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362: Writing for Spiritual Formation

I'm Emily P. Freeman, and welcome to The Next Right Thing. You're listening to episode 362.
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.

As 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. Well, if one of your next right things has anything to do with writing, then today's
episode is for you. It's been a minute since I've dedicated an entire episode to the craft of
writing, but today's that day. Engaging in writing as a spiritual exercise has many gifts to
share beyond publishing. If that's something you've been wanting to explore, [ hope you'll

listen in.
*kk

In her book, The Memoir Project, Marian Roach Smith tells the story of being asked what she
does for work at gatherings, and she would always reply, "I'm a writer." Oftentimes, in fact,
she says, nearly everyone would tell her that they hope to one day write a book when they
retire, and she would wish them the best of luck and go on her way, but she would wonder,
"What's wrong with me that I'm devoting my whole life to writing when clearly other people
who were smarter than I could put it off until they got around to it?" Now she says, "I'm not
so polite." When someone tells her they plan to write one day when they get around to it, she
then asks them what they do. She says, her favorite reply is when someone says something
like, "Oh, I'm a brain surgeon." To which she then replies, "When I retire, I'm going to become
a brain surgeon."

Her point is, of course, that writing is serious work. Now Marian is talking about writing and
the act of writing from a particular perspective. She's a memoirist and she's a teacher. She is
not a fan of writing prompts or morning pages. She makes the case that these are exercises
and are only practice, but they don't really lead to finishing. This could be a published book,
yes, but finishing could also mean finally sending a letter or writing down a story for keeping
for your family lore or submitting an essay. All of these are perfectly good writing intentions
to set, but they will not come about, she says, by following prompts or doing writing
exercises. You must, she argues, learn to write and then you must learn to finish.

The Next Right Thing with Emily P. Freeman

1



While I don't feel quite as strongly as Marion about the blanket uselessness of writing
prompts, I do agree with her that if you are a writer who has a goal for sharing or publishing
your work in any way, then these kinds of prompts and practices may not serve you as well
as you think they do. But sharing and publishing aren't the only reasons to write. As I've said
at the top, it's been a minute since I've talked about the practice of writing, but today I'm
inspired by several questions we got from listeners on the subject. Here are a few of those
questions that came in.

Armand:

Hi, I'm Armand and I'm from Houston, Texas, and recently I've been trying to write with the
goal of one day writing my own book, but I'm not sure if it's working right now because I'm
not sure where to start and I'm struggling to make space just to sit down and write. So Emily,
my question for you is when you were writing your first book, how did you know where to
start and how did you make space to do that? Thank you.

Jen:

Hi, Emily. My name is Jen and I'm from New Hampshire and I'm also a writer, and one thing
that I've tried to be really good about this year is writing every day. I know that people
always say that, but I'm a mom with two kids and very busy kids, and I feel like I really don't
have time to do that, but I've been trying to, and I've definitely gotten more writing time in
this last month than I have in a long time, but I think the problem is I just have a lot of drafts
of things and I haven't been able to finish things just because of time, and [ guess I'm curious
about your writing process and what that looks like for you and how long that it takes you to
write, because I guess I'm just discouraged that I can sit down for a couple hours and be
writing things and they're great, but it's nowhere near a finished product of what I want to
put out in a post, so if you have any advice on that, that'd be great.

Ruth Ann:

Hi, I'm Ruth Ann from St. Paul, Minnesota, and I've been trying out a habit recommended in
the book The Artist's Way. It's called morning pages, which is writing three pages first thing
every morning. I'm not sure it's working for me because writing in the mornings, which used
to be enjoyable now often feels like drudgery when I don't have much on my mind, yet have
to fill three pages each day. Have you ever tried this practice? Any ideas or suggestions?

Emily P. Freeman:

Wonderful questions. First of all, Armand is asking about writing for the purpose of one day
writing a book. Where do you start and how do you make the time? Jen is about how to move
past the draft mode to actually finally sharing the work. How do you know when you're
done? And finally, Ruth Ann is asking about morning pages. Are they working for me and how
can [ know? Three questions that are all about writing, but they require different kinds of
answers because all writing is not created equally. If you're writing with the intention of
publishing a book in the traditional way, it's important to understand that publishing is a
business. If you're writing with the intention of publishing for a reader, whether that's
fiction, nonfiction, an essay, a magazine article, then your writing will in some way be a
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service. These are what we normally think of when we think about writing, we think of
publishing, but there's another kind of writing, and that is the kind of writing that has the
intention of personal formation.

This kind of writing is a practice. These three kinds of writing may all work together, and if
you write for a living, I would venture to say they must work together, but it's important to
clarify what we mean when we talk about writing because the conclusions we draw will
depend on the actual question that we're asking. The danger of course, is that we run the
risk of having our personal writing intentions, but we expect publishing results. Or the
opposite, we want to write a book for publication, but we treat that like a hobby or a
personal endeavor. If you want to traditionally publish a book with an actual publisher, just
be sure that's the best way to share the thing you want to share or do the thing you want to
do.

I have talked with many people who say they want to write a book, but when I ask them who
it's for, they'll say, "Well, sure, it's for my children.” Or, "I want to write a story about my
grandfather's time in the war." And to those things, I would say, "Absolutely write that book."
But most of the time these are personal projects, not traditionally published books, so the
intention of that is going to be different.

I once asked Beth Moore in an interview about her writing process, and she pointed out the
reality that a book for her is always a last resort. If she can share her words effectively in any
other way, a retreat, a blog post, a magazine article, she's going to do it that way first
because pitching, writing, editing, launching and selling a book can be a violent business on
the soul level. I know that sounds really extreme and dramatic and maybe ridiculous, but
even as someone like me who has written six books, served as writing mentor, co-ran a
training membership for writers for seven years, has lots of support, family, friends, even
friends and colleagues who have done this work, I have spiritual resources. Even for
somebody like me, this business is very tough and it is a business.

Now, that doesn't mean it's not also a service, a ministry, and personally formative. It just
means that when you professionalize it and have a publishing partner, there's a job
description and expectations that go with it. Things we usually aren't thinking about when
we say we want to write. If you want anyone to read your words from family to an editor to a
reader of a book, then I would agree with Marion Roach Smith that these writing prompts
and exercises may not be the way to go, including morning pages, but if writing has always
been something you enjoy, if you are a person like me who doesn't always know what she
thinks about things until she writes them down, if it's your way of processing your inner life
in your outside world, then I would say any kind of writing may be a good practice to
engage.

While writing for spiritual formation and writing for publishing are distinct paths, they often
intersect in the lives of writers who are committed to both their faith and their craft. So if
you want to engage the practice of writing with a little more intentionality from a formation
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perspective, here are three writing practices 1 engage almost daily that have absolutely
nothing to do with publishing.

First is a morning page adjacent practice. In response to Ruth Ann's question about morning
pages feeling like drudgery, I would say I completely relate. I ended up modifying this
practice that really is to write in longhand, fill up three pages every morning just to get the
cobwebs out. I went through a season where I wrote as a discipline every day with my actual
hand, not on the computer, but instead of filling three pages, I just filled one journal page.
Now, the usefulness of this practice ironically, is that it was not useful. It wasn't for
anything. This is often the criticism of the morning pages, but for me, this was the gift. Not
all writing has to be for something. Sometimes it's just for you. For, as Julia Cameron says,
getting the cobwebs out, like I said before.

Sometimes a line or a few lines will emerge of something that I'm thinking about that I didn't
realize was taking up so much space in my mind, but there it is. It's on the page, and then
later, maybe I'll unpack that for a Substack essay or a caption or something like that. But
generally, this is just very not interesting writing. It's still good for me though. If you like the
idea of morning pages, but three pages longhand feels like too much, maybe modifying it to
just one page will help you too. Sometimes something may quote-unquote come of it, but
most of the time what comes of it is just I am becoming myself. I am more clearly here, and
that is good work.

A second formational practice for me is one that I've talked about for many years, and that is
writing in a little journal called One Line a Day. My great-grandmother, Goldie, used this
same journal. I don't know if it was the same company, but it was called One Line a Day, and
she wrote the weather, I think. She talked about her garden. And this was many decades ago,
and when we found that journal, it was so meaningful.

So when I discovered like, "Oh, they still make this journal One Line a Day," and there are
lots of different kinds, but I have used this particular one little rectangle one for, let's see,
I'm on my five, six, seven, eight, ninth year using it. Next year, 2026, will be my 10th year, and
so it is literally just, it's a five-year journal, a few lines you write every day. I usually include
what I did that day. If there was big news, one of the kids got accepted into a college or the
weather was exceptionally terrible or something huge happened in the news, or we watched
a finale of our favorite show. These are the types of things I include because this is more of
like a daily record of normal life.

This is a practice for me that helps in my daily reflection and in one day it's not a big deal.
It'll take me maybe three minutes to write if that, but over time it becomes a record of what
these days were filled with, and that for me helps me when I'm designing my rhythm of life,
when I am thinking about my own core values, when [ want to pay attention to what matters
to me, a lot of times those things are going to emerge in the ordinary little lines of this One
Line a Day journal.
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And then finally, a almost daily practice that I engage is the Haiku Prayer. This is a personal
practice that became a publishing practice eventually. You know that if you read How to
Walk Into a Room or if you've listened to the Lent Collection, because I share a haiku prayer
every day of the Lent Collection, but it didn't start out as something I was sharing publicly.
I've shared before that my childlike approach to writing these helped to unlock prayer for
me in a new way back in 2020, 2021 when I found it difficult to approach God in the ways I
had previously done. Now, to be clear, writing haiku is a respectable art form, and I
approach it not like that so much. I approach it more like a sixth grader, but it has still done
good work in me to keep prayer simple. The boundary of the five-seven-five syllable rule,
instead of making me feel boxed in, it actually helped to free me up because I had these very
simple rules to follow.

Something my sister, the Nester, calls lovely limitations. Sometimes when we have a limit, it
allows us to be more creative with a little bit of safety because we know I can't be too
impressive in five-seven-five syllables, so I'm just going to say what I can within this rule,
and I found it to be a really fun little practice and approachable one and a formational one. If
you feel stuck or under pressure to produce something, maybe one of these more
formational practices of writing will be generative for you because writing for spiritual
formation is about the process, about leaning in to discover deeper truths and
understanding rather than focusing on a product or even a specific outcome. What are some
of those deeper truths? One, for me, this type of writing keeps me present in my right now
life, helps me remember who I am and where I am and what is true now, and listen, when I
say what is true now, I'm not even talking about I am loved or God is with me, which yes,
sometimes those things, but I'm talking even more basic than that.

It's a cold morning in Greensboro today. The birds are still singing, the fire on the candle
pops. I can't wait to watch Survivor. These are the things I mean when I say keeping me in
my right now, life, what is true today, these are the days of what. Two, this type of writing
reminds me that I'm a person moving at my own pace, not a machine with cogs and wheels.
Sometimes the writing sings, most of the time it doesn't, and that's okay, but nearly all of the
writing that does sing started out from just regular old piddling around. Nothing fancy, just
sitting down, getting quiet, paying slow attention, not trying to produce something. That
does good work in me as a person, and in turn, the things that do a good work in me as a
person eventually are going to come out in my writing.

And then finally, three, this type of writing is just for me, not for public affirmation. I do it
because I like it, and guess what? When I don't like it, I mostly still do it because I know it's
good for me. I can't always list why it's good for me, but over time, I've learned that it is.
Now, like many of you, I'm not a writer who necessarily writes about a thing. I'm not a sports
writer or a fashion writer. I don't write fiction or political commentary. I'm not necessarily
teaching a process or a step-by-step tutorial because I write about faith, about discernment
and decision-making, about the sacred work of cultivating our inner life, and because of
that, it's not always easy for me to know where my personal writing ends and my public
writing begins, and this is something I wrestle with on the regular.
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Over time, I will say I've become better at discerning what's just for me for now and what
may be for others. I've tried to think of a way to describe this, and the only way I can think of
it right now is to say there's a certain ping I'll get that doesn't feel like it comes from me, but
also feels like my own voice or my own idea, but also it sort of has an energy behind it when
I know that it's time to share something I've learned or some way I see something in the
world. I don't always get that, and I don't always wait for it, but when I do, I pay attention.

I know the professional writing life may not be for everyone. I love my job and I'm grateful I
get to do it, but writing, the craft and practice of it, not necessarily the business of it, but I
think the craft and practice of writing is for everyone, or it could be, and I would love to see
people explore all the many gifts that writing has to offer us from self-discovery to
creativity, to grounding presence, and of course to discerning our next right thing and love.

*kx

Thanks for listening to episode 362 of The Next Right Thing. I hope this simple practice of
writing 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. Probably the place where my personal writing and
my public writing blends the most is on Substack at The Soul Minimalist. You can sign up for
free and you'll receive one post per month, or if you join us at the S5 a month level, you'll get
access to everything I write there as well as everything I have written in the past, all the
archives, including our Arrows workshop where I taught for an hour all about how to find
and follow arrows in decision making, just click the link in the show notes or visit
EmilyPFreeman.com and click the button at the top that says Substack. I hope to see you
there.

As always, you can find me online at EmilyPFreeman.com or on Instagram at
EmilyPFreeman. This episode was edited by the team at Unmutable and organized by Ashley
Sherlock. In closing, here are a few words from author Brenda Ueland. In her book If You
Want to Write. "It is like this. There are wonderfully gifted people who write a little piece
and then write it over and over again to make it perfect, absolutely flawlessly, perfect. A
gem. But these people only omit about a pearl a year or in five years, and that is because of
the grind, the polishing, the fear that the little literary pearl will not be perfect and
unassailable. But this is all a loss of time and a pity, for in them, there is a fountain of
exuberant life and poetry and literature and imagination, but it cannot get out because they
are so anxiously busy polishing the gem." Thanks for listening, and I'll see you next time.
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