
I'm Emily P. Freeman and welcome to The Next Right Thing. You're listening to episode 341.
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. 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. Our fall
schedules are in full swing, but beneath the surface of all our activity, perhaps you're
concerned about how the choices you're making now will impact your life in the future, and
not only your life, but also the lives of those whom you care about.

When we meet at the crossroads of core values or belief systems, do we engage or retreat?
When we have lost something or someone, and we become acutely aware of the risk of
trying again, how can we move forward? When we have that moment of clarity and realize
that this conversation, this relationship, the situation, is never going to change or that it's
changed beyond recognition, what is our next right thing? This week, we're exploring the
simple practice of loving anyway. Listen in.
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***
Over the last year, I've slowly let go of the habit of reading before bed. It happened gradually
and was a mix of a lot of things, like when I started needing reading glasses to read. I would
forget them downstairs half the time and I was too tired to walk back down and get them, or
I was too tired to focus at night on anything more complex than a sitcom and because my job
requires a lot of reading and writing, sometimes reading, especially at night, feels like work,
even the kind I love to do.

Now, for me, it definitely feels different in the morning. That's when I read the most. But I
guess you could summarize and just say, I've been too tired this year to read much at night,
and that is why I surprised myself recently by picking up a new title by a first-time author
whose online work I've loved for years and I've been reading it at night. It's technically a self-
help title, but it reads more like memoir, which is one genre, along with fiction, that I do
enjoy reading before bed when I do that. The book is called Even After Everything, written by
Stephanie Duncan Smith. The subtitle is what really hooked me, and that's, The Spiritual
Practice of Knowing The Risks and Loving Anyway. I know we can all relate to when love 
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feels like risk. When it would seem easier, more efficient, less trouble to, as Stephanie says,
just not.

As we approach the questions I posed in the intro, I want to pull wisdom from this beautifully
written book, to help us navigate what to do when we've lost something or someone, and we
become acutely aware of the risk of trying again, or when we have that moment of clarity
and realize this is not going to change this thing that I'm in, this person that I'm with, this
situation. Well, I won't get into the particulars of Stephanie's personal story. I will say that
her own experience of loving anyway began when she lost her first pregnancy on the winter
solstice. She writes through the lens of the liturgical calendar pointing out her own fear, joy,
grief, and prayer along the way. While not overtly, Stephanie offers a beautiful framework in
this book for any of us who might be confronted with the difficult question of how to move
forward in love when the risk of pain is so high.

And by the way, no one asked me to do this episode. I just have really enjoyed this book and I
feel like her perspective on this spiritual practice of loving anyway is one that has been so
helpful for me and I just want to point out three potential movements that could be helpful
for you as well. And the first is to stay in today. I've talked here before about hallways, that
space between two spaces, a place we often wish to get out of as quickly as possible and how
to walk into a room. I wrote about how the hallway is not meant to be a long-term
destination. It's meant to be a bridge. We don't spend too much time decorating our hallways
because we won't spend too much time living in them. But then what if we do? This is
supposed to be the space between the space, on the way, not the destination, but when we
look at our actual lives, we know there are those areas of our lives where we're standing
right at the doorway or right in the hallway.

We may be in certain hallways, not just for a little bit of time, but for decades. This
relationship we had that used to be filled with ease and warmth has grown distant and cold,
but it's not so easy to just walk away because there are family ties or work commitments or
some other bond that demands we stay engaged. Sometimes the hallway is the best we can
do. And this question, how do we risk love in the face of so much potential loss, rejection, or
even betrayal? This is a hallway question. But the hallway is a place too. Yes, it's liminal, it's in
between, but it still counts. It's not a nowhere place. Part of staying in today is
acknowledging that we're not going back to how things were before and we can't rush ahead
to something different or better, at least not yet. What we have is this right now time, for
better or for worse.

And even after everything, Stephanie points out that the word liminality comes from a Latin
word that means threshold, and she writes, "Anthropologists have coded liminal spaces as
the transition between the before and the after of a defining rite of passage. For the rest of
us, it may be defined more simply as living in the ellipsis, the unsettled in-between where
there are no maps. Liminality is a place where contingencies and counterfactuals haunt
every hope. On such a quaking threshold, our illusions of control are shaken loose. Liminality 
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can be a profoundly disempowering place to find oneself." She continues, "When fear
menaces our hope, when we have no knowledge or control over what happens next, all we
have is the now, frame by frame, breath by breath, beat by beat."

I told you her writing was beautiful. Our understandable instinct, when we find ourselves in
a threshold, a hallway, a liminal space, is to find our way out. We want to fix it, change it,
even go back to an unideal room if it means letting go of this tension of the in-between. But
when we're standing on the fulcrum of this question, the invitation is to the spiritual
practice of loving anyway, by staying right where you are, loving the right-now moment,
even with all its imperfection with the mystery and the discomfort and the question marks. I
wonder what it might look like if you could stay in it without giving into the impulse to
wiggle away. And then the second movement, be specific. In the quiet of your own heart, in
the presence of God's divine love, on the pages of your journal, with a trusted friend or with
a trained listener like a counselor or a spiritual director, find a way anyway, to be specific
about what's changed.

What's been lost? What are you not going to get back again? It might sound like this, like for
example, your grandmother taught you about Jesus and knit you sweaters and brought you
ginger ale when you fell sick as a kid. Now she's someone you don't recognize because she
doesn't recognize you. Your formerly shared memories are now just one-sided, dementia
stealing away the years you had left. What does it look like to love anyway? Or maybe you
find yourself at odds with your parents over a differing set of core values or core beliefs.
You're well aware that they disapprove of your choices in a specific area and no amount of
conversation or arguing is going to persuade them to understand you or you to understand
them. You stand at a threshold, a hallway between how it was before and how it seems it's
going to be from here on out.

What does it look like to love anyway? Perhaps for you, it's not a family relationship but a
professional one where you want to extend the benefit of the doubt, but things keep being
hard and you don't know how much longer you can show up in a space where so much has
changed in such a short amount of time. Not only that, your closest colleague took a
promotion and now you don't have a work buddy who understands where you're coming
from, and you feel alone and unsure in a place where they pay you to be confident. What
does it look like to love anyway? I could write these scenarios for days and so could you.
There are so many areas of life where the decisions we make when we're sad or hurt or
lonely or overlooked will impact what happens next, not only our future but the future of
those who are around us. It's so important when we're in these places to not only stay in
today but to be specific about what hurts, what's hard and what's been lost. Stephanie
Duncan Smith calls this practice, naming the night.

She writes, "It's only human to seek consolation for our pain, but the consolations we crave
most will never be found in making less of it. The greatest consolation will never be sourced
in scrapping for bright sides, empty speculations of why, but in the full stop validation, your ***
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pain is real, your lament belongs. Look away, look away, says the artificial light of toxic
positivity. It's too much. No, the darkest night dared to counter. This, too, is your life. Bear
witness. And so being specific and naming the night is different from whining and
complaining and dwelling on the negative. It's an honest admission that something has
changed, something's different, something is lost, something might even be wrong and we're
not getting it back. It's asking to be noticed, to be grieved and to matter. Loving anyway
does not require us to look the other way or to deny reality. It's not a dead end practice. It's
a yes and one. Yes, this was terrible and I have options."

One of my favorite chapters and even after everything, is found towards the beginning of the
book, is chapter two. It's called daring to expand. What does it look like to know the risk and
love anyway? Three, look for expansion. I got one more quote from Stephanie, y'all. She
writes, "It would've been so much safer, of course, if God had just not, if God had just said,
you know, we could, but why bother? If God had simply elected to keep the borders tight, to
keep the trinity a closed circle for all eternity, exponential in being, brimming over with self-
sufficient enough, but instead God invoked the opening lines of every new story, let us
expand. God sang it first and the universe has never stopped expanding since. In these three
words, we find the anthem of anyone who has ever consented to the terrible risks of love."

She writes it beautifully and reading her book has caused me to question and think about
this concept of expansion. What does it look like that God's table is deep and wide and long?
And what does it look like for me to continue to open my arms wider and wider to expand
and love toward others? Looking for expansion means not closing in on yourself. It means
knowing, as every artist beginning a creative action knows, that this might not work, but the
pain of not trying becomes worse than the fear of failing. Looking for expansion means
finding small ways to reach beyond your own comfort zone, your own perceived limitation,
your own assumptions of how the story will end because none of us knows how the story
will end. We only know the part we're in right now.

And it doesn't mean being a doormat or not having boundaries, but it means asking yourself
in the moment of disruption or conflict, how can I in this moment, move just slightly beyond
myself? Looking for expansion means recognizing your own growing edge where just a little
bit more is being asked of you than you can muster up on your own, where you're being
invited to trust the unique ways God may want to show up for you in you, around you.

And so we continue to move toward each other even though the risk is high. What exactly
that will look like for you in every situation, I do not pretend to know, but I do know that the
combined practices of refusing to deny your right now reality by staying in today, of being
specific about what's changed and what's been lost and of looking for places where you can
expand your eyes to the horizon of the bigger picture, will all play a part in exercising the
spiritual practice of loving anyway. So here's to learning what it might look like for us to
engage the spiritual practice of knowing the risks and loving anyway, as we do our next right
thing in love.

***
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Thanks for listening to episode 341 of The Next Right Thing. I hope this simple practice of
loving anyway 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. I hope you'll grab a copy of Even After
Everything: The Spiritual Practice of Knowing the Risks and Loving Anyway by Stephanie
Duncan Smith. It's the book I've been reading before I fall asleep at night and also sometimes
in the morning. And it's inspired so much good thinking in me, that I wanted to do an entire
episode that was inspired by her work. Like I said, this episode was not Stephanie's idea and
no one asked me to do it. I just really appreciate the work she's done to put into language
not only her own beautifully vulnerable story, but also a practice that I believe we're all
called to engage.

Now, you can learn more about Stephanie and find her book and other writing at
stephanieduncansmith.substack.com, which is her Substack newsletter called Slant Letter,
that I have been reading for years. You can also find her on Instagram @StephDuncanSmith.
That's S-T-E-P-H D-U-N-C-A-N S-M-I-T-H. As always, you can find me online at
emilypfreeman.com or on Instagram @EmilyPFreeman. This episode was edited by the team
at Unmutable and organized by Ashley Sherlock. In closing... Yeah, okay. Fine. One final word
from Stephanie's book, Even After Everything. "We stretch by reaching toward each other by
reaching out from the solo act into the plural. We, the pronoun God loves most. Life is long,
the feast is wide, and we are meant for keeping it together. Our hearts are a muscle made in
the image of God made for connection, and there are so many ways of being kindred."
Thanks for listening, and I'll see you next time.


