
I’m Emily P. Freeman and welcome to The Next Right Thing. You’re listening to episode 352.

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 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 have helped thousands of spiritually thoughtful people
overcome decision fatigue so that they can discern their next right thing in faith, work, and
life.

At the risk of you growing weary of me talking about clarity, I’m going to do it again today!
Because it’s the time of year when I think a lot of us are looking for clarity in various areas of
our lives and also where we may feel bad or behind if we don’t yet have it.

If that’s you then this episode is for you.

Listen in.
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***

Every author runs a small business whether we like to call it that or not. Some are large small
businesses with big teams and lots of support. Others are truly small, with just themselves
the author and a small list in a google doc of receipts for coffee bought during writing days.

When I was preparing to release my first book in the fall of 2011 and was still learning the
ropes of this very strange, exciting, sometimes confusing world of publishing, I had a reader
reach out and offer to be my virtual assistant for free. 

I still have the email. She wrote:

Hi Emily!

I'm currently in the process of pursuing a dream, taking a step of faith really. I'm getting
ready to quit my full time job and work from home. I'll be a Virtual Assistant. But more than a 
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job and a paycheck, I want to give and to serve. So, I'd like to give some of my services away.
I'm not sure what that will look like exactly but I'd like to offer help to you. If you need any
services I would love to help you out. 

She wrote more and was so kind and listen, this was a dream email for me to get the end of
the summer of 2011 right before my first book released because I did need help. I just didn't
really even know what kind of help I needed. She was very specific with her offer. She
included a timeframe and an offer to chat on the phone, which we eventually did, and I took
her up on it and let me tell you, it was such a relief to have somebody else in my corner who
in some ways cast vision for me before I knew I even needed it as far as help goes. And even
though it was just a few hours a week to start with, it was a huge deal. I am still so grateful to
her.

By the way, hi, Jamie. If you're listening, thank you for sending that email. And eventually we
made it official. I hired her for real after her volunteer period was up and working with her
for those several years that we worked together was my first experience leading a team, and
I put that in quotes because it really wasn't leading a team, but it kind of was. I mean, really
looking back, she was the first person who, it was really my job to let her know what I
needed. It was her job to maybe anticipate what I needed, and we figured it out together. It
was very messy at first, not because of the relationship, but just because of the work. I didn't
know what I didn't know. Well, after three years of working together with Jamie, she and I
both realized that I was going to need some help from people who weren't just virtual. At the
time she lived on the West coast. I was on the east coast.

So I hired one of my local friends to manage all of my speaking, my contracts, my travel
arrangements, and then another local friend who actually traveled with me. Over time
though, having these three very part-time people felt a little bit clunky. Not because of them
obviously, but because I mean, they were brilliant, they were wonderful, but they also all had
their own businesses. They were trying to grow and tend to, they all had families and
responsibilities, and did I mention they were very, very part-time. So I sent out an SOS email
to some of the people in my close circles at the time, and I realized I think the time had come
for me to have just one person who was local to help me with all the things rather than three
different people. Well, as it turns out, long story short, one of the people I sent that SOS
email to to try to find someone who might be interested or if they knew of anyone, one of
those people was interested herself.

That was 2014. And I ended up hiring her. She was my executive assistant and handled the
job on her own for five years until she moved away in 2019. Now, in the middle of those
years, I co-founded a membership site for writers. You may remember it's called Hope
Writers. I co-ran that for seven years. I left in 2022, but I have that company to thank for the
years of experience of hiring, training, managing, and leading a team. At one point, for
example, we led a team of nearly 50 contractors, which by the way was way too many, but
they were a wonderful group of humans, and it definitely taught me a lot about what to do
and what not to do when I'm in a leadership role. Now, I mentioned all of that, and I'll also 
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say just for the sake of the picture is that I, during that time, also launched several more
books.

My first came out in 2011. It's now 2025. I launched five or six more since then depending on
if you count a journal as a book, which I do. During that time, I found a third executive
assistant through a hiring process who stayed with me for three more years. She's actually
still with me, but in a different role, and I adore her. But that brings me to where I am today
with still a very small team. Still part-time. I have one operations manager and one part-time
content manager. I say all of that because each of those hires and working relationships
were an exercise in just doing the next right thing. When I wrote that first book in 2011, I did
not think, "Okay, let me see. For the next 15 years, I'm going to start with hiring my friends,
and then eventually I'm going to learn a hiring process and I'm going to grow my little team,
and oh, in the middle of that, I'm going to run a membership site for writers for seven years,
and then I'm going to go to grad school and I'm going to write five more books."

No, I just kept doing the next right thing, and now here we are. But part of the work is that I
had to learn to be a better leader, including I had to learn how to formulate a vision for the
work that I feel called to and how to communicate that vision or that purpose to a team of
people, whether that team is very large or really tiny. And by the way, I'm still learning that.
But one thing that requires, and you probably know what's coming, is it requires a fair
amount of clarity. Now, one way that I now work to find clarity with my small team is we
have weekly meetings with clear objectives, and we also have day long quarterly meetings,
and then we have two day retreats every year for our annual meetings, annual planning
meetings. Now, before Christmas, we had our Q1 planning meeting, and in those meetings,
this is where we talk about always our personal and professional best of the last 90 days,
what's working, what's not working from each of our seats, what we plan to focus on for the
next quarter of the year, things like this.

Now, typically, as you can imagine, before those meetings, I try to get really clear on a few
things for myself and for the business, including asking myself some important vocational
questions. Now, one of those questions was the subject of an entire episode several weeks
ago. It's called The Most Important Vocational Question for the End of the Year. You can
find that in the next right thing, episode archives just a few weeks ago. But for this meeting
in particular, I realized as I was planning for it, I was having trouble seeing through my own
fog. I did not feel fully prepared with the answers that I wanted to have or with vision for the
meeting. I felt tired and I felt unmotivated, and that led to me feeling like I was a bad leader
or like I wasn't doing a very good job. But once we met, and then after I had some time to
reflect on our meeting, a handful of things became clear to me, and those are the things that
I want to share with you now.

The first thing I realized is what I thought was a lack of motivation was actually a lack of
clarity. Now, I've shared this quote several times over the last few weeks. This comes not
from me, this comes from James Clear in his book Atomic Habits, and this is what he says.
"Many people think they lack motivation when what they really lack is clarity. It is not always 
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obvious when and where to take action. Some people spend their entire lives waiting for the
time to be right to make an improvement." So this was encouraging to me, believe it or not,
because my discouragement about some aspects of my work was growing because I hadn't
yet made some decisions. Now, subconsciously, I was holding some shame about that,
thinking that I should be better at making decisions after doing this work for nearly 15 years.
But in reality, I actually have a lot of motivation.

I have the capacity to follow through, but what I've lacked in certain areas of my work is
clarity. The second thing I realized upon reflection of that meeting is that there are several
big projects that I'm equally excited about in my work right now. This is where my lack of
feeling fully ready for our quarterly meeting actually came in handy because if I had had
more time to prepare for that meeting, I might have forced the importance of one project
over the other just for the sake of having made a decision. But because I didn't do that and I
hadn't done that in advance, it allowed space for Mary and Ashley on my team and I to talk
more, for them to ask me some questions, for me to share some of my not so fully formed
thoughts. And the gift here is that in sharing words with them, I was able to hear myself say
some things that I hadn't yet said, and I realized it's not that I don't know what to do, it's that
I don't know what to do first.

Third thing I realized, changing the narrative was what I needed to make a clearer decision.
As long as I felt like the problem was me and I'm just not very good and I'm a bad leader or
boss or entrepreneur, or I don't know how to be a business owner, or I'm not a good
spiritual direct, blah, blah, blah, fill in the blank, you get it. As long as that was the story, then
I was not able to access the creative energy that I needed to move through my own lack of
clarity. But once I was able to name, I'm not the problem here, it felt like things opened up
for me and I spent most of the morning after our meeting making some tentative decisions
that I feel really excited about. Now, if you have been feeling a lack of motivation lately, I
wonder if the real issue is a lack of clarity.

Now, of course, that's not always the case, but if it is, it sure is helpful to name it. Now, there
are two more things that I have recently had insight about when it comes to this idea of
clarity, and these might sound familiar to you if you've listened to the podcast so far this
year. Number four, there are two kinds of clarity, inner and outer. This is a distinction that I
credit to Tracy G, who was our guest from a few episodes ago who wrote The Magic of
Knowing What You Want, which is a brand new book. Wonderful book. I read it. She states
that when you feel stuck and you can't move forward, it often just means you lack outer
clarity, which of course is frustrating, but you may have, as I did, a ton of inner clarity that
may in fact be part of the reason you're not sure what's next because you know for sure
what isn't next. You know for sure your core values, you know for sure where your lines are,
but way hasn't opened up yet for you to know what might be next.

That was a really important distinction for me to recognize, oh, clarity is not just one thing.
There can be this outer clarity of knowing what to do next, but then there's also an inner
clarity of kind of knowing who I am and what I stand for, and that's really important to 
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distinguish between those two. And then finally, the fifth thing. I've said it here several times
already. I'm going to say it again and probably many times in the future, and that is this. You
can't think your way through a doing question. I take to heart the words of Marie Forleo who
reminds us of two important sides of the clarity coin. One is clarity can't be rushed, and two
is clarity comes from engagement, not from thought. But also I'm adding to that Tracy G's
very beautifully stated, you can't think your way through a doing question.

If you've been feeling cloudy or foggy or unable to find motivation to move forward, I
wonder if part of the trouble is not that you lack motivation, but that you lack clarity. And I
wonder if part of the trouble there is possibly that you have inner clarity, but not yet outer
clarity. And listen, clarity is something we're always defining and redefining, and I'm guilty of
elevating clarity over just plain faith sometimes. It could be that. It could be that you have
inner clarity and abundance, but you don't yet have outer clarity. It could be if you're having
trouble moving forward that you have exactly what you need to have, but thinking can only
take you so far, so you actually need to make a small move in the direction that you think
might be right and then evaluate after that. Or, and this needs to be said, especially at this
heavy start of this new year, it could be, especially if you are someone who has been
suffering through a tragedy or a trauma or a particular grief or a painful anniversary, or if
you're just someone who's been paying attention to the news, it could be that you need to
offer an abundance of softness toward yourself to remember that you are not behind in life
and that if you can't move forward even a tiny step, you can't be "productive" or make a
single decision right now. Maybe that just means that you need to find the support that you
need to take care of yourself, and then just do your one next right thing in love.

***

Thanks for listening to episode 352 of The Next Right Thing. I hope this simple practice of
letting yourself off the hook for your lack of clarity 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, it's also about making a life. As always, you can find me
online at emilypfreeman.com and on Instagram at Emily P. Freeman. Thanks to Ashley
Sherlock for creating our show notes and keeping us organized, and as always, a big thank
you to the team at Unmutable for editing our sound. In closing, here's that complete quote
that I referred to from entrepreneur and author Marie Forleo. "Clarity comes from
engagement, not thought. When you take action, you'll access your natural knowing."
Thanks for listening, and I'll see you next time.


