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278: What Now? For When You Don’t Know What’s Next

I’m Emily P. Freeman, and welcome to The Next Right Thing. You’re listening to episode 278. This is a 
podcast about making decisions, but also about making a life. If you struggle with decision fatigue, with 
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 are in the right place for discerning your 
next right thing. A quick note to invite you to stay tuned at the end of the episode for an invitation from 
me to you. I want to hear your voice on the podcast, so stay tuned for that. But now onto today’s episode 
where I have a few ideas for you. If you find yourself at a crossroads in your life and you’re asking the 
super common and also slightly terrifying question, “What now,” listen in.

***

In her book, What Now?, Anne Patchett writes this, “What now is not just a panic stricken question tossed 
out into a dark unknown. What now can also be our joy. It’s a declaration of possibility, of promise, of 
chance. It acknowledges that our future is open, that we may well do more than anyone expected of us, 
that at every point in our development we are still striving to grow.” I first found a copy of that little book 
at the library in the spring of 2013. We were living in a major what now moment as John was leaving his 
job and we were stepping into a season that we didn’t really know and couldn’t define. I’ve talked a lot 
about that season of our life and several of my books as well as on this podcast, but what I’ll say now 10 
years later is that in some way, we are all always living in a what now moment to one degree or another.

Sometimes that question looms large as we stand in thresholds after a graduation job searching, 
relationships ending or beginning or moves of any kind, we enter into cautious hellos and tender 
goodbyes. Other times the question is something beneath the surface. On the daily, it’s an invisible force 
driving us to action whether we realize it or not, whether we even want it to be doing that. What now? 
What now? What now? It can be an ordinary question, “What now”. It may be an exciting question, 
“What now,” or maybe it’s a haunting one, “What on earth now”. The accent and posture with which you 
ask that question of course depends on the circumstance. Those words I read at first from Ann Patchett 
were written down from a commencement speech and it shows she gave it at her alma mater, and they 
have a bit of magic in them, but we know full well that this question often is accompanied by grief, 
uncertainty, loss, or betrayal, and these things may be the unwanted prelude to asking the question.

Of course, my advice will be small and it will be simple. If you find yourself asking any form of this 
question, first I’ll say, if you’re asking what now, a good thing to consider is what then meaning from 
where have you just arrived? What just happened? Have you named it? Have you held it long enough? 
Have you let the lost thing be lost? Have you allowed yourself to celebrate or grieve? Have you told 
someone or are you rushing ahead to what now because what’s now is too painful or too complicated to 
untangle? I would never suggest your job is to untangle that mess, but it’s always good to take a beat and 
look around to name what’s now before moving ahead into what’s next. But of course, there is always a 
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next, even if your next is only the next 10 minutes. And so that’s the second piece of small advice I’ll give 
is when you find yourself in a what now moment, the only thing you can do is one thing at a time.

So what’s your next right thing? Not the whole plan, not the five-year picture, but for today, for now. For 
your mind, your body, your heart, what is the next right thing for just the next 10 minutes? That’s your job 
to answer. And finally, what’s not now? You may not know what to do, but maybe you know what not to 
do. And listen, that’s not nothing. You didn’t get to this place without learning something. What do you 
see from here? What have you lived through? What have you lost and gained? Who have you now become 
and who are you still becoming? What then, what next and what not now, three simple alternatives for you 
if you’re stuck on wondering what now.

Most of all, I hope as you ask all of these questions that you’re able to do so with an awareness of how 
deeply you are loved, how regarded you are by God, how together you are allowed to be with God, our 
parent, God our friend, and God, our holy witness in whose presence we live and move and have our 
being as we continue to do just our next right thing in love.

***

Thanks for listening to episode 278 of The Next Right Thing. I hope this simple practice of doing your 
next right thing can be 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. Well speaking of what’s next here in our part of the world, summer is in 
full swing and I’ve been trying to be more intentional about my own summer choices when I think about 
what’s next. Not necessarily trying to make a list of things to do or a bucket list type of goal, although 
that could be fun, but more in an effort to continue to live a more rhythmic life. I’m looking for ideas and 
inspiration for your all time favorite summer decisions. What are those choices that you made that you 
still look back on and smile about or you still practice today when summertime rolls around?

Maybe it’s a small thing you’ve started doing every summer that makes a huge difference, like bringing 
in the first gardenia blooms to the kitchen table or taking the whole family to a drive-in movie. Do you 
have a summer tradition that kicks things off? Do you make a summer playlist for various summertime 
moods? What’s a tip, a hack, a mindset, a question or an activity you started and now always look forward 
to engaging in when the weather grows warm again? I would love to hear your regular rhythmic summer 
ideas, things that could help all of us craft our own next right summer. So we want to hear from you. Just 
click the link in the show notes and follow the instructions to leave a voice memo one minute or less. Be 
sure to say your first name and where you live, so I would say, “Hi, I’m Emily from Greensboro, North 
Carolina. I love your podcast. It’s so fantastic. It’s one of my favorite.”

Just kidding. You don’t have to say all of that, but you can if you want. I’m not the boss of you, but 
definitely say your name and where you’re calling in from, and then share your favorite summertime 
rhythm, something that you look forward to, something that you want to engage in every summer, 
something that could help us maybe if we are feeling like we’re in a summertime rut, just a small next 
right thing that you practice that you have found really works to help you either be more mindful, more 
joyful experience more peace, even if it’s a really tiny, small thing. So you’ll say a few words about that, 
why it’s great, and that’s it. I’ll share some of my favorite summertime habits and rhythms on next week’s 
episode alongside yours. I cannot wait to hear your voice.

I don’t do this often enough, and I hope to bring it into the podcast experience more is to hear your voice, 
so please, please click that link in the show notes and let us hear from you. I can’t wait to be inspired by 
all of your summertime rhythms. As always, you can find me on Instagram at Emily P. Freeman or online 
at emilypfreeman.com, where you can also find a transcript of this in every episode. Just click the word 
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podcast at the top of the page to navigate your way there. A big thanks to the team in Unmutable who edits 
the audio and to Ashley who does our show notes. 

Well, in closing, a few words from Parker J Palmer in his book on Grace, Gravity, and Getting Old called 
On the Brink of Everything. “Looking back, I’m awed by the way that embracing everything from what I 
got right to what I got wrong invites the grace of wholeness.” When psychologist Florida Scott Maxwell 
was 85, she wrote, “You need only claim the events of your life to make yourself yours. When you truly 
possess all you have been and done, you are fierce with reality. Fierce with reality is how I feel when 
I’m able to say I am that to which I gave short shrift and that to which I attended. I am my dissents into 
darkness and my rising again into the light, my betrayals and my fidelities, my failures and my successes. 
I am my ignorance and my insight, my doubts and my convictions, my fears and my hopes. Wholeness 
does not mean perfection. It means embracing brokenness as an integral part of life. I’m grateful for this 
truth as age leads me to look back on the zigzagging up and down path I’ve hacked out during my far from 
perfect life.” Thanks for listening, and I’ll see you next time.


