways we do not expect. Part of 
building a life together is acknowledging that we do not know 
the ways we are growing or the forces that are pulling or push-
ing us. But when we recognize that change is inevitable, we can 
begin to look for the signs or opportunities to stretch— or to 
at least warm up before something gets torn.

While there’s a healthy market full of self- help books and 
personality tests to help us “get to know ourselves,” part of 
the challenge in a relationship is learning who you are with 
the other person. It’s like the difference between trying to do 
a squat on solid ground and trying to do a squat on a balance 
board. On solid ground the motion seems straightforward. But 
on the balance board you have to engage your stomach muscles 
and your back, and there is the definite possibility of falling. 
But being committed in a relationship is also being committed 
and open to self- reflection about who you are, and who you 
are with this person, and opening up to the possibilities and 
acknowledging the strains those discoveries will reveal.

We’ve seen a lot of people, especially a lot of young couples, 
hope for a plan. Especially for couples who are married after 
living on their own for a good part of their life, we hear again 
and again about having to manage and negotiate expectations. 
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We are inundated with tools for evaluating ourselves and how-
 to manuals for just about anything we can imagine.

To be sure, there is a place for plans and preparation. But 
part of adequately planning is also recognizing the limitations 
of any given circumstance. When we begin to think about the 
persons who enter into a relationship, we begin to see just how 
little we know about ourselves. Ironically, learning one’s self is 
also about embracing what can’t be known— the uncertainty 
of changes before us, of what we might discover as we explore 
how our past or our social space or our bodies shape the way 
we experience the world. Learning one’s self is embracing the 
mystery and depth we each hold within us—a process that 
continues throughout our lives.

No Model to FollowNo Model to Follow

There aren’t many advantages to having no money, no long- 
standing family traditions, and no fundamental stability in the 
home. In a way, these all were connected to one another and to the 
difficult relationships our parents had while we were growing up.

My (Gail’s) parents struggled to assimilate. My father spent 
most of his time and energy at home (outside of his job and 
ministry), staying safe within the local Korean community. My 
mom, on the other hand, almost feverishly tried to embrace 
what “American life” (read: proximate to middle- class white 
people) meant to her. She had an incredible imagination for 
greater opportunities and a degree of freedom to pursue her 
call. But my parents were eleven years apart in age as well, which 
my mom often suggested felt like a generational difference.

Their marriage had unstable and challenging moments for 
much of my childhood. So when my mom packed up her things 
and left for seminary in another state when I was eleven, the 
news wasn’t surprising. Was it hard and sad? Did I cry myself 
to sleep often? Did I think I was dying when I got my period 
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at school that semester she was gone? Of course. I was eleven. 
Life in my home rarely felt predictable, much less filled with 
traditions I looked forward to. This left little room for instill-
ing in me what a thriving married life looked like, or at least 
an image of something I would want for myself.

Traditions were faint and inconsistent in my (Brian’s) child-
hood. My mom and dad were divorced by the time I was eight. 
My dad was in and out of our lives depending on his state of 
sobriety and financial security. But somehow they were always 
friends. Maybe that’s what made it all so strange. Within any 
given year we might go from my dad visiting on Thursday nights 
so that he could watch Knots Landing and Dallas with my mom 
to then not seeing him for months and only knowing the state 
of things because of my mom’s increased stress over money.

For both of us, the only tradition was the uncertainty that 
seemed to fill our childhood. New houses, new living situations, 
schools, maybe a vacation, but more than likely time away was 
visiting a relative for a week or two. This is not to say that our 
parents didn’t instill some beautiful things in our lives. But 
those lessons or strengths or inclinations weren’t really a result 
of how they lived together for our sake. In a way, our parents 
were trying their best, seeming to fight their own demons while 
also trying to show us love in the best way they could.

We have always been looking for those models, to see some 
semblance of what life together might look like. More than 
likely the ideal was never really there in the first place. So we 
had to make our own image, cobble together the little pieces 
of what we glimpsed or what we wanted to avoid, and patch it 
together until it fit us.

The Certainty of ChangeThe Certainty of Change

As we finish chapter 1, we invite you to self- reflection and, more 
important, to reimagining who you are even as you discover 
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the person you’re with. This process begins by flipping one’s 
perspective about certainty, resisting the lure of the static, and 
embracing ourselves and each other as dynamic creatures.

Because we were married so young with no models of “suc-
cess,” we didn’t have much of a plan. For us, the plan was simply 
to get to the next thing and figure it out from there. The clearest 
part of the plan was to not recreate the pain of our childhood 
homes, while holding on to the small joys or patterns of love 
that were present.

Part of what gave us the freedom to live with that posture 
was recognizing the changes that had already happened in each 
of us, even in the few years of knowing one another. We might 
have had some semblance of a plan when we were nineteen, but 
in our first few conversations, we could see we were changing 
and that there was so much life in what was growing within us 
and between us. The possibility of ongoing change felt more 
hopeful than scary. Whether jumping from a lifetime of training 
to follow a call, or accepting an invitation to a fish fry, or decid-
ing to have children, we had not only seen the scary uncertainty 
but also the harvest of what that change made possible in our 
lives and in our relationships.

Most of all, by accepting the flip from the certainty of a 
plan or a prescribed goal to the certainty of change, we could 
recognize that the other person was going to change. We knew 
we were not going to be the same people we talked to on the 
phone in those early days. And we couldn’t control who the 
other person was going to be. There was no plan for personal 
growth any more than there was a plan for familial life or voca-
tion. There was only a direction, toward and with one another.

The power of the flip allows us to see the possibilities in the 
shifts and tensions that emerge. Rather than the tensions being 
a deviation from or an obstacle to the plan, they become mo-
ments to sound one another out, to take stock, and to see how 
our lives together might open to new possibilities.
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Discussion QuestionsDiscussion Questions

• What have you discovered about yourself because of 
the person you’re with?

• Has anything you’ve discovered scared you?

• What’s been enriching?

• What have the unplanned parts of your life taught 
you about yourself?

The static holds on to whatever makes us feel safe or seen 
or comfortable or unchallenged. Sometimes we need these re-
sponses simply to get through difficult times. But what happens 
when we grow accustomed to the terror or the discomfort and 
live feeling afraid to let that go for something more?

A static personhood tries to maintain the tethers of its per-
sonhood because it only knows itself in relationship to those 
connections. But sometimes those tethers also preclude or block 
the possibilities of new connections and new experiences that 
allow us to discover new aspects of who we are or who we 
might become.

Discussion QuestionsDiscussion Questions

• In what areas of your life do you feel like it’s safer to 
stay the same rather than risk something new?

A dynamic view of personhood (and relationships) sees the 
possibility of relationships, experiences, stretches, and shifts as 
an opportunity to live in the fullness of the world and contrib-
ute to it. But it never happens without some pain. And while this 
idea might seem like it is simply resisting the lure of the static, 
it’s slightly different because it asks us to make a fundamentally 
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different assumption about who we are and who we are going 
to be. When we feel ourselves beginning to change, we might 
experience this initially as loss, especially in a relationship. But 
what if we assume that change is a part of who we are?

Discussion QuestionsDiscussion Questions

• In what areas of your life have you sensed change?
• What have these changes added to your life?
• What have these changes added to your relationship?
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