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    Introduction


    The Risk Of Silence Versus


      The Risk Of Raising Your Voice




    

      I have kept a journal since I was in second grade. My father encouraged me to use a notebook and write something about each day. Recently my children discovered some of my childhood journals, and as a family we laughed until we cried. “Today I had hot dogs for lunch. It was a good day.” Our stomachs cramped with laughter and levity as we recognized, even in the commentary of my seven-year-old self, a bit of my grown-up dry humor because today is Monday and no one has blocked me from Twitter. It’s a good day.


      Journaling started out as a way to perfect my penmanship but became a creative outlet as well as an exercise of self-reflection, observations, and storytelling. Journaling gave me a way to express my unfiltered self without self-editing or public critique, which I suspect gave me courage to eventually write more. Childhood journaling gave me a physical practice of owning and acknowledging my observations, emotions, experiences, and thoughts. This morphed into a career as a journalist, blogger, and author of this book—a journey of finding my voice in bits and pieces through the past twenty-plus years of life, parenting, and ministry.


      The journey includes that time I joined the high school speech team and heard my voice via video recording for the first time. Do I really sound like that? Is that what I look like when I talk? There was the first time I saw an Asian American woman preach. Can women do that? Can women who kind of look like me do that? There was the time a college professor didn’t hear my question because his answer was, “Where did you learn your English? You speak almost without an accent.” I thought silently, I have a Chicago accent when I get angry and/or animated, but what does it matter? My response was to ask him, “Where did you learn yours?”


      There was the first time I challenged an editor on the use of “pro-life and pro-choice” versus “anti-abortion and pro-abortion.” (I can’t remember which pairing won, but I can still remember how the pounding of my heart sounded in my head.) Then there was the first time I fought to be the reporter on a story about a black community protesting the hiring practices of a Korean-owned beauty supply store in Milwaukee. I walked my pregnant self over to the editors and told them I would be the only one who could get an interview with the storeowner because I bet there was a language issue at play, and as luck would have it, I was the only reporter in that metro Milwaukee newsroom who spoke broken Korean.


      More often than not, raising my voice comes at some cost. Outspoken women are often called aggressive, arrogant, or abrasive. My unscientific polling of outspoken women in my social media bubble showed that most of us have been called a witch (and another word that rhymes with witch). People of color face racial and cultural norms and stereotypes that often reward us for silence. For example, Asian Americans are known as the “model minority”—highlighting a large, multicultural, intergenerational group of American-born and immigrants as all being successful. The label is used to create a false narrative and dichotomy between Asian Americans who behave, follow the rules, and therefore succeed compared to “the other” racial minorities. Black and brown parents regularly teach their young children how to behave if and when they interact with law enforcement. Those lessons don’t include raising your voice as a means of expressing your humanity. Instead, the lesson is to stay as silent as possible. Women of color sit precariously and boldly in the intersection of race and gender, where raising our voices is a subversive, countercultural act that can earn us the labels of defiant or threatening: the angry Latina or black woman, the dragon lady, or even Pocahontas. There is mansplaining and whitesplaining, and women of color can’t avoid either. There have been times when I was metaphorically and literally silenced in loud rooms.


      Shove all of that into my shadow of self-doubt and wrestling with what ambition looks like until life pushed it out of me as if giving birth, and what do you get? You get this book. In many ways, giving birth to a child was easier than giving birth to my voice. I was able to get pregnant fairly easily the first time. I had great prenatal care, incredible health insurance, and easy access to a hospital. From start to finish, it was nine months. This book has been in the making for ten years.


      Finding my voice is ongoing, just like the follow-up to giving birth: parenting. Even now I find myself nudging, pushing, encouraging, and learning from my daughter, in her twenties, to speak and dance her voice. Bethany was seventeen when she told her father and me she wanted to study dance.


      “I want to be a dancer. There isn’t another subject I want to spend four years exploring. I want to go to college but major in dance,” she said, holding back tears. We had no framework with which to answer her announcement. My husband, Peter, and I are Korean American—he’s American-born while I’m an immigrant. We believe that education is the road to survival, assimilation, and success. Education, and most certainly college, is not for chasing dreams. Education is practical, as it was for my husband, who is a dentist. On the other hand, I started out as a journalist, went into vocational ministry, and now I’m a writer. So I guess I do have a bit of a framework for pursuing slightly impractical dreams. But a dancer? Journalism majors can work for newspapers or go to law school. What is our daughter going to do with a degree in dance? I thought, Can you even do that? Is that a real degree?


      Bethany stood near the door to our bedroom. She was waiting for a response while I was trying to figure out what to say. Do you mean major in dance in addition to another major? No, I knew that’s not what she meant. How will you get a job that pays enough so that you can pay off your student loans? No. Peter and I had told ourselves that our kids’ vocational choices shouldn’t focus on income earning potential and financial security.


      How do we explain this to my immigrant parents? Oh my goodness. There still is a part of me that wants to please my parents and prove we have done a good job raising our children despite the fact that none of our children speak Korean.


      What will other people think? Will they think she isn’t serious about her future? Will they think she isn’t smart enough to study a “real” subject? Why isn’t Peter saying anything? Oh my goodness. I really do still care about what other people think. I’m still working through how or if my kids’ choices and behaviors reflect on me as a parent.


      Do you know how risky and full of rejection a career as a dancer can be? What if you get injured? What if you don’t get a job? What if all of that starts to make you feel like a failure? How can I let you do this if I can’t protect you from getting hurt? But at what point am I projecting my personal fears onto my children, stopping me from blessing them into adulthood? Somewhere in that split-second internal dialogue, I saw my daughter standing in front of her parents and took in her words.


      “I want to be a dancer,” Bethany said with as much courage and self-awareness she could muster. She had come into our bedroom, into our space, to tell us she had been thinking, dreaming, praying, and worrying about the same things we had been. She had been practicing this declaration, this talk. She had learned something deep and profound about how God had wired her, and she wanted to let us know.


      It was our fault, really. When she was in the womb, we learned that reading to a baby in utero could favorably impact brain development, so we read the Psalms to her, poetry and song. We put her in ballet and tap in preschool because in soccer she spent more time playing with a teammate’s barrettes than learning to kick the ball. We wanted her to do something physical, and she had not yet developed body image issues and was open to wearing tights and leotards. As Bethany grew, she wanted more dance classes. She made the dance team in middle school and then in high school. She didn’t seem to mind the pressure or stress of auditions. She actually seemed to thrive in that space, just like deadlines tend to kick me into a different creative and productive gear. But as her parents, in our minds it was still a hobby, albeit an expensive, time-consuming, physically demanding hobby that could look good on a college application. Dance wasn’t supposed to be the focus of her college search. It was supposed to be the extracurricular.


      Weeks before Bethany verbally told us she wanted to be a dancer, she had already tried to convey the message, and I think I knew it in my gut. It was when we saw her first piece of choreography. Peter and I were speechless. Stunned. How did a seventeen-year-old child, who was crying over a bad haircut just a few weeks ago, envision and then execute a dance about self-awareness and voice? How did she interpret that piece of music and choose the costuming and color scheme? How did she choose placement and movement of each dancer for each measure of music? I had heard her trying out different choreography—rhythmic thuds and thumps followed by music being replayed. I saw her choreography notebook where she had mapped out formations and written down movement notations. She was writing dance, a language she could speak fluently and translate.


      The performance was about a group of young women learning to be themselves as they wrestled with the power of the gaze of others and the reflection they saw in a mirror—a prop that Bethany chose based on shape, size, and color. I also noticed that she didn’t choose to be the primary dancer of the piece, as had most of the other student choreographers. When the dancers struck their final pose, all sitting in a line with the last dancer holding up the mirror in the air, I caught myself crying, moved at how the dancers had made me think and feel about self-discovery. Maybe we were just being proud parents. But audience members came up to her and to us after the performance (we were easy to spot because she was one of maybe two dancers of color) to congratulate her. One compliment stuck in my heart like a dagger: “That was the most mature and moving piece I’ve seen in our years of seeing student work.” She was just starting.


      “I want to be a dancer,” Bethany said.


      My husband and I realized that we were exactly “those” parents who harbored secret ambitions and plans for their children. We had to come face-to-face with a child, actually now a young woman, who had a deeper sense of who she was than we were willing to acknowledge or see. Would we try to get in God’s way, or would we help and free her to develop her talents and her own voice? Would we stay silent, or would we give her our blessing?


      My parents blessed me to pursue an undergraduate degree in journalism, but it came with a single string attached. Well into my thirties, my parents didn’t hold back the fact they had always hoped allowing me the freedom to major in journalism would mean I would eventually come around and pursue an advanced degree, preferably in law. When I left journalism to go into vocational ministry, they made it clear they thought it was a phase. I knew their not-so-secret hopes came with the best of intentions full of love and faith that I had what it took. Yet every time they said, “It’s not too late to go back to law school!” I felt like a failure and had another reason to go back to therapy. I’m sure I have given my daughter and her two brothers plenty of other reasons to seek therapy, but when Bethany said she wanted to be a dancer, I begged God to teach me to be the parent who dreams with her children rather than dictating in not-so-subtle ways what approved paths to success look like.


      So I go to therapy off and on, and I write. I learned to write about other people’s stories as a reporter, and I learned that reporting just the facts still meant those facts were being filtered, prioritized, and shaped by my writing and my editor’s editing. I learned that my writing could be helped by a strong accompanying photograph that captured a moment that couldn’t easily be translated into written words. My childhood practice of journaling followed me into adulthood and grew and shifted when I was pregnant with Bethany. I started a separate journal when she was born and then started a new one for each of my pregnancies. Each child has her or his own journal where I’ve documented the mundane and fabulous. I give voice to my fears, doubts, joys, successes, and failures as a mother. I write down the funny and poignant things each child says—stories they may not remember but are important to know.


      That is why I love this book’s title, even as I wrestle with the power and danger of a declarative, demanding statement such as “raise your voice.” As a parent, I hope to raise my children to grow into adulthood with a sense of their own unique voice. Raise Your Voice isn’t explicitly about parenting, but it’s about the growth and development I’m in part responsible for in my children while I also remain in that process myself. I look at my children and think, Raise your voice! while they look to me to set the example. Blessing Bethany to pursue a dance degree was telling her to raise her voice while still figuring out how to bless her, encourage her with our words, support her with our presence at her performances, learn about the industry, send her care packages and letters, provide financial support, and meet her fellow dance majors and faculty.


      Without a doubt, being a mom has been part of the journey of finding, losing, and finding again my own voice. In the early days of motherhood I felt like I had lost myself in a sea of sleep deprivation, diapers, sippy cups, playdates, and art projects. Yet God had not forsaken me in a sea of hormones and bodily fluids. Every time I prayed for my children, God was inviting me to raise my voice. Every time I learned what it meant to be a mama bear, I also learned how to raise my voice. Every time I tried to get my kids to help write a thank-you note, I was raising my voice and my child’s voice. I learned how I could harm or heal with my voice, literally and figuratively. I learned how to advocate for and be an ally by being a parent.


      In the midst of being a mom of young children, I was also figuring out how to be an actual journalist while being the only Asian American and one of the very few people of color while working in three different editorial newsrooms. Raising my voice too much or too often felt like risking job security, especially when I was the only pregnant and then lactating Asian American woman in what were very white, male newsrooms. Sometimes we stay silent because it’s easier, because speaking up means taking a risk we don’t feel prepared to take or have the energy or support to take. Whether it was the isolation of being the only woman of color at the hospital playgroup or the added level of stress and energy it took to navigate a white, male workplace, I didn’t think I had a voice, let alone the time to raise that voice. Sometimes we stay silent because we think that it’s our only choice to survive.


      I wrote Raise Your Voice because I learned that even when I chose to be silent and do nothing, I was still choosing to communicate something. It’s a declaration, a request, a warning, and an invitation because I’m convinced too many of us feel like we don’t have a voice. You might feel like you’re too young or too old. You might be a woman. You might be a person of color. You might identify as LGBTQIA (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex, asexual). You might have a disability or chronic illness. You might be an immigrant or undocumented. You might feel like your experience isn’t universal enough to be important or even acceptable. I want you to know that you have a voice. God wants you to use it, and the world needs to hear, see, and experience it.


      Encouraging Bethany and our sons, Corban and Elias, to raise their voices also meant modeling that for them in ways not defined by my role as their mother and cheerleader but as a neighbor, community member, and writer. Bethany, who just moved into her first apartment post-graduation, is at the beginning of testing out her adult voice, while I’m squarely in mid-journey. As she develops and uses her voice, I learn from her and vice versa. I still keep a journal where I track the books I’ve read along with all the self-reflection a cup of coffee can fuel, and I still keep my “Bethany” journal of twenty-two-plus years. I’m still learning the importance of finding one’s personal voice and stewarding it well in community and for the good of community in a connected world. Even writing this book has been part of a ten-year process of figuring out if I had anything worth writing about and if I could handle whatever friends, critics, and my internal critic might say.


      Learning to use your voice is about understanding how we each are created in God’s image. It’s about the space in which gender, faith, ethnicity, and race converge, adding to the power and beauty of individual voices effectively impacting and shaping the church and the world. It’s about knowing deeply how God sees you, grounded in the truth that we are all created in God’s image, and using your voice in word, deed, and art to communicate the good news in a messed-up world.
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  Chapter 1


  Seen but Not Heard


  

    

      Children should be seen and not heard.


      ENGLISH PROVERB



    


    

      The nail that sticks out gets hammered down.


      JAPANESE PROVERB



    


    

      Even fools are thought wise if they keep silent, and discerning if they hold their tongues.


      PROVERBS 17:28



    


  




  

    When I walked into the ballroom, the main session of the conference was already well underway. I was a bit frazzled from my five-hour drive but not too discombobulated to realize immediately that something was wrong. I sat next to a colleague, made eye contact with her, and smiled. Then, uncharacteristically for our relationship, we instinctively reached out for each other’s hands. We sat for a few moments holding hands when suddenly I had the urge to cry and found myself holding back emotions and tears I didn’t understand. My colleague squeezed my hand to let me know that she knew I was distressed, but I still didn’t know why I was feeling what I was experiencing.


    After the session ended, my colleague asked me if I was okay and if I had had time to process what had happened at the earlier sessions. I had absolutely no idea what was going on and asked her to explain. There had been a leadership crisis developing behind the scenes between several beloved, respected senior leaders. The relational conflict included racial, gender, and cultural dynamics. My colleague assumed I had seen all of this unfold when she noticed I was getting emotional. We both realized that my emotions and spirit were registering something I hadn’t experienced firsthand. She and I both sensed God was giving me a starting point to wrestle with difficult emotions and build up courage. Honestly, it felt weird. I tucked that intense moment into my mental filing system.


    On the last night of the conference, our team crowded into a meeting room meant for a group half our size. It was late in the evening, but it was our only chance to hear from a senior leader who knew what had happened and what was still happening. We all listened while carefully shooting nervous glances across the room. I found myself wringing my hands, questions welling up in my mind about what had transpired and why.


    When the floor was finally opened for questions, a few people made polite statements thanking the senior leader for coming and filling us in. I kept waiting for someone to ask the questions I was sure more than half of us were wondering: Why had we not met earlier in the week, been updated, and given a chance to respond? Why were we left in the dark until the night before we all were leaving, if not to keep us silent? I felt my emotions and tears from the beginning of the conference well up. Seriously? No one was going to ask? Fine.


    I waited for what I thought was an appropriate time, raised my hand, waited to be acknowledged, took a deep breath to keep my tears at bay, and steadied my voice. I don’t remember the exact wording of my multipart question, but it didn’t matter. Before I could finish, out of the corner of my eye I saw something move across my face. The person sitting next to me, a friend, was listening to my question and heard the direction it was going—and then physically covered my mouth with her hand.


    I had been silenced. Literally, physically stopped from speaking up.


    I felt embarrassed and deeply ashamed. I was angry and confused, violated and sick to my stomach. I didn’t understand how powerful my words and my voice could be until someone made sure I wouldn’t be heard.


    

      If You Speak, Will Anyone Hear You?


      The world is a noisy place. Smart phones. Smart watches. Alerts. Notifications. Social media. Satellite radio. Streaming video. News 24/7. On any given Sunday morning in church, don’t be surprised if you hear a guitar or keyboard playing softly in the background during the announcements or prayer. Culturally, it’s almost as if we are uncomfortable with silence.


      Yet when people rise up and collectively make some noise, public displays of personal opinions are often closely monitored and critiqued. I was raised to believe public protests were dangerous, disrespectful, disruptive, and, therefore, inappropriate. Those adjectives have been used frequently to describe recent protests against white supremacy and for immigration reform.


      I first learned that public protests were considered inappropriate after finding myself accidentally attending and then willingly participating in protests against increasing US military presence in South Korea while on a trip there, my homeland. I had left South Korea as an eight-month-old and returned as a college student on a church missions/cultural enrichment trip. I developed friendships with Korean college students who were active in the student protest movements. They spoke about feeling voiceless but also about finding power and common purpose as they protested together and leaned on one another for courage. I learned about liberation theology and minjung theology, an indigenous theology born out of Korea’s post-war struggle and emergence. I honestly didn’t know what to do with it all, especially the theology that tapped into a cultural value of community and harmony that didn’t exist in the individualistic theology of the West. At first I listened to the history of the student protest movements, safely observing from the sidelines. But within the first month of our trip, most of our group was participating—we learned the chants, carried bandanas to protect ourselves from the tear gas, and were well-versed in making Molotov cocktails.


      It turns out that government monitoring of public protests doesn’t happen just in the United States. My uncle, who worked for the South Korean government, showed up completely unannounced one random afternoon at the office where we were meeting. He came carrying pizzas, but his presence was an indirect warning to make sure his niece stayed out of trouble, stayed safe, and stayed silent. I wouldn’t take part in a public protest for another twenty years.


      I tell that story because I still feel new to exercising my right to peaceably assemble. It’s not something I have always been drawn to. Using my voice has mostly been through speaking and writing, not using my body in protest. But as my convictions have deepened and life experiences have changed me, I’ve chosen to march in support of #BlackLivesMatter and against the Dakota Access Pipeline, the Muslim travel ban, and a recent president. Bethany and I also marched together with three Asian American friends at the Women’s March on Washington in January 2017 because we wanted to make sure our voices were both seen and heard as Christian women of color. I find the news coverage, police presence, and public commentary around those events fascinating. Different voices—such as women, people of color, LGBTQIA—are critiqued, praised, dismissed, ignored, or judged on who should or should not participate. Why can’t someone participate if they want to?


      Public protest and free speech are protected under the law, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t consequences. There are days when it feels like you can’t win. If you stay silent, you might find yourself on the wrong side of history. Or you might be seen and heard, and then wish you hadn’t. Demonstrations from Charlottesville to Venezuela have proved deadly and dangerous for protesters. You might find yourself completely misunderstood after speaking up. Even worse, instead of believing your accounts of experiences with racism or injustice, people may question your perspective or accuse you of exaggerating, lying, or playing the race card. They reframe your story and change it to make it appear that you were actually the aggressor. After being attacked for sharing, you might even begin to question your memory of the experience. But then you’ll realize the truth—you were the victim of a racist or unjust incident and now have been gaslighted by those who don’t want to believe you.


      It’s no wonder people are opting out of social media, trading in their smartphones, and deciding it’s better to stay out of the public and even private square. It’s become a common Lenten practice for some to give up social media or temporarily deactivate their social media accounts. I have one friend who has gone back to using a basic flip phone to keep him from engaging in the public sphere when he’s away from a computer.


      At some point in our lives, we learn to communicate, whether verbally or non-verbally. But most of us are also taught to silence ourselves or to stay out of the conversation for self-preservation. We are taught to avoid conflict, keep the peace, and keep our personal opinions to ourselves because we’re told that speaking out doesn’t actually affect change. However, self-preservation takes on a different sense of urgency and meaning as the national and global political landscape continues to shift. The North American church is again engaging in conversations around race and justice, but because of its past failures and current blind spots, the conversation often resorts to simplified binaries such as white and black, men and women, privileged and lack of privilege, citizen and undocumented—and the refusal to dig deeper into racist and unjust systems can widen the chasm.


      I believe that Christians desire and can handle more complexity. Race and reconciliation can no longer be framed solely as a justice issue but rather as core to the gospel, theologically grounded in the imago Dei (the image of God). As Christians, if we truly believe we are all created in God’s image, and that God the Creator had a hand in developing, creating, and shaping not just our embodied souls but also the places and spaces we steward and have dominion over, then reconciliation with one another is not merely an option—it’s part of God’s mandate. It requires us to speak up and speak out.


      In order to do so, we need to address personal development, which happens within the context of community. In some communities, certain voices are erased and suppressed while others are amplified and elevated. The concept of “voice” isn’t only what is said or written but also includes how identity is expressed in words and deed. Voice is not limited to what comes out of my mouth but out of my being.


      

        The Latin word vox, meaning “voice,” and the related word vocāre, meaning “to call,” give us the root voc or vok. Words from the Latin vox or vocāre have something to do with the voice or with calling. Anything vocal is produced by the voice. A vocation is the work that someone is called to do as a job. To evoke is to call forth. To invoke is to call on for aid or protection. To provoke is to call forth another’s anger. The word voice also has vox as its root.1


      


      The challenge to raise your voice is about doing the good work of the good news. It’s about calling forth others: an invocation for all and a provocation to some. Our lives should affect the world around us if we are bearers of God’s image as well as an embodiment of good news. Living as a Korean American Christian woman, there is something critical about speaking from a place of wholeness and uniqueness that makes my voice part of a community but also uniquely mine. It fills in the blanks left in others’ stories. When more of us from different intersections and margins raise our voices, we live a fuller picture of the good news.


    


    

    

      The Stories We Tell


      I had the honor of watching my friend, author and artist Amena Brown, raise her voice at Soul City Church in Chicago. Amena told us a story about her grandmother and the care she put into packing food for family members who were traveling. Her grandmother would carefully wrap a slice of cake in waxed paper and put fried chicken in a paper towel and foil. These lovingly packed meals were important to African Americans in the time before the passage of the Civil Rights Act, when black travelers didn’t know if they would be able to find a restaurant that would serve them.


      As I recall Amena’s performance, mannerisms, and imitation of her grandmother’s speech and cadence, I can see how the warm memories of food dovetailed into a story of racial injustice. Amena can tell this story because of who she is and who her people are. And while I can share her story here, I can’t possibly embody the story because it’s not in my bones or blood.


      But I can share the story of how my grandmother, who was a child in Korea during Japanese rule, was widowed before she turned forty while raising five children and how she never remarried. I can tell you how she refused to tell me her Japanese name, but did tell me about why she choose not to remarry—because she would have been forced to prioritize her role as wife over her role as mother, even though it was difficult to live as a single mother in her patriarchal culture.


      Amena’s grandmother and my grandmother. Two different women, two different periods in history—but injustice didn’t silence them or stop them from acting on their own behalf and on behalf of their families. We need to give voice to these uniquely embodied stories. We need their complexity and beauty. And this is where I see my story, and the various stories of diverse communities, and the biblical stories of Esther, the bleeding woman, Moses, the women at the cross, and the resurrection colliding—in identity formation, in community, and in advocacy against racism and misogyny.


      Most of the books I’ve read and speakers I’ve heard on the topic of voice and identity have been white men or women with little nuance and contextualization for individuals and communities that reside both on the margins and simultaneously in the intersections. I believe we need to address voice and identity through the intersections of race, ethnicity, gender, and class, as well as in personal and public spheres of communication. The growing focus on racial reconciliation and the pursuit of justice only highlights the lack of nonwhite and nonblack voices, especially but not exclusively in evangelical circles. Women of color need to be part of the reconciling work of the gospel. We all need to understand that voice, identity, and agency are given by God but often underdeveloped or ignored in people on the margins. We need to be seen and heard.


    


    

    

      Ethnicity and Place in Our Stories


      People on the margins and in the intersections need to see themselves and their stories in the conversation, but they also need to learn to tell those stories. A common retelling of the book of Esther is through a white male lens: Esther is the winner of a beauty pageant, and the titles of king and queen are filtered through a western understanding of power and some degree of equality if not equity and agency for both king and queen. But when I look at Esther’s story I see racial passing and the implications of a young, disenfranchised woman who has assimilated but not completely lost her culture accepting the opportunity to seek justice for her people in a misogynistic culture. I see how Esther couldn’t have come to her journey if it were not for the prior example of Queen Vashti choosing first to speak out by refusing the king’s demands for what amounts to a lap dance for his friends.


      Esther was both Esther and Hadassah. She was a Jewish woman living crossculturally in exile in Persia. Her social location and ability to navigate her identity impacted how she was seen and heard, and how she saw herself and eventually used her voice.


      Like Esther, I grew up knowing about my ethnicity and place. I was a Korean who immigrated to the United States. I became Korean American and then later Asian American. I wasn’t just one or the other. I was both, and it can still be confusing. Americans are stereotypically loud where Asians are stereotypically quieter. America is a young country perhaps just on the front end of puberty whereas Korea’s existence goes back centuries.


      Somewhere between being Korean and American is where I learned I was supposed to raise my hand and speak up in school, but if I raised my hand too often classmates would say I was trying too hard or showing off. I also learned that if I told teachers about the racial bullying I experienced, the perpetrators retaliated with even more ignorance and force. At home and at my Korean immigrant evangelical church, I was supposed to listen and stay quiet. Pastors and spiritual leaders spoke with authority, and they were all men. I was supposed to listen to my elders and defer to their judgment. Each space had a different set of rules.


      In college the conflicting messages took root internally and marked the beginning of my journey with imposter syndrome: the internal voice that tells you that you aren’t qualified to do, say, or be whatever it is that you are actually doing, saying, or being. It tells you that you have been hired not because you were the best candidate but because a quota had to be met. It tells you that at any moment you will be found out for being less qualified, incompetent, and an imposter or fraud. American psychologists Pauline Clance and Suzanne Imes coined the phrase, describing it as a feeling of “phoniness in people who believe they are not intelligent, capable or creative despite evidence of high achievement.” These people (also known as me and some of you) want to achieve but also “live in fear of being ‘found out’ or exposed as frauds.”2 There is some research indicating a possible correlation between imposter syndrome and introversion as well as people who experience anxiety in multiple situations because imposter syndrome itself is an anxiety-driven experience.3


    


    

    

      Being Found Out


      Imposter syndrome isn’t unique to women, and while it was given a name in the twentieth century, feeling like a fraud is not a modern conundrum. One of the first recorded examples of this internalized self-doubt is in the biblical story of Moses. Hebrew baby boys were supposed to be killed by order of the Pharaoh, but Hebrew midwives “feared God and did not do what the king of Egypt had told them to do; they let the boys live” (Exodus 1:17). Moses was one of those surviving babies; he was adopted by Pharaoh’s daughter and grew up in Pharaoh’s family.


      As an adult, Moses comes to understand that he is Jewish: “One day, after Moses had grown up, he went out to where his own people were and watched them at their hard labor. He saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, one of his own people” (Exodus 2:11, emphasis added).


      What we learn in the rest of the chapter is that Moses’ understanding of his identity and his internal bent toward justice is where his struggle with imposter syndrome pivots. He wrestles with his identity (is he Egyptian or Hebrew?). He comes to understand his motivation (a sense of justice and freedom that ought to be afforded to all people). And he tests out his voice. Only then does he begin to become who he was meant to be.


      Moses, who knows he is Hebrew, sees an Egyptian beating a Hebrew. Later, believing that no one is watching, he kills that Egyptian in an attempt to serve justice. Before we get all high and mighty about Moses being a murderer and wrap it up neatly by saying God uses the most unlikely people, we need to acknowledge that Moses had lived a life of privilege while watching his own people suffer. What does watching your own people suffer do to a person? Moses isn’t just an unlikely leader because he is also a murderer. He is an unlikely leader because he has yet to come to an understanding of his identity.


      The next day, perhaps emboldened by his secret act of revenge, Moses tries to intervene in a fight between two Hebrew workers. The problem? The two Hebrew workers don’t see Moses as one of their own. “The man said, ‘Who made you ruler and judge over us? Are you thinking of killing me as you killed the Egyptian?’ Then Moses was afraid and thought, ‘What I did must have become known’” (Exodus 2:14).


      The question of identity doesn’t end there. Pharaoh hears what happened and tries to kill Moses, the young man who was raised by his daughter. Moses runs, hides, and makes a life for himself among another tribe. He voices his loss of home and identity when he names his son Gershom: “I have become a foreigner in a foreign land” (Exodus 2:22). Talk about passing your issues on to your children.


      For the next two chapters of Exodus, we witness Moses working through his imposter syndrome, culminating in communicating with God through a burning bush. What I wouldn’t do for an actual burning bush to make it clear to me that God is the one calling me to do something! Lucky Moses gets a real burning bush. However, at some point we all encounter a metaphoric burning bush and experience God: a fire that burns but doesn’t consume, a source of energy that doesn’t flame out or destroy the host.


      What is Moses’ response to hearing God call him by name from the flames?


      “Here I am” (Exodus 3:4).


      I’m not certain I would know what to do if I audibly heard my name being called out from a fire, but I’m fairly certain I wouldn’t use Moses’ words. It’s important to consider that Moses is willing to be fully present and that he allows his curiosity to take over any sense of confusion or fear. Moses is in the wilderness leading a flock of livestock. He has responsibilities that people depend on him to complete. We don’t know what happens to his flock, but we do know what Moses does: he stops what he’s doing and pays attention to God.
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