
I'm Emily P. Freeman, and welcome to The Next Right Thing. You're listening to episode 334.
This is a podcast about making decisions, but also about making a life. If you struggle with
decision fatigue, chronic hesitation, or just need a few minutes away from the constant
stream of information and the sometimes delightful, but also distracting hum of
entertainment, you're in the right place for discerning your next right thing.

I'm an author, a spiritual director, and an occasional workshop leader. I live in 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. If you are a part of the Soul Minimalist community, then you probably already know I
taught a workshop last month all about how to find and follow arrows and decision-making.
It's available in Substack right now for you to re-watch and engage. But after teaching that,
specifically during the Q&A time, I realized how helpful it is to not only learn about the
arrows together, but to have a way to talk about it and practice it on purpose. And so I've
created a free arrows challenge. All you have to do is sign up for the five-day Arrows
Challenge starting Monday, September 9th.

I'll send you a short, actionable email every day that week that will guide you through finding
and following arrows in your own life. You can sign up today, but you won't get that first
challenge email until Monday, September 9th. That's when we'll start together. It's
completely free. All you have to have is an email address. If you want the added bonus of
community while you navigate the Arrows Challenge, we'll be engaging through the Soul
Minimalist community, probably specifically through our private Instagram feed.

But either way, I hope to see you there for our Arrows Challenge, either through just email or
email and the Soul Minimalist. All the details are in the show notes of this episode, or you can
visit emilypfreeman.com/arrows, that's emilypfreeman.com/arrows, to participate in the
Arrows Challenge. I think it's going to be a lot of fun. Okay, now for today's episode.
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***

One key component of decision-making is often one we overlook, it's silence. It's the ability
to sit with ourselves in the quietness of our own questions in the midst of uncertainty. It's
the discipline of receiving zero input, but considering what might be rising up from within.
It's the practice of listening to the things that may speak only when everything else quiets
down, things like your own desire and the voice of God.



The Next Right Thing with Emily P. Freeman 
2

There are a lot of gifts that silence can bring and it's good to name what they are. But before
we can enter into a practice of meaningful silence, it may be important to name some
reasons why we may be avoiding it in the first place. For the next few weeks, we'll explore
ways we can engage silence to help pave the path for wise decisions, starting with clarity
about our own narratives of silence and how they may either be accompanying us forward or
standing in our way.

Silence always tells a story. Listen in. Shy is the first word I ever remember people using to
describe me, and it followed me for years. I was the quiet one throughout most of
elementary school, and no one meant it as a compliment. Evidently, there was a shell and I
was most definitely expected to be coming out of it. It wasn't until our family moved from my
childhood home to a town six hours away that I started to make friends on purpose.

That meant that I had to learn to move beyond my naturally more reserved stance and step
into spaces that sometimes felt risky if I ever wanted to be invited to another birthday party
again. And listener, I did. I did want to be invited. I learned early that it wasn't fully okay to be
quiet, especially at school. At church though, I was praised for and often encouraged for the
same behavior I was being coaxed out of at school.

I sat next to my mom in the pew Sunday after Sunday, happy to sit and draw or read quiet
and compliant. It's not fair to talk about silence without acknowledging the many faces she
wears, the many stories she tells. I could share hundreds more stories of how the silences in
my own life have been both friend and foe, and I bet you could too. How do I feel about
silence?

Well, it depends on what you mean. Silence itself has form and presence. And as a spiritual
director, I'm becoming more and more aware of not only the importance of holding silence,
but also in naming the narratives I have about it and in being aware that my directives have
their own stories too. Author J.R. Briggs and his book Fail wrote that if you add secrecy and
judgment to silence, you'll get something that looks like shame.

I'll continue that statement and say, if you add understanding and patience to silence, you'll
get something that looks like love. So how do you experience silence, not just right now, but
also last Tuesday and last year and when you were a teenager and when you were a kid and
when you're with your family or your co-workers, your classmates, or at church? The story
that silence tells in your life will have a direct impact on whether you are compelled by it or
if you have a tendency to avoid it altogether.

When we think of the ingredients for decision-making, a cup of silence may not be what first
comes to mind. Wisdom, clarity, peace, sure. Maybe even answers, advice, and a nudge in the
right direction would be nice. Can we be people who make good decisions without silence?
What is the role of silence in our lives? How can we overcome resistance and discomfort that
we may feel in the midst of it?
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For the next few minutes, I want to guide you through a set of questions that will help you
consider the various roles silence has played in your life, and I would invite you to pay
attention to your first thoughts. Writing teacher Natalie Goldberg teaches us that first
thoughts have a lot of power. These are the thoughts that we have first, but we edit them
out so quickly that they don't have a chance to take a breath. So let's provide a hospitable
space for our first thoughts.

And as you listen to the following set of questions, be a kind host to whatever comes up first.
So I'll ask the question, and then I'm going to leave some silent space afterwards for you to
consider your answer. When you hear the word silence or quiet, what's the first image,
phrase, or feeling that comes to mind? When is a time silence held you in place, surrounding
you with hope? Has silence ever felt like an enemy pushing you around or just ignoring you
altogether?

Can you think of the last time you craved silence? What thoughts or feelings do you have
towards the idea of silence today? Right now? Perhaps you're already aware of ways in
which silence has been both good and terrible in your own life. It's a mixed bag for all of us,
and it's important to understand that as we look to engage silence as a tool for decision-
making. Silence has many faces and wears many hats. Silence is an afternoon alone to run
your errands.

It's the bliss of pushing your cart through Target, small children at home, your blessed
Hawaiian vacation spot where they have a whole Starbucks and a Dollar Section and no one
following you into the bathroom to ask for a snack. Silence is a gravestone on a hill. Waxy
cloth flowers arranged in the concrete vase, fooling no one. It's talking to your loved one
who's no longer here, even when the love was complicated or brief or distant or a long time
ago.

And it's knowing they can never talk back. Silence is the moment after he says, "I have
something to tell you." It's the middle of the night peace as you watch your sleeping
newborn. It's the middle of the night panic when you realize your teenager hasn't arrived
home yet. Silence is a friend and a stranger, a welcome and a cold shoulder. It's the 30
minutes in the carpool line before school lets out.

It's your apartment on a Saturday morning when your roommates are out of town. It's a
sunset and a snowfall and a garden. Silence is the treatment you get when they don't know
how to have a rational conversation, and it's the treatment you give when you don't either.
It's the comfort between two people who have traveled long roads and don't need to fill the
space between them so much anymore.

It's the discomfort between two people who just met and quickly realize they have very little
in common, but they still have to finish the meal. Silence is the moment we take to
remember heroes and victims, those lost to war or terror or tragedy. It's 10 seconds of the 
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Emmy's, Mr. Rogers holding space for Hollywood to remember the people who loved them
into being.

Silence is neutral and cruel and patient and punishing and long. Silence is understanding
and misunderstanding. It's warm and cold. It's 100 years and a first glance. It's a friend on
the porch and a stranger on the bus. It's a walk in the woods and a chair by the sea and the
golf course across the street from your childhood home. It's a pew in the cathedral, a candle
in the nighttime, a green leather sofa in the waiting room.

Silence is weightless and impossible. It can walk through walls and seep under doorways and
travel through time. It's a memory and a dream. Sometimes it's a nightmare. Silence is the
non-answer to the prayer you've prayed for decades. Silence is death. Silence is life. All of
this is just a part of what we bring into the room when we talk about silence. We aren't all
talking about the same thing.

If you want to engage silence as a tool for decision-making, it's good to first understand the
resistance that may rise up or the comfort you may experience all for 100 different reasons. I
believe silence is imperative to a life of virtue, which is what wise decisions require, but I
don't believe silence has to look just one way. It already doesn't. If you don't believe that, go
back and listen to this episode. What gifts might the silence bring to our questions?
How might the quiet spaces befriend us and parent us and midwife our way into our next
right thing? I can't wait to find out with you.

***

Thanks for listening to episode 334 of The Next Right Thing. I hope this simple practice of
naming the many stories silence tells in your own life 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 or online at emilypfreeman.com.
It takes cash money to keep a podcast running, so I extend a big thanks to the Soul
Minimalist community as their paid subscriptions make it possible for me to keep The Next
Right Thing Podcast ad free, and to pay our wonderful partners like the team at Unmutable
who edits our sound and Ashley Sherlock who creates our show notes and keeps the
podcast organized.

Don't forget to check the show notes for that link to join our Arrows Challenge that starts on
September 9th. We would love to have you join us to begin to explore how to find and follow
arrows in your own life in real time. In closing, a few words from Thomas Kelly in a
testament of devotion. Deep within us all, there is an amazing inner sanctuary of the soul, a
holy place, a divine center, a speaking voice to which we may continuously turn.
Eternity is in our hearts, pressing upon our time torn lives, warming us with intimations of
an astounding destiny, calling us home unto itself. Thanks for listening, and I'll see you next
time.


