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Prologue

An uneasiness rose inside me. My heart started racing and a cold sheen of sweat traced its way down my forehead. The very air seemed laden with a sense of dread.

I didn’t want to go anywhere, and I didn’t want to see anyone. In a mere hour, people would be showing up to hear me speak at our church’s twentieth-anniversary celebration. The pressure to deliver a spectacular talk, mixed with disappointment about not having our own property at this stage of our existence, stirred an emptiness in me.

Maybe I’d feel better once I got to church. I tried to convince myself that I’d had this feeling before, and it had been okay. I considered trying to make myself go, but it really felt different this time. I just I couldn’t do it. I called one of the staff, my voice shaky.

“Abe, I don’t think I can come today. I’m not feeling well.”

I couldn’t tell him how I was really feeling. I considered what people would think of me if I didn’t show up and how I would explain this dark place that I found myself in.

I can’t reveal all my anxiety.

I was used to being the strong one.

Abe was caught off guard, but assured me that he’d take care of things.

“You okay, Dave?” he asked.

“Yes, I think so. Thanks, Abe.” I didn’t want to say anything more. All I knew was that I wasn’t well.

I’d never missed an event like this before. I was dependable. I consistently met deadlines and expectations. My personal credo was that just showing up is a large part of “crushing it” in the world. Abe had never heard me sound like this in the twenty years we had known each other, and I’m sure he was baffled as to why I needed the rest of the morning to try and pull myself together.

I didn’t understand it, either.

As I lay in the sanctuary of my bed, trying to make sense of what was happening, I realized that the anniversary celebration for our church was clearly unearthing feelings and expectations I had buried. Our church is not a normal church. We are culturally diverse and young. We pride ourselves on being a church for those who don’t usually like church. And even though outwardly it appeared that our unique community was successful, I was constantly struggling not having our own facility or property to call our own. We had moved locations dozens of times. We could boast that we were a Southern California megachurch, but in reality, our real impact in the city or in the world seemed minuscule. I had been told I would need to raise an enormous amount of money for the facility of our dreams. These were the immediate, more tangible things I could point to catalyzing these intense feelings of panic.

Panic.

There it was.

Was I having a panic attack? I pulled out my laptop to google my symptoms. Disorientation. Nausea. Sweating. I was having a panic attack. I realized this had happened to me before, but I had never recognized it as a full-fledged panic attack. I thought it was some type of normal nervousness or the kind of fear that envelopes everyone occasionally. Just a case of heightened anxiety.

I knew it was going to take some time for me to unravel this moment of revelation. I knew that moment that there were deeper things about my past that were unresolved.

My life had always been oriented toward the future. That’s how I was taught as a child. Things like the Rapture, Jesus’ second coming, heaven, and the afterlife are a part of my daily cycle of meditations. When I started consulting and launching some companies, I was future oriented as well. Entrepreneurs are rewarded and celebrated for being visionary, for being ahead of others in predicting future trends and movements. So naturally this became my life orientation, my identity: the visionary and futurist leader.

What I was experiencing this morning had little to do with the future. It dealt with my past. My parents. My religion. The clashing of cultures. The dichotomy of East and West. Race and heritage. Unexpected pain. And my eyes. The myriad of people, events, and cultural experiences chosen for me were not of my volition.

There was something else. Since I’d become a spiritual guide, my ears had been opened to the anguish of countless tragedies and traumas. These stories and whispered secrets had taken residence in my soul. They had done something to me. Their effect was hard to perceive at the time because I was entirely focused on listening and understanding others’ pain. I was not yet cognizant of what hearing those stories was doing to me.

I was experiencing a very real phenomenon called vicarious trauma, where experts say you can take a significant percentage of the trauma of others into your own body. When someone shared their pain with me, it would stay with me for days, even weeks. Back when I started pastoral work, I would line up my counseling all in one day. I soon learned that I would be wrecked for days after these sessions. Digesting the suffering and trauma took a toll on me every time I listened to someone who was hurting.

What do you do with a wife’s pain as she talks about her husband’s sexual abuse of their daughter as he quietly sits next to her, looking down at the floor with shame?

What do you do with all the anger and worry when you’re called to intervene in a marital dispute? The wife answering the door, still breathing heavily from an intense argument, sweating and crying, with a deep gash across her forehead. The wound is still fresh, white, and starting to bleed. How does someone make sense of that?

Where do you place the anguish from the pain of seeing a young couple in the emergency room holding their lifeless daughter in their arms?

How do you cope with the shocked teenage children telling you that their father just murdered their mother?

Vicarious trauma is real.

Even on that Sunday morning, I understood there was unfinished work processing my past that had unearthed this panic attack.

I knew there was more to it than my experiences as a pastor. I already understood on some level that the root cause had to do with my own family. With my Korean mom and Midwestern American father, and the merging of their cultures that is in my DNA. The fusion of their stories, their marriage, their suffering, and their secrets is embedded in me.

I’m Dave Gibbons. A Korean American. I look 100 percent Korean. Yet my father is white and my mom Asian. I’m married with four beautiful children. I’ve traveled to many places in America and spent a lot of time in Asia and South America. I love to eat bibim-naengmyeon, cold noodles mixed in a spicy gochujang-based sauce mixed with vegetables, yet love my hamburgers, too. It’s fun exploring cultures, but home to me can be anywhere my family and friends are. I think laughter is healing and holy. I do work that makes me look like an extrovert, but I’m an introvert who loves being by himself for long periods of time. I work in multiple worlds, from the religious realm to the arenas of business, professional sports, and entertainment. I’m unusual to some people because I’m a pastor and I also lead a business where I consult, write, and speak. I love working with creative and thoughtful people in diverse cultures and spheres. My advisement work has been with venture capital companies, hedge fund managers, professional athletes, and entertainers. That’s my work. But over time, all this work with people simply exposed things in my personal life that needed deeper examination. This book examines the awkward and hazardous dance of finding myself in the midst of cultures, family, and religion. Yes, religion. The topic of conversation often hard to discuss without a fight. My hope is that sharing my journey into the roots of evangelical, American Christianity will shed light and understanding into a culture that has become a political and economic juggernaut. My intent is not to belittle the culture or anyone associated with it. I became a part of it and was certainly caught up in the zeitgeist of it all.

To be candid, writing this book was an opportunity to reexamine my beliefs and perspectives. Narratives of old stories I told had new meaning when I took the time to sit in a scene and thoughtfully consider the sounds, the characters involved, and the details of how each person would respond in that specific situation. Since this is a memoir, this is my perspective. This book has gone through multiple versions and countless pep talks. I took the liberty to change some names and several events slightly to safeguard the privacy of those who inhabit these pages and to fill in the gaps of my memories. I hope that in my story you might find a piece of your own story.

So here we go. My earliest story begins in Seoul, South Korea.
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