
The Next Right Thing with Emily P. Freeman

1

268: What’s Saving My Life: Friendship Edition

I’m Emily P. Freeman, and welcome to The Next Right Thing. You’re listening to episode 268. This is a
podcast about making decisions, but also about making a life. If you struggle with decision fatigue,
chronic hesitation, or if you just need a few minutes away from the constant stream of information, and
the sometimes delightful, but distracting, hum of entertainment, you’re in the right place for discerning
your next right thing. Today’s question, what’s saving your life right now, specifically when it comes to
friendship? It’s the first in a several-week series on friendship inspired by my friend and fellow author,
Laura Tremaine’s new book, The Life Council, all about 10 friends every woman needs. We’ll have Laura
on as a guest next week, but this week we’ll kick off the series by dedicating this quarter’s what’s saving
my life to friendship. Listen in.

***

When I was in sixth grade, my family moved from Iowa to South Carolina. It was the middle of the school
year, February, and I was the new girl in every way. The group of girls I started to hang around had a
very clear friendship structure, and everyone was paired up with a best friend, and it so happened that
one girl named Jessica was best friendless. So my first week in my new school, I was offered the slot.
Jessica and I were officially best friends. I didn’t know her last name, her likes, her dislikes, if she had
pets or siblings, it did not matter, because I was new and she was willing and that is all that I needed. Of
course, it did not last.

But now, all these years later, I have to admit that my natural posture, especially when it comes to
brand new friendship, is to be the one who is the responder rather than the initiator. I’m getting better
at this, but it’s something I’m reflecting on lately, and that is how difficult and unnatural it can
sometimes feel for me to make the first friendship move. That’s why I so appreciate the friends who,
over the years, have reached out to me. This takes huge amounts of courage, and I have so much
gratitude for the moves that they’ve made.

Now, as I’ve gone on in time and continued these friendships over years, I would say my friendships feel
much more reciprocal now, giving and taking, initiating and responding, but it’s that initial first-step
friendship situation that I have more trouble with, or, just honestly, sometimes, it just doesn’t come to
mind. All that to say friendship, as grownups, can be tricky, and there’s a lot to talk about. So that’s why
I wanted to host several episodes on the topic, starting with today’s What’s Saving My Friendship Life, I’ll
jump right in.

The first thing that comes to mind is reflection. Surprising to absolutely no one, you already know,
maybe, if you’ve been around here. Daily, I record at least one thing I’m grateful for. At least once a
week, a friend’s name will show up on that list. And then weekly, I pay attention to what’s happening in
my days. I make a, “These are the days” list, and I used to share that on Instagram. Sometimes I still do,
but I always keep a record of it in my journal for myself. Monthly, I record what’s life-giving, what’s 
lifedraining, and I noticed, if I’ve spent time with a friend, I notice that often shows up on that monthly 
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list. And then at the end of a quarter, I record what I’ve learned. At the end of the year, I pay attention to
what’s working and what didn’t work. These are all lists that I keep over the year and over years time.
When I do all of this reflection, I say all of that because of this, I notice repeatedly, what shows up that’s
working, what shows up that’s life-giving, what shows up that’s affirming, is time with friends. That
could be something as cool as a weekend trip, or just a coffee date, or maybe a double date, or some
type of simple connection, even via text or another app on my phone. This reflective practice is one of
gratitude and it saves my friendship life, because it helps me prioritize friendship time in the future.
When I am engaging in a regular practice of reflection, looking back, then I recognize and remember
how important it is for me to prioritize time with friends, even if it’s just a tiny bit, even if it’s just a small
connection.

Now, of course, if you want help with this reflection framework, I hope you’ll get a copy of The Next
Right Thing Guided Journal. You can start at the beginning of any month, and it’s going to walk you
through 12 months of simple, thoughtful reflection that will help you make soulful decisions in your life
for the things that are life-giving, the things that you want to remember, and the things that your days
are filled with. Hopefully, a lot of those things will have to do with your friendships. So, reflection is the
first thing that’s saving my friendship life, just because it’s helping me raise the level of intentionality
that I have with my friends.

But speaking of intentionality, the second thing that’s saving my life is recurring meetings. Listen, I am
not a mathy person. I am not someone who schedules every time I do a thing, but this situation of
having a recurring time that I meet with someone on the calendar is saving my actual life. Reflection
helps me see if something’s missing. And one year, it might have been midway through last year, or it
may have been the end of last year, I can’t remember, but it reminded me that my friend Kendra, and
your friend too, The Lazy Genius, we used to talk a lot more often about work stuff, and even just life
stuff, because we saw each other a lot in our regular lives. But our paths don’t cross as naturally as they
used to anymore. We no longer attend the same church, our kids are not on the same stage of life, mine
sometimes babysit hers. That’s as discrepant as we are in our friendship life. And we each have separate
work-related groups that we talk to about our business stuff, we have our own masterminds.
But we didn’t like the fact that we weren’t seeing each other naturally anymore. So we decided to go
ahead and schedule a particular day every single month, that’s just recurring on the calendar, that we
co-work, and then we have lunch. And that’s what we do, and then we get done in time for her to go
pick up her kids from school. It’s my regular work day anyway, and it has been one of my favorite things.
It is saving my friendship life. It’s not to say that we wouldn’t be friends if we didn’t have this, because
we talk on Voxer, and we’ll take walks sometimes in the neighborhood, but having that set time that we
know is going to happen, that we can look forward to, that we can even save things to talk about so that
we’ll see each other in person, has just been wonderful.

I have another friend, Anna, who we meet monthly for a coffee date. Usually it’s on Mondays, and is just
a set time every month. Lately we’re a little bit off our schedule, and I have to admit, since we’ve been
doing it about a year, I feel a little bit lopsided not having my monthly coffee with Anna. And so, that’s
just something that we have on our calendar, we know it’s coming, and there may have been a time
when it would’ve felt inorganic to have to plan it that far in advance, but you know what? That’s just the
stage of life that we’re in, and I’m grateful for it, and I’ll take it. So recurring meetings, don’t knock it
until you try it! Saving my life.

Number three, something saving my friendship life, continuous conversation. This is with both 
longdistance friends or local friends, but, for long-distance friends, I have to do it this way, because it’s the
only option. I have several friends with whom I feel like I have been in a continuous conversation for
years, and this is because of one of my favorite apps, I’ve talked about it here before, we all know Voxer,
know and love it, at least I do. And it’s something that you can continue to have a conversation with
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someone. You can leave your words, with your outdoor voice, and they can listen to it when they have
time, and you can leave your words and listen to them when you have time, but you can pick up right
where you left off.
Now, some people do this with Marco Polo or similar apps, the app doesn’t matter. The point is that
being able to leave messages for someone, but it frees us from the tyranny of the urgent. There’s no
phone call that has to happen right now. I just tell you, I think a lot of us probably don’t love the phone,
sometimes it’s necessary, but I love hearing my friend’s voice, and I love being able to just say the
words. Color me surprised, I’m a podcaster. It’s easier to just be able to say the words. But I feel like 
having a way to do it with an app like Voxer makes it so that, like I said, it frees me from the tyranny of 
the urgent, like I must answer right now or I’m going to miss them. And it frees us into the
beauty of being able to engage with each other what’s important, because we can listen when we’re
able and respond in kind. And no one gets mad about the time it takes to respond, because that’s the
culture of the app, is that you make it fit into your life, and that way, you are prioritizing your friendships
by allowing them to fit into your life in a kind way, so I can listen and respond when I have a minute,
right? But entering into those conversations via an app like Voxer, and having it be continuous, has been 
so lovely, because if I had to rely on the phone, I’d feel like Shannon Martin and I would’ve been on the
phone for the last seven months. We just don’t have time in our lives to say all the words we want to
say, but we have time within the pockets of our lives, and that has been really lovely for me.

Another thing saving my friendship life, number four, making peace with friendship categories. Reading
The Life Council by Laura Tremaine has helped so much with this. The gist is every friend will not meet
every friendship need, or every friendship conversation will not look the same. And I think we all know
this, but I think what that book has helped me do is to accept that and to know it’s okay. It means that
when I get together with certain friends, there’s some parts of my life we don’t talk about it all, and
that’s not because they don’t like me, or I don’t trust them, or they don’t trust me. It’s just that we have
accepted and made peace and kind of fallen into a comfortable way that we connect. And that’s the
type of friendship that it is. Even within a friendship category, this can look very different.
For example, I have a couple of groups I’m a part of that are groups of writers. And even those two
groups, even though they’re both writing friends, those two groups are very different. We’ve all traveled
together, not the two groups together, but I’ve traveled with both groups, and they’ve been to my
house, and some of them I’ve known for a really long time, other ones I just met in the last two years.
But my point is that even though they sort of fit in the same category, these two groups of writers, even
within those groups, it’s different. It feels different, and both are wonderful, and I need them both in my
life, but they play different roles, and I’m grateful for that. And I think knowing that even every writing
group, or every business group, or every small group is not going to be the same, knowing that, and
having the expectation of letting things be what they are, has really helped me, and it’s saving my
friendship life to let go of the expectation that, because this has a particular name, for example, it
should look a particular way.

Number five saving my friendship life, admitting when I feel left out. This is really hard, and honestly,
sometimes it’s embarrassing. Because we think in our forties, I mean, I’m in my forties, you might not
be, but that’s where I’m at. But even just anything over middle school, it feels like we’re not supposed to
be feeling left out, or we’re not supposed to get teary about feeling left out. But the reality is that
friendship is hard. No matter how old you are, it takes work, and sometimes we’re going to be left out,
whether that’s intentional or on purpose. Either way, it still hurts. But the part that’s saving my life,
because this might not sound like it’s saving my life yet, but I’m getting to it. The part that’s saving my
life is admitting it. It’s not trying to pretend like I just don’t care. Now, I want to be clear here. I am not 
saying that when I feel left out, I necessarily tell my friends I feel left out. Sometimes that’s appropriate. 
Usually it’s not, it’s not necessarily appropriate, mainly because I have great friends, and I know their 
intention is not to leave me out, and sometimes people just get together, and it’s fine, and it doesn’t bother 
me or anything like that. But there are those times every now and then, where you just feel like you’re 
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on the outs. But, like I said, I don’t necessarily tell people that all the time. But the part that’s saving my 
life is to admit it to myself. When I hear that an in-person friend of mine is hanging out without me, and 
maybe I immediately feel that weird feeling of, “Uh-oh, bummer, man, wish I’d been invited,” whatever 
that is. In the past, I would’ve probably been embarrassed by that, to the point that I would pretend like I 
didn’t feel sad about it. But what would happen is instead of noticing it, admitting it, letting the feelings 
come, and then letting them calm down a little bit in myself, what I would do is I would distance myself 
from that friend, and that was a protective thing that I did. I’m sure there’s lots of psychological words we 
could put to that, but I was protecting myself from feeling left out again. But I find that when I admit and 
I’m honest about how I feel to myself, in the presence of God, sometimes, I can do this in prayer, now, it 
helps it come and then go, and it doesn’t have so much power anymore. And so, admitting it right away, so 
that I can process it, that’s the part that’s saving my life.

And kind of related to that is another thing, which is number six, believing good intent. I plan to talk
about this more with Laura on next week’s episode, but believing good intent has saved my friendship
life more than once. It doesn’t mean that our feelings never get hurt, but for the most part, I work to
remember what I know of my friends, and to trust what they know of me, and to believe that even if
they say or do something mindless or even hurtful, it’s less hurtful when I remember they’re in my
corner. And they really do, at the end of the day, in their heart of hearts, because I know them, they
have good intentions, and I hope that they believe that about me too.

But when things happen, and this is number seven, when feelings are hurt or things come up, another
thing saving my friendship life is keeping short accounts. It’s what it says. It’s not always easy, especially
when I’m feeling tired, or other things aren’t going well, but refusing to bring up those past hurts and
use them as weapons or defenses, that’s just the only way for me, I have found. My personality isn’t
necessarily prone to using past mistakes of people as a defense, but we all have, possibly, that tendency
in us. I know that that’s always a possibility. But man, it’s just too hard to hold onto that stuff. And y’all,
we’ve got things to do. We’ve got things to do, we don’t have time. And so I will say that for my life,
keeping short accounts has saved my friendship life.

And finally, number eight, remembering to celebrate. Here’s the deal. I can plan my own birthday party.
I can plan my own celebratory dinner, or my own “just because” date night out with a friend. I don’t
have to wait for someone else to do it. And if they don’t do it, I don’t have to take it personal. This is
something that saying out loud might seem silly, and especially for those of you who this comes really
easily, but for some of us, it doesn’t. But we can be low-key hurt if nobody ever celebrates us, and that’s
a real thing. But for me, right now, at this season, talk to me in three months, I might say something
different, but it’s saving my friendship life to think about ways that I can be the one to do the thing, to
say the thing, to celebrate the thing, even if it’s something for me.

Now, this is not modeled great for most of us, I would say. It’s certainly not been modeled great for me.
But I am learning what it could look like. And, to be honest, I’m kind of having fun thinking about, “I 
have a birthday coming up. What might that look like for me?” I don’t know yet, I haven’t planned it. But 
I could plan it! Or I could plan nothing. But it’s my choice, because I’m a grownup, and so are you.
These are the things, y’all, that will save our friendship lives. I know there’s a lot more to talk about, and
there is a lot of potential pain in conversations about friendship. If you feel like you don’t have any
friends, if you feel like you’re always the initiator, if you feel like people aren’t reciprocating, or if
someone’s ghosted you, some of those things I plan to talk about with Laura Tremaine next week, so I
hope you’ll tune in for that. And also, we have several more weeks after that that I want to keep
exploring this conversation of friendship, because I think it’s important, and I don’t know that we’re
talking about it enough.

So there you go. Eight things saving my friendship life right now. I wonder, what’s saving yours? I
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encourage you to name some of the things, but not to overthink it. Just pay attention as you go along
your way. Make note of the gifts, both profound and simple. My prayer for all of us is that grace will
surprise us kindly in our friendships as we do our Next Right Thing in love.

***

Thanks for listening to episode 268 of The Next Right Thing. Well, I hope this simple practice of 
reflecting on your own friendships 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
our daily decisions are making our lives. As always, you can find me on Instagram @emilypfreeman and
online at emilypfreeman.com, where you can find a transcript of this and every episode. And a special
thanks to the team at Unmutable, who faithfully edit and mix our sound, and to a new member of our
team, Ashley Sherlock, who’s keeping me organized and creative in all Next Right Things, including our
podcast tech and show notes. Welcome to the team, Ashley, I’m so glad you’re here.

I mentioned before, I’ll say it one more time. This is the first in a several-week series on friendship,
continuing next week with the friendship expert herself, Laura Tremaine. By the way, she will arrest me
for calling her the friendship expert, but if you write a book on it, guess what? We’re going to call you
the expert. I look so forward to hosting a conversation with her about friendship breakups, how painful
they can be, and what to do when they happen to you. I know this conversation is not necessarily one
we, meaning the collective we, have often, but it’s an important one. It can be a painful one, as I said
before. As evidenced, by the way, by some of the messages I’ve received on Instagram when I
mentioned this series. I ask what you want to know about friendships, and so I so appreciate your
feedback.

By the way, if you don’t follow me on Instagram, @emilypfreeman, that’s often where I get ideas for the
podcast, and I would love to hear from you there. So, @emilypfreeman on Instagram, hope to see you
there. So we’ll get into some of the questions that you asked on Instagram, such fabulous questions.
And by the way, a lot of repeated questions. So, if nothing else, no, you’re not alone in some of your
friendship struggles. Well, in closing, here are a few words from John O’Donohue on friendship.
“May you be blessed with good friends. May you learn to be a good friend to yourself. May you be able
to journey to that place in your soul where there is great love, warmth, feeling, and forgiveness. May
this change you.”

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


