
I'm Emily P. Freeman, and welcome to The Next Right Thing. You're listening to episode 360.
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.

What is our next right thing when our personal reality collides with the world around us?
Like when your birthday falls on the anniversary of a national tragedy, or when you're
grieving a loss in the midst of someone else's celebration, or maybe you're just trying to
navigate maintaining some healthy personal boundaries around your intake of headlines and
the news, but you don't know where the line is between a legitimate desire to stay informed
and an unhealthy addiction to confirmation bias. If you're looking for some guidance on how
to balance the paradox of life that will always be with us, you're in the right place. Listen in.

360: How to Be a Person When Everything Is Terrible
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***

We all know the complicated emotions that rise up when we're in celebration mode but the
world around us is grieving. I remember reading stories about people who had babies born
on September 11th, 2001, how they watched footage on their hospital TV between
contractions, and now those babies' birthdays will always carry something of that tragic day.
On a smaller scale, in my own life, we celebrated the milestone moment of our first teenager
getting her driver's license, and then the very next day, the whole world shut down because
of the pandemic and she had no place to go. There are also those times when everyone else
around us is celebrating something and we are bearing a private grief, feeling sad or lost, or
just not okay. I distinctly remember a church service during Advent, where I had just learned
that a family member of ours had tragically died, and there I was in the midst of our
congregation brightly singing joy to the world and passing the communal peace.

Sometimes the dissonance isn't as acute as a national tragedy on your wedding day, but
more ongoing, like living in a family divided by political party lines, and your experience and
understanding the headlines is completely opposite from theirs, and it leaves you all feeling
disconnected and confused by your conflicting views of reality. At times like these, the 
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beauty of a question like, what is my next right thing, Is that there is no limit to how often we
can ask it, and there is never just one right answer. When circumstances change, when our
expectations aren't met, when we're surprised in either a welcome or unwelcome way, we
can ask, minute by minute if we need to, "What is my next right thing now?"

No matter what paradox exists today for you, between your inward experience and your
outward reality, here are a few movements that may help to ease the tension you're carrying.
Number one, as much as you are able, choose or make peace with absence. A question
Suzanne Stabile often asks, and one many of us have been repeating lately, is this, "What is
mine to do?" But the unspoken flip side of that question is this, what is not mine to do?
Sometimes you'll have to choose your absence from consuming the latest headlines for a
period of time so that you can be present to your work, your people, or your tasks for the
day. Other times, you may need to choose to avoid the celebration, the toast, the party or
the gathering because the you who would need to show up in that space is going to take you
too much energy to access.

With this first movement, my main encouragement would be to do this part with intention.
In other words, don't just check out and disappear. That's not what choosing our absence is.
Instead, it's deciding, on purpose, what we will not do so that our presence can have more
impact, either for the sake of our own selves or for the sake of others. Now, sometimes the
absence chooses us and so we have to find ways to make peace with the absence that's
causing the grief in the first place, like my daughter and her entire generation of peers who
weren't able to fully celebrate so many milestones of high school because of the pandemic.
Or for so many people for whom this pandemic is ongoing, an absence is being chosen for
them, over and over again. Or for those of you who may be grieving a loss or a death that you
did not and would not have chosen but hear the absences anyway.

Making peace with absence doesn't mean pretending that it isn't there. Peace can be a
misleading word in that it can bring images of folded hands and gently floating breezes, but
anyone who has lived with ongoing hardship, loss, chronic illness or pain, understands the
work of peace is active and hard won. You could teach a master class for the rest of us on
what it means to make peace with absence, but again, maybe you find yourself in a different
place where those around you are struggling and maybe you are too, but you feel the
dissonance of wanting to celebrate without being disrespectful. Perhaps this next movement
will be helpful.

Number two, plan your presence. Just because you may not be able to celebrate in the way
you imagined or in the way you've done before doesn't mean you shouldn't celebrate at all. In
my experience, during times of public grief and sadness, people are often grateful to have a
reason to gather or celebrate something lovely, and to remember the gifts of being a person
even if only for a short time. But I think what we're often worried about is that if we go
through with celebrating, it will seem tone-deaf or insensitive, but that's only going to
happen when you are actually tone-deaf or insensitive. And the way that usually happens is
when the celebrator pretends like the bad thing isn't happening or refuses to acknowledge
someone else's pain.
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Adjustments might need to be made. Words might need to be said. You might need to say
out loud, or write down, or include it in the invitation that, hey, I know that these really
terrible things are happening right now, and if it's appropriate for you to list them, list them.
But all-or-nothing mindsets will rarely serve us very well. So if you have to choose your
absence from some things on purpose, don't leave out this very important step of planning
your presence. Some questions you might ask yourself when it comes to planning your
presence, what would make this day, this milestone, this important moment, feel special,
even if it's different from what you had hoped? Who do you want to connect with in the
midst of it, and what will you need to let go?

Finally, and of course, you can ask yourself as often as you like this third and final
movement, "What is my next right thing?" Now, this may actually be different than what is
the next right thing? The macro story of the next right thing might be one thing, but your
micro story may be much quieter, much smaller and much more personal. Your next right
thing may be to cancel your plans and stay home so you can cry, and then to text a friend
who understands so you're not so alone in it. Your next right thing might be to take a week-
long break from deep dives in political news, and then to spend the energy that you have left
over researching needs in your local community where you might volunteer. It may also
mean choosing a novel from your shelf that you've been meaning to read.

Your next right thing may be to make a list of all the ways you wish this event, conversation,
birthday or celebration could have been different, all the things you believe you've lost, and
then to choose your presence by picking a few things that are still accessible to you and to
enjoy them to their absolute fullest. It's not always easy to discern how to move through the
paradoxes of life with wisdom and grace, and we know the tension will always be with us.
Here's to choosing our absence, planning our presence, and doing our next right thing in
love.

***

Thanks for listening to episode 360 of The Next Right Thing. I hope this simple practice of
being a person when things are terrible 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. If you want
some support as you navigate your decisions and hold the tension that living a life will
always bring, our new daily collection inside The Quiet Collection app will be a kind
companion for you. It's designed as a daily listen during the season of Lent, which we are
still very much in for the next month, and you can start at any time. The daily reflections are
about three to five minutes long and there's no rush to catch up. Visit emilypfreeman.com to
learn more or click the link in the show notes to download the app for free and see if The
Lent Collection may be something you might want to invest in.

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, here are a few words from Frederick Buechner in his book, Whistling in the Dark, 
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"The Old Testament begins with darkness and the last of the gospels ends with it. Darkness
was upon the face of the deep, genesis says. Darkness was where it all started. Before
darkness, there had never been anything other than darkness, a void and without form. At
the end of John, the disciples go out fishing on the sea of Tiberias. It is night. They have no
luck. Their nets are empty, then they spot somebody standing on the beach. At first, they
don't see who it is in the darkness. It is Jesus.

The darkness of Genesis is broken by God in great majesty, speaking the word of creation,
'Let there be light.' That's all it took. The darkness of John is broken by the flicker of a
charcoal fire on the sand. Jesus has made it. He cooks some fish on it for his old friend's
breakfast. On the horizon, there are the first pale traces of the sun getting ready to rise. All
the genius and glory of God are somehow represented by these two scenes." Thanks for
listening, and I'll see you next time.


