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320: Following Your Intuition with Grace P. Cho

I'm Emily P. Freeman, and welcome to The Next Right Thing. You're listening to Episode 320.
I'm an author, a spiritual director, and an occasional workshop leader. I live in the Piedmont
of North Carolina with my family, and through my work, I've helped thousands of spiritually
thoughtful people overcome decision fatigue so that they can discern their next right thing
in faith, work, and life. Today, I'm continuing a series of conversations I'm having with people
who I believe have a lot to teach us about the healthy human rhythm of leaving rooms and
finding new ones. As we celebrate the release of my new book, How to Walk into a Room, |
wanted to have some dedicated conversations about the art of knowing when to stay and
when to walk away, about what happens when we do that, and what we can learn along the
way, both from ourselves and our life with God and in our life with one another.

Grace P. Cho is a Korean-American writer and senior acquisitions editor at Revell, which is
an imprint of Baker Publishing Group. Grace has authored and edited several encouraged
Bible studies and devotionals, and she's most recently contributed to the book, Voices of
Lament: Reflections on Brokenness and Hope in a World Longing for Justice. I've known
Grace for many years and she is a kind and gracious presence for me personally, but she
extends this beyond just her personal friends. She creates space for people to be known,
nurtured, and challenged through her work, and she desires to elevate women of color's
voices in the publishing industry. Grace has said several goodbyes in the last year, but her
experience is a beautiful illustration of how not all goodbyes are sad. Her kind, generative
presence and perspective on life and change is right on time. Listen in.

**k%

Emily P. Freeman:
Well, Grace, welcome to The Next Right Thing.

Grace P. Cho:
Thanks for having me, Emily.

Emily P. Freeman:
I would love to hear from you, when you introduce yourself, what do you most like to say?
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Grace P. Cho:

This is a good question because I'm in a different kind of place these days. So I would say, I
think the first thing I start off with, and maybe a lot of people do, is to talk about their job. So
I say I'm an editor and a writer. Before, I used to say I am a writer and an editor, and now I
flip them.

Emily P. Freeman:
Okay.

Grace P. Cho:
I know. I think we'll get into that a bit.

Emily P. Freeman:
We'll get into that.

Grace P. Cho:
Yeah. So I would say I'm an editor and [ sometimes write, but I think what I've been saying
the most these days is that I'm a pastor at heart as...

Emily P. Freeman:
Beautiful.

Grace P. Cho:
... I love to care for people. Yeah.

Emily P. Freeman:
Very good. Just for listeners to get a geographical reference, you're in California? Yes?

Grace P. Cho:
I am in Southern California near Disneyland really to give a-

Emily P. Freeman:
Oh, near Disneyland.

Grace P. Cho:
Yeah. To give a good geographical location.

Emily P. Freeman:
That's very helpful. Remind me how old your children are.

Grace P. Cho:
They're 10 and 11, so young but not... They're big kids.
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Emily P. Freeman:

Well, lately I've been repeating this phrase a lot that not all hellos are happy and not all
goodbyes are sad, and you are someone who's come to mind for me, Grace, as someone who
has said kind of a lot of goodbyes, maybe particularly in the last year, and I know there was
some sadness to them, as most goodbyes have come with a basket of all kinds of things, but
there was also some joy, and if you would be willing to maybe just give us an overview of
some of the most significant goodbyes that you have said over the past year, two years?

Grace P. Cho:

Yeah. Well, I love this conversation because it's different. I think we tend to think of
goodbyes as sad, and they are always sad. That's the truth, is that even when they're good,
there's still sadness to that. So in the last year, in 2023, I've said goodbye to a lot of my
mentoring groups that I was doing, and then a really good big goodbye at the end of the
year, towards the end of the year when I said goodbye to writing. That's why I haven't been
starting off by saying that I'm a writer.

So I'll start with the mentoring. I love mentoring people. I feel like I'll do that for the rest of
my life, mostly because I just love walking with them in life, in their questions, in their tears,
in their pains, in their joys, and it makes me the happiest to be doing that with people. And
so I was doing one for five years with these four to five women, and I was also doing one
with two men, so a mentoring group for women, a mentoring group for men.

And I just sensed in myself at the beginning of the year that it was time to end. It was an
interesting thing because how do we know when it's time to end something? For me, at that
moment, it was, one, are all these people in a good place? Are we ready? Are they ready to
be sent off to do their own thing, to lead themselves, to take care of themselves? And the
truth was, they all were. It was so strange. Across the board, I could say everyone is ready to
go off and not be under my care and be their grown selves. And then to say that to them and
for them to affirm, yes, I think I am. That was so interesting to be able to talk to them and,
one, decide for myself that even though this is a sad thing. I mean, I think it's harder when
you're being said goodbye to.

Right? So I would say maybe it was harder for them, but that for all of us, we could affirm for
one another, mutually, that it was going to be a good ending and that it was time. [ was
trying to think of this morning, how do I describe the feeling of when you know?

Emily P. Freeman:
Right.

Grace P. Cho:

And I think the best way I could describe it is when the seasons change. I was particularly
thinking of when summer turns to fall and that first crisp, chill morning that comes and you
just smell it in the air and you know it's different. You sense it. You smell it. You sense it. You
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feel it. And that's kind of how it felt to know that it was the end and time to move on.

Emily P. Freeman:

Well, and Grace, I want to dig into that a little bit more and just use you as our model here
because I think that for someone who maybe is more of a gut person, this makes sense. I
think for someone listening who may be more of a thinker, they might be like, what? What
do you mean you sense it in your body? Say more words about that. Do you have any
descriptive words? Was there a place where you actually felt a physical sensation different?
Did you have a particular picture in your mind? Are you able to give any more descriptions
to...

Grace P. Cho:
Yeah, no I can.

Emily P. Freeman:
... what it felt like to just know?

Grace P. Cho:
Right. I would say when your interests shift.

Emily P. Freeman:
Okay. That's interesting.

Grace P. Cho:
When it's not giving you the kind of joy that it was giving you.

Emily P. Freeman:
Yes. And did you have any sense of guilt about that?

Grace P. Cho:

I am guilt prone, so let me put myself back there. I would say this time it wasn't about guilt.
It just felt sad. Yeah. That's something that was good and that brought me so much joy was
that it was changing and not bringing me as much joy. And I say that with the caveat that it
wasn't that the people weren't bringing me joy. It's the work of it. The time and investment
that I was giving, it wasn't giving me as much joy as it was, as it used to, or that my interests
were shifting and my energy into that place was shifting. So yeah.

Emily P. Freeman:

And for you, it sounds like there may have been a unique gift in that it was reciprocal in
some ways that you felt like these people were in a good place and they also reported, yes,
we are in a good place. And that seems like that would make it... I don't know if it made it
easier, but maybe it made it more clear for you to maybe leave that room.
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Grace P. Cho:
Yes. I think even though... Let's say, even if they couldn't affirm for themselves...

Emily P. Freeman:
Yeah, sure.

Grace P. Cho:

... if they were clinging on and saying, please don't leave us, please don't leave this room. I
think I could still tell them, no, you're ready. It's not just about me. It's about you too. And
you are ready to go out of this room. We're all. The room is not going to exist anymore. So
holding on is not beneficial even for you, even if you can't see it right now. So it was helpful.
And then also it was more just a cherry on top of I knew in my gut, and even if you don't
know, I'm taking away the room, is how it felt. Yeah.

Emily P. Freeman:

Now, at that time, I don't know the timeline for you, but when you were... it was dawning on
you with increasing awareness that these mentoring relationships were ending and it was
time to close, shut the room down, lock the door. Was there a sense in you that you were in
a hallway or were you clear about the next room you were going to be walking into?

Grace P. Cho:
Ooh, no. But it wasn't a hallway. It was-

Emily P. Freeman:
What was it?

Grace P. Cho:
It was an open field.

Emily P. Freeman:
Let's go, Grace.

Grace P. Cho:
Yeah, I was going outside and I wanted them to go into the world. So we're all outside now,
and everyone is going to go down their own path.

Emily P. Freeman:
Yeah.

Grace P. Cho:

Yeah. So it didn't feel like we were... In some ways, we were directionless because everyone
had to make their own decisions about where to go, but there was freedom and there was
joy to be found, and there was a sense of agency of we get to decide what we do next.
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Emily P. Freeman:

Now, you are, you said, a pastor at heart, and just from knowing you, I would imagine that
those mentoring relationships were a way that you exercised your pastoral gifting. And so
do you have other outlets where you are doing that or was that just... is it kind of been a loss
for you to not have that outlet anymore?

Grace P. Cho:
I started serving at my church a bit more during this time, and so the pastoring shifted. I
would also say I was pastoring in my writing.

Emily P. Freeman:
Sure.

Grace P. Cho:

And then that shifted too. And I think no matter where I go, no matter who I meet, even for
coffee, it's going to happen in those spaces. Every time I'm with someone or every time I'm
writing something for somebody, it's going to just come out of me because that's who I am.

Emily P. Freeman:

You're describing the difference between having a pastoral vocation and having a pastoral
job that you, vocationally, you're a pastor, but that might show up differently. It's going to
show up because wherever you show up, that's where it's going to show up.

Grace P. Cho:
Exactly. Exactly. Exactly. Yeah.

Emily P. Freeman:
So you described yourself as a writer and an editor first, and then you said, but now I'm an
editor who sometimes writes. Tell us about that shift.

Grace P. Cho:
Well, all these changes in my life, who am I now, Emily? I don't know.

Emily P. Freeman:
Who are you, Grace? We're finding out right now.

Grace P. Cho:

And who am [ becoming? I think that's been a fun question to ask myself. I'm in my 40s and I
see a lot of us in our 40s making decisions or asking these questions of who am I going to be
when I grow up? Or is this what [ want to do for the rest of my life? So for me, I've written in
the Christian space all the years that I've been writing, which is near a decade, and I came to
a place last fall, but I knew it in the spring. I didn't know what the feelings meant.
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Emily P. Freeman:
Okay. So you recognized that there was a shift happening, that the air was crisping up, but
you didn't know where it was headed. You didn't have an answer for it?

Grace P. Cho:
No, I didn't understand why.

Emily P. Freeman:
Okay.

Grace P. Cho:

Yeah. I was like, why am I sensing the change, the shift in seasons when nothing has gone
wrong, everything was still right, everything was fitting correctly still? So I sensed it and I
sat on it this time.

Emily P. Freeman:
In the spring?

Grace P. Cho:

In the spring, and it wasn't until the fall that I decided, I think this is what it means that I'm...
At the time, I described it, I'm ending my time writing in this way. In hindsight, I would say
that my writing died in some shape or form and I wasn't ready to resurrect it right after. So
I'm in this what I'm calling a fallow season. I've been here before. I've come back again, and
it's different this time. The first time I experienced a fallow season, which fallow means
letting the land lie and becoming replenished again. We don't do that agriculturally anymore,
but we used to do that long ago. And so to let the land lie, what does that mean? For me in
my doer self, when I first heard that word seven years ago, it felt like death in the worst way,
that I couldn't be myself, that I couldn't do the things I wanted to do. And this year, fallow
feels like a gift, and it does feel like rest, and it does feel like an invitation to observe and play
and just receive.

So I feel like the work of writing is an outputting work for sure. Maybe the solitary work of
doing the actual writing can feel like there's input and output happening, but it became just
output for me toward the end. And so when it ended, it felt like a relief. There was sadness in
leaving the community I was writing for, but there was relief in knowing I don't have to write
like that anymore. If I want to one day, I can come back to it, but I'm not bound to write that
way. And I don't even know if writing is the form... is the way I want to show up in the world
always. Maybe it is. I still love words. I still love the beauty of them. I still think there's so
much power in them.

And also, is that the whole of who I am or is there more to me as an artist, as a creative, as a
person? Are there other ways that I want to shape words that's different than how I was
doing it? So I'm in that fallow, kind of like a womb place of, I don't know what's on the other
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side of this. I just know it's going to be good.

Emily P. Freeman:

Someone listening, hearing you say, in some ways, you felt like your writing died, but if they
can't see your face, you say almost with this very pleasant and peaceful look on your face.
It's really fascinating because it is. It's, in some ways, it could, has potential to be a very sad
goodbye, a very sad ending or walking out of a room. But it sounds like for you, there's a lot
of hope in this because you are recognizing something. I am becoming someone in this
process, and you're paying attention to who you are becoming.

Grace P. Cho:

Yeah. Yeah. So it does. I guess it's another, I exited the room and I went into a new world
this time. I can't even describe the world that it is, except that my job now is to explore and
what looks dead on the outside, I know that it's sleeping. So the image to me is there's a
field, and I always imagine wheat, but I just imagine it yellow, it looks dead. It's past its time,
and everyone looking at it, no one's taking a picture of it. No one's posting it on Instagram.
But to me, it's sleeping as plants do in the winter and that there will be something that
comes from it. And maybe only I can anticipate that. Everyone is maybe looking at it
thinking, that's it? That's all you're going to do? You don't want more from that? And the
truth is I don't quite yet.

I just want it to let it be and for it to tell me what it wants. Like land, what do you want it to
be? What do you want to be? A field of flowers? A field of wheat? I don't know. But you can
tell me what it wants to be, what you want to be. So that sounds so otherworldly I think. It
sounds kind of mystical and magical and there aren't concrete things I can put on it, but
that's what [ want to invite listeners to, that sometimes things are mystical and magical and
mysterious and that's good and okay when you're walking out of a room.

Emily P. Freeman:

And they don't respond well to forcing, because what you've described is... I think of the
words of Parker Palmer. I think I've been quoting him a lot lately, but he says, "Before you
tell your life what you want to do with it, listen for what it wants to do with you or listen for
who you are becoming." And the words, the way you're describing this process of sort of
letting go of the expression of yourself through writing in a particular way, you've sort of
laid that into the field and let it kind of, let's see what it might resurrect as, if anything. But
you're tending the field even as it's lying fallow, which is such a beautiful thing.

On the flip side of that, of words, because we're still working with words here, you work as
an acquisitions editor. For the listener who doesn't know what that job entails, could you just
give a little bit of a, here's my job description, this is what I do now.

Grace P. Cho:
Sure. The acquisitions part means that [ scout and acquire authors, so I want to sign book

deals with them. That's the hope. And the editor part means that I go through the bigger
The Next Right Thing with Emily P. Freeman

8



developmental edits of a book before I pass it on to somebody else. So those are the two
parts of my job, and I'm new to it. That was a career shift for me, but it's been, again, a time
to explore and figure out how to do this work, how to do it well, how to do it in a meaningful
and heartfelt way, to do good by authors. And that's really my biggest desire is that we do
right by authors and care well for them because they're people, and the work is so tender
and sacred and I want to hold that well while I walk with them. Yeah. It's pastoral too.

Emily P. Freeman:
It's pastoral too, right?

Grace P. Cho:
Yeah.

Emily P. Freeman:

I mean, you're still tending. [ mean, that's so you, Grace. I mean, that's what you do so well.
I've watched you make this transition into becoming an editor, and kind of we had a lot of
conversations early on. Is this my next right thing? And with some friends of ours talking
through that decision, and it was not necessarily the clearest thing. It's not like you had
planned necessarily to become an acquisitions editor. Along the way, what are some
signposts or some arrows that you followed to know, yeah, I think this is my next right
thing?

Grace P. Cho:
Yeah. I looked back to see where have I come along? Let's go this way.

Emily P. Freeman:
Oh, reflection. I love it.

Grace P. Cho:

And I realized everything pointed to this thing. Oh, I did every yes I've said before, eventually
led me to this place where I could say... And even though, yes, I went back and forth, I talked
a lot about it, but in the end, it was an easy yes, because everything lined up to what I had
wanted. I think we can... It's easier to point out what's not fitting, what's not right, what's not
good for us. It's harder to name what we want and what is good for us, even when we don't
know for sure. So this was an easy yes, and also a step of faith of believing that I can actually
fill this role and do it well. It was just a matter of looking back and seeing that every yes led
to this next yes.

Emily P. Freeman:

Are there any things for you, Grace, in this kind of new room of laying down your own words
and picking up, really quite literally, picking up the words of someone else? Is there anything
in this new room of publishing, of acquiring authors that has been most surprising to you or
a gift that you've found that you didn't expect?
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Grace P. Cho:
Oh, I feel like a baby in it right now. So let me do some reflection. I've become so much more
tender toward people being in progress because a book feels very final.

Emily P. Freeman:
Yeah.

Grace P. Cho:

You're putting words to a page that you can't go back and edit after it's been... I mean, you
can, but I mean in other editions possibly. But really, it's going to live in this form for some
time. It feels so important that every word is the right one for that time, for this person, in
this point in history. It sounds huge, and it's also small at the same time. We're just trying to
make the best of what we know is right and true in the moment for each of these authors. So
I think that's made me a lot more gracious and understanding of those of us who are in the
process of becoming. And I say this to authors all the time. I love doing the work of walking
with you because you are going to become somebody else at the end of this process, and
your book is going to become something different at the end of this process. And I have the
privilege and the honor of walking with you through that in your becoming and in the book's
becoming. I've said recently, I've become so mushy.

Emily P. Freeman:
Really love it.

Grace P. Cho:

I used to not be like this at all. I was a very, very black and white, harsh personality in my
younger years. And now, ['ve become so soft and tender because I've seen that we're all just
walking around feeling vulnerable, really underneath it all. So yeah, I think that's something
that's shifted for me even more so. [ was already becoming tender, and this work has made
me more aware of how people are in progress and we can't make judgments. We shouldn't
make judgments on people and say, this is the whole of who you are. This is just a part of
who you are right now.

Emily P. Freeman:

Yeah. When we think about the hellos and goodbyes of our lives and the various rooms that
we enter and leave, I think you have really highlighted, underlined, and bullet pointed what I
see is the point, which is it's really less about... I mean, it feels like it's about should I stay or
should I go or should I let this thing go or should I stick it out longer or should I try this new
thing or wait a while? It is about that but more. I've come to learn, it's about the people who
we are becoming in the process. And you've so beautifully illustrated that with some of your
own hellos and goodbyes of your own life of this last year. Does anything else come to mind
for you just as we begin to wrap up about some of the things you've learned along the way
about discerning when it's time to go or time to stay? Any fears you've had to contend with
or any things that you're like, that wouldn't have been possible if I had stayed there longer?
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Anything come to mind?

Grace P. Cho:

There are so many points in my life where I made a decision that went against how [ saw my
life turning out to be. So [ had so many plans and ambitions and vision for my life, and most
of them, have not turned out to be. So I've had to learn to trust my gut again actually after
being taught that we shouldn't trust our gut. So learning to trust myself and also what I'm
sensing is the divine voice that I should be listening to instead of even what I've said. So even
going against my own word and my own narratives of who I should be becoming. I wouldn't
have become the person [ am today if I stuck with it. I would've married a pastor. That's the
truth. I had so many points in my life where I thought this was the right way and it turned
out to be not the right way for me.

And I look back and see, oh, I'm so grateful I didn't say yes to that, that [ was able to shift and
evolve and be open to that. And that's why I think now I can say, let's open the doors and run
out into the field and discover what else is out there, because we don't know, we're both
expanding and evolving and also coming closer to who we were made to be. And both things
can happen by opening the door and leaving spaces that were either not meant for us or
that have grown too small for us or just it's not the season for it anymore. I feel like if you
could see my face, my face is lit up because I think there's so much joy in exploring, well,
what would happen if I did open the door and if I did step out? And yes, it'll be scary. Yes, it
will feel nerve wracking, but also, it could be very good.

Emily P. Freeman:
You said, I would've married a pastor. What did you do instead?

Grace P. Cho:
I became a pastor myself.

Emily P. Freeman:
Oh, there it is.

Grace P. Cho:
Which was not a possible.

Emily P. Freeman:
You were drawn to a pastor and it was actually you.

Grace P. Cho:
It was myself. That was the only storyline I saw...

Emily P. Freeman:
Was marrying a pastor.
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Grace P. Cho:

... was to be a leader and a woman in the church, you had to be the pastor's wife. So there
were a lot of things I had to unlearn to see that there was goodness outside of what I
thought was the only way.

Emily P. Freeman:
Now, for the listener may not know you, you did get married.

Grace P. Cho:
I did get married. I married a chef who now is not a chef, but is a software engineer. So
we've lived a lot of lifetimes.

Emily P. Freeman:
Yeah, you have. All the chefs becoming software engineers. What's happening out there in
California? We need some food.

Grace P. Cho:
There's no movie about that.

Emily P. Freeman:
Oh, I love it, Grace. Tell us in closing, what is your next right thing?

Grace P. Cho:
It's to play. It's to discover what brings me joy and commit to discovering what is fun and
what brings my child self to the forefront of my life. So that's my next right thing.

Emily P. Freeman:
Beautiful. Grace, thank you so much for joining us. It's been a pleasure talking with you.

Grace P. Cho:
I loved being here. Thanks.

*k*x

Yay. Thanks for listening to Episode 320 of The Next Right Thing.

I hope this simple practice of learning to trust yourself can be just one more rung on the
trellis upon which your rhythm of life can continue to grow. Because while it's true, this is a
podcast about making decisions, the bigger truth is that our daily decisions are making our
lives. As always, you can find me online at emilypfreeman.com or on Instagram
@emilypfreeman. And you can find Grace online as well at gracepcho.com, where you can
learn more about her beautiful work.
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A special thanks to the team at Unmutable who edits each episode, and to Ashley Sherlock
who keeps us organized. My newest book, How to Walk into A Room: The Art of Knowing
When to Stay and When to Walk Away has been available now for a full week. Hopefully, if
you've pre-ordered, you've already received your copy. But of course, you can now pick one
up today at your favorite local indie, Barnes & Noble or online retailer. If you've had the
chance to read the book and would be willing to leave an honest review, that goes a really
long way in helping other people find it. And by the way, thank you so much to those of you
who have already done so.

Well, in closing a few words from my new book, How to Walk into A Room. "Here are a few
things I know for sure. I know that being confident about what you want to do or where you
want to be does not guarantee you'll get it any more than being unsure guarantees you
won't. I know that it's possible to be rooted even if you're in motion, just as it's possible to be
scattered, even if you're staying in one place. I know that having doubts and questions about
what you want to do or where you want to live or who you hope to become does not mean
you don't have a home. I know that finding where you belong is not a one-time decision and
uncovering your belonging is slow important work."

Thanks for listening, and I'll see you next time.
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