
I'm Emily P. Freeman, and welcome to The Next Right Thing. You're listening to episode 349.
This is a podcast about making decisions, but it's 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. As we
stand here together at the end of one season, and the starting edge of the next, it can be
tempting to race ahead without pausing to consider what you might be running into. Today
is for the pause.

Surprisingly, we're not going to spend our time looking back very much though I admit, and
you probably know reflection is one of my favorite practices for transformation, but we'll
pause here together at the starting line of this new year, and we'll ask ourselves a few key
questions about what might be next. Listen in.
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***

Maybe you had good intentions to spend that very special week after Christmas and before
the new year in reflection and rest, but perhaps things didn't quite happen that way, or
maybe something came up, or you just got it partially, or you wanted to let yourself off the
hook from having to do anything that resembled planning, or managing, or scanning, or
manipulating your time into something productive. Well, if that is you, I've got good news. I
believe January is the new week between Christmas and the New Year, and that means
instead of trying to cram all of our rest and reflection and planning and looking ahead and
looking back into just one week, let's spread it all the way out.

One of my favorite ways to both look ahead and to look back is to make a list, or a series of
lists. Now, a list is simply a tool we use so we don't forget things. We make grocery lists so
we don't forget bananas. We make to-do lists so we don't forget to take the dog to the vet, or
to sign the permission slip, but lists can be good for other things too, namely things going on
in us beneath the surface because our lives are always telling us a story. But is the story true
and how can we know for sure? Well, the first step I believe, is to pay attention, and an easy
way to do that is to make a list. One principle I always fall back on, forget, and remind 
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myself again, is that reflection, and planning don't respond kindly to rushing. So, entering in
gently and with care, remembering all along the way that we are not behind, this is the way
that we are entering into January, and that I would encourage you if that's not your natural
posture to practice.

In other words, remember you've got time. Reflection is a lifestyle. It's not a one-time event.
So as we begin January, like a soul minimalist, we will believe that that's true, that we are not
in a hurry, that we are not behind. So, I've mentioned how I love lists, and they're practical
both for our outer life and the things that we're doing on a daily basis, but they're also
practical for paying attention to our inner life, and that is why I created The Next Right Thing
Guided Journal. That is basically a framework for important lists to make for your soul all
year long. This week marks the four-year anniversary of the release of The Next Right Thing
Guided Journal. I've been using it every year. I even used it many, many years since before it
was a journal because the journal is simply a manifestation of the list I'd been making for
many years.

Now, if you have the journal, we're going to walk through just the quarterly prep pages
together in this episode, but if you don't have the journal, no worries. You do not have to
have it, get it, or use it in order for this episode to be helpful for you. But I'm mentioning that
just for those of you who have it, you can follow along easily in the journal, and we're just
going to stay in those quarterly prep pages. But like I said, this is going to work for you
whether you have it or not. Just use a piece of paper, a regular notebook, whatever system
you already use, you can fill out these lists in a way that works for you. Now by way of review
real quick, I'll say The Next Right Thing Guided Journal is a 12-month journal. It's undated,
which means you can start at the beginning of any month.

I always start mine in December. I use it through the following November, but January is also
a very good time to start, or the beginning of any month. The journal is divided into four
quarters, and each quarter has some lists. Some of those lists are for the quarter, some are
for the month, and some are weekly lists. Today, like I said, we're just going to focus on the
big picture of your quarter, because here we stand at the beginning of one, and notice I
didn't say we're going to start looking at the whole year. I spend the least amount of my time
looking at all 12 months at a time. I find it more helpful to look at the quarter, and to make
my decisions that way, because planning, and reflection, they don't happen in a vacuum.
They don't happen based on what could be.

They happen in relation to our actual life. Either what was, or what we know will be soon.
And so the question is what is happening in your actual life over the next three months? And
that is our first question to look at. The way we'll do that is by making a look ahead list. So,
that's our first list, and that list is in the journal. It's called the Look Ahead List, and it's a two-
page spread, but for those of you who don't have the journal, you can just follow along with
me. In the Northern Hemisphere, it's winter here, so we're thinking about what's happening
these months of the year, but it doesn't really matter if it's cold, or warm outside. We're



The Next Right Thing with Emily P. Freeman 
3

looking at January, February, March. So here are the categories in that look-ahead list.
Again, just for the next 90 days, thinking about your life in the next 90 days, a gentle way to
enter is just big picture, 30,000 foot view.

What travel do you have coming up? When you'll be traveling over the next three months,
where, the dates, events, and where to? And for this I just make a little bullet point list. If
you're not traveling to a single ‘where,’ then this part will be blank. Secondly, in your look-
ahead list, what deadlines are coming up in the next three months? Again, maybe none, or
maybe there are deadlines for your work. Maybe it's a big deadline at something you're
doing at a volunteer organization, or in your faith community. Maybe it's just a deadline
you've set for yourself. What are they? Write down what that deadline is. Just keep track of it
so you know what's coming up. Third category in your look-ahead list is family. Are there
any family commitments this season? Just the next three months? Maybe not. Leave it blank
if not, but thinking in terms of your family life, maybe your extended family life, what might
be coming up in the next three months?

Fourth category, celebrations, what celebrations will fall during this quarter? Are there
birthdays or anniversaries that you want to mark? Do you want to celebrate something with
a dinner? Do you need to get a sitter? What gifts might you need to purchase between now,
and the end of this quarter? Marking your celebrations; sometimes this is the category that
sneaks up on me because I kind of know in the back of my mind something's coming up, but
I don't realize it until sometimes a couple days before, or a week before, which is why
looking at it quarterly is helpful. Because it's like, "Oh, this is going to happen in eight weeks.
I'm going to order something now." What a gift. Fifth category: hosting. Now, probably we
just finished a quarter where a lot of you maybe had a lot of hosting, or you were a guest
somewhere, but there may also be some hosting coming up for you this quarter.

Will you be hosting any guests overnight, or did you want to plan a game night, or a dinner,
or do you need to get a guest room ready, or have particular meals in mind, or places that
you want to eat out? What ways are you going to be hosting, and how do you want to show
up for those times in the next 90 days? And then finally, community. Are there any
community events coming up this season like an annual bake-off, or a gala, or a community
service project that you want to be a part of? Maybe there's a race that you're planning for,
you want to cheer someone on in what's happening in your community over the next 90
days, and how might you want to participate. Now, like I said, if you have the journal that's
just a two-page spread with those six categories, so there is no expectation that all of these
will be filled out, or that they'll be filled out with any amount of detail.

For me, if it's someone's birthday, I'll just put January 2nd birthday, twins birthday, or
whatever. And that's just kind of reminders. Not that I'm going to forget their birthday, and
this isn't my planner, but it is just as I move forward in my journal, or as I move forward with
my planner, or whatever system I have for planning out my days, and weeks, this is just a big
picture list to keep in mind of what's coming up. Now, of course there's going to be some 
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things that take you by surprise, but those surprises will be less jolting if you already have
somewhat of a handle on what to expect, and the big things, or even small things, but those
things that are already fixed. Now that you have this look ahead list kind of filled out with
your actual quarter in mind, we'll move to the next set of lists. In the journal, this is called a
reflection for blank. It's a reflection for the season.

Now, I regret using the word reflection in the journal here because I always use that word
reflection as a look backward. But on this page, on the singular page in the journal, and this
one time, I use that word more as a look ahead reflection. So, if you don't have a journal, no
worries, just use your own notebook, and you don't have to use the word reflection, but if
you do have it, this is the page I'm talking about. It's the page that says Reflections For, and
then there's a blank, and you fill in the season. So, I would fill in reflections for winter, and
then there are three sections after that. Now, there are two lists in the journal that seem to
give people the most trouble. One of them is the questions, and arrows list, which if you
want more help with that, check out episode 172 of the podcast. It's called Make These two
Lists Now. Or you can also check out something I created more recently called the Arrows
Workshop in the Soul Minimalist: How to Find and Follow Arrows.

That also will give you a step-by-step understanding of an explanation of questions and
arrows, which is one of the lists that gives people the most trouble. The second one is this
one. Now, I call this page, though it's not named this in the journal, I kind of call it The
Imagination List, and that's not a perfect description of it, but I call it that, because it's not
necessarily something that you're planning, or something that's going to necessarily happen,
but it's more what are some things you're holding in your imagination for your future. So
what is this list, and what are these three parts? It's three fill in the blank questions as you
think about the next quarter, and they begin with these words. I want, I need, and I hope. A
lot of people tell me they have trouble with knowing the difference between these three fill-
in-the-blanks. So I want to offer some encouragement here to let you know that you can
answer them in whatever way makes sense to you as long as you're consistent, that's what
matters. Now, I'll also mention there's nothing magical about these words. If one of them is
unhelpful, by all means ignore it. But I use these three words, want, need, and hope because
these are words that tend to evoke something in us, something that might be slightly hiding
beneath the surface, which is what we want to pay attention to here at the beginning of the
quarter. 

So just in review, a minute ago, we just looked at what's coming ahead practically, looking at
your calendar celebrations, hosting what deadlines we have. These are practical, tangible
things. Now we're moving into what's beneath the surface of what I'm hoping for as those
things happen. Now, remember, we're not making plans here. We're looking for clues, and
we're setting intention. So, here's how I use those lists, and how I differentiate between
want, need, and hope. So, in the I want section, so here you are, you're looking at your
quarter, and you write down the words I want, and now you're going to kind of fill in that
blank. Here is where I try to tap into desire. What do I want for my family, my work, my life 
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in general over the next few months? I keep it very simple. For example, last year I answered
in one of the quarters, I named one of my kids who was struggling, and I wrote, I want
peace, and contentment for them. I want to be grounded. I want to finish up a training I had
started. These are some of the things I wrote down. I want these things. Now in the I need
section, here's where I look at things more specifically, and even practically. For example,
last year in January, I wrote down I need to drink more water. Another one I wrote was, I
need to have a rhythm of life I can count on. So, I listed a couple of habits that I wanted to
cultivate.

So, these are things that I recognize kind of for the health of my own spirit of my own body.
These are things I need. And then finally, I hope, and here's one that I think people get...
Sometimes we easily write down the I need that's a little more practical, but I want, and I
hope feel like the same thing. For me, I write down more general longings here. It's how I
want to experience the next three months. Sometimes I reiterate where my hope comes
from. For example, last year in January I wrote that I hope to enjoy the book launch season.
Now, that's not a need necessarily. I could have written that down in the want category, but
sometimes the way I think about hope is I think of it like a prayer. So, when I think about
when I'm filling out the I want, this is for me a practice of naming my desire when I'm filling
out what it is I need.

This is a practice of noticing areas of growth for me personally, mentally, physically,
spiritually. And then finally, when I'm filling out the I hope section for the quarter, this is for
me a practice of prayer, and setting an intention. Again, all three words may be helpful for
you in different ways, or you may be someone who has a hard time naming desire, but it's
really easy for you to label your need. And so maybe you want to lean into that a little bit
more. Now, I have a few more examples because I know that it's really helpful for me when I
hear people use examples. So, I'm going to just to make it really, really clear, the difference
between these three in my head is I'm going to use just one category for all three. So, let's
take parenting for example. Again, you don't have to be a parent.

This is just so you can kind of get your head around how I differentiate between want, need,
and hope for this practice. So, let's say in my parenting this quarter, I may want for my son
to take more ownership of his academic plans for next year. That's what I want. I want that
to happen, but I need, what I need for my own health, and wellbeing. I need to stop over-
functioning. That's something for me, for the goodness of my own self, I need to stop over-
functioning as it relates to my kid. And then finally, what do I hope? I hope to see him
flourish, and grow no matter what he chooses to do next. So you see the difference. One is
something I really, I just kind of want this. The next thing is, but I really need this. And then
finally, I really hope for this.

Let's try another example. Let's say you look at your quarter, and one of the deadlines you
have that you wrote down in your look ahead list was, I have a big work project that's due in
March, and I need to finish it. So here is how want, need, and hope may play itself out as it 
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relates to that big project. First, I want to meet my deadline. I really want to, now for you,
this might be I must meet my deadline. I need to meet my deadline for me, if I have a work
project, usually I'm the one setting the deadline, so I really want to meet it though, but I
need in order to meet it, I need for my own wellbeing, and peace of mind. I got to schedule
the right work days. I got to look at my calendar, and I need to set an intention in my actual
weeks for creating what I need to create, and finishing what I need to finish in order to do
what I want, which is meet the deadline.

So I need to schedule work days, but finally, I hope this project turns out to be life-giving,
not just for me as I work on it, but also for the people who I believe will benefit from it.
That's sort of my prayer. Here's another example. This quarter, John and I plan to finish what
we started in our living room. We got a couple of sofas, we've done some work, but we're not
all the way done. So I want to finish the living room by March, but what I need to do is to at
least choose lighting for the room. I've been procrastinating on where we need lighting in
the room. It's kind of not a clear cut thing like, "Oh, you just put a lamp on this table." No,
there's a wall there, and then there's a window here, and the sofa is floating, and it's a whole
situation.

So I need to choose at least some lighting for the room. But really what I hope is that this
space is a gift to us that family and friends can gather and feel comfortable and at home in
our house. So for me, what this process does is it shows me like, here's some things I really
want, and here's maybe some practical steps I need to take to get there, but big picture
beneath the surface, what's really important is, not that the other things aren't important,
but what really matters to me is kind of this bigger hope, this bigger picture for this thing.
Now, I used one category as example for want, need, hope for you, but I'll tell you, I rarely
use one category like that in my actual list, but I wanted you to see how these different ways
of looking at the same thing could show up differently if you're looking at it through the lens
of desire, through the lens of need, and through the lens of hope.

What my lists usually look like, for example, I looked back at my Next Right Thing Journal
from a few years ago, and here's literally what I wrote down. “I want a new website. I need to
get my eyes checked. I hope our extended family is understanding when we share some
things we've been navigating for the last eight months.” Now, those three things are not
related, but as I sat down, and just looked ahead at my quarter, that's what rose to the
surface, and that's an important thing to pay attention to. You don't have to be so ridden
with it, and say, well, here's something for my kids, so what do I want, hope, and need for
them? Well, maybe you think of it that way, but maybe for you, all your desires are wrapped
up in something having to do with your spiritual life, but all of your hopes are something
wrapped up in having to do with your vocation.

The point is not necessarily that they're related or unrelated, or that there's anything linear,
but that these wants, hopes, and needs are informed by the list you made first, which was
your look ahead list by what's actually happening in your life right now. And usually, they'll 
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speak to something beneath the surface. This is just a simple practice at the beginning of a
season of naming what desires are alive in you, what needs are arising in you, and what
prayers or hopes that you're holding onto. If you're someone who has the journal and you've
been stumped by these pages, I hope these explanations can be clarifying for you. Now
finally, this last list is actually kind of not a list, it's more of a practice, but it's one that I do
every month, and I always look forward to it, and it's that I choose a quote for the month.
So that means this quarter I'll choose kind of three main quotes to highlight. Rarely, very
rarely, does that quote come at the beginning. Usually I write down my, though in your
journal, it is at the beginning of your monthly journal pages. I rarely fill it in at the beginning
of the month. Usually it's about halfway through the month, or even towards the end. But I
love paying attention as I read throughout the month to a line, or a few lines that might
stand out, and I write them down on that quote page. So, this third first was your look ahead
list. Second was your want, need, hope list, and finally is your quote for the month. So, in
your journal, like I said, there's a page dedicated to it, but if you don't have the journal, just
keep a quote list, or a highlight in your own notebook, whatever makes sense to you.

Last month I shared some of my favorite short quotes from 2024 on Substack. There's a free
post available to everyone. If you want to get some inspiration about the types of quotes that
I use as my monthly quotes, you can find that in the show notes. But here are a few more
examples that I've used, quotes that I have written down for my monthly quotes over the
years, and these are just inspirational words, thoughts, things that have helped me as I
sometimes inspired by that hope, or that intention that I set for the quarter, or for the
month. For example, from April, 2021, I read in Help, Thanks, Wow, on page 100, written by
Anne Lamott, she writes, "More than anything, prayer helps me get my sense of humor back.
It helps me back to my heart from the treacherous swamp of my mind, it brings me back to
the now."

Here's one from September of that same year I read in the Return of the Prodigal Son by
Henri Nouwen on page 15, "I have left the distant country, and have come to feel the
nearness of love." In February of 2022, I read Brian Zahnd's When Everything Is On Fire. On
page 41, he wrote, "In a secular age, suspicious of the Sacred. We still know deep down that
some things really are sacred, but sometimes we don't know how sacred they are until
they're on fire." In May of that same year from the book of Matthew chapter 16, 25 to 26, I
wrote this, "For whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for
me will find it. What good will it be for someone to gain the whole world yet forfeit their
soul? Or what can anyone give in exchange for their soul?"

Another quote I wrote from September of that same year from The Book of Joy by the Dalai
Lama, and Desmond Tutu, "To choose hope is to step firmly forward into the howling wind,
bearing one's chest to the elements, knowing that in time the storm will pass." There's no
wrong when it comes to choosing a monthly quote, and as you pay attention in your own
reading, and even while you're watching movies, or listening to songs, it could be a lyric, a
line from a poem, anything. But one thing I've found that I never regret writing down a 
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quote, and it doesn't have to be the perfect quote, it doesn't have to encapsulate the whole
month. It's just something that catches your eye. And I'll tell you something that I love is
looking back over my quote lists from the months, from years before. It's really endearing,
and informative for me to remember what caught my eye, then what I was thinking about
then what jumped off the page then.

And it's one really lovely practice of reflection. And I also just love honoring the words of
other people, and letting them kind of hold hands with what's happening in my life right
now. So, writing down quotes for me is a really special way to do that. Now, no system is
perfect, and nothing works all the time for everyone, but I would like to think that entering
into this new quarter by looking ahead at what celebrations, deadlines, hosting, travel, what
things are coming up by naming what you want, need, and hope for, and by paying attention
to those words, and lines, and quotes, and messages that grab you, then you can gently
enter into this new year with some intention. You may not fully know what to do next. You
may not be ready for everything that will come your way. You may still be holding grief, and
sorrow from the days, months, and years before, and you might be holding anxiety close, but
I hope these simple lists will serve to ground you in the now even as you move forward into
your next right thing in love.

***

Thanks for listening to episode 349 of The Next Right Thing. I hope this simple practice of
making some quarterly lists can be just one more rung on the trellis upon which your
rhythm of life can continue to grow, because it's true, this is a podcast about making
decisions, but it's also about making a life. Two calls to action today. One, if you don't have,
or have but haven't used The Next Right Thing Journal, I hope that you will pull it out, and
consider using it, and see if it's helpful for you as you make your decisions. You can find it
wherever books are sold, and you can start at the beginning of any month. But secondly, if
you don't have the journal, but you want a little bit of a framework to look ahead, or even if
you do, you just want a little extra help, I have a simple for my future self list.

We shared this back in the beginning of fall, and I'm going to share it again here at the
beginning of winter so you can download it if you want to ask yourself, "What do I want to
be true three months from now in the categories of home, work, and wellness?" It's a one
page. It's so simple. It's almost dumb, but you can download it for free by clicking the link in
the show notes. Listen, some of us need all the help we can get, so I'm happy to be someone
who's extending help to you if you think that that would be something that would be
valuable. Well, as always, you can find me online at EmilyPFreeman.com, and on Instagram
at EmilyPFreeman. Thanks to the team at Unmutable for editing our sound, and to Ashley
Sherlock who manages our show notes. In closing, here's a timely reminder from Melody
Beatty in her book, The Language of Letting Go. She writes, "Today I will pay attention to
what I want, and need. I will not discount myself." Thanks for listening, and I'll see you next
time.


