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365: A Blessing for Birthdays

I'm Emily P. Freeman, and welcome to The Next Right Thing. You're listening to episode 365.
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.

It's the last week of April and before the month gets away from me, [ wanted to have a short
birthday episode for you to return to when your birthday rolls around. And I say that
because April is my birthday month. Now, a few years ago, episode 272, I did a Soul
Minimalist's Guide to Your Birthday, so I won't redo that episode again, but you can check
that out if that sounds interesting to you. For today's episode, I'll keep it short and sweet
with just four questions you can ask yourself during your birthday week. Listen in.

*k*x

I wonder what it looks like for you to celebrate another year of your one beautiful life in a
way that feels like you, without the clutter of doing it in a way that you think you should, or
the way you've always done it before, or the way someone else expects that you ought to do
it. There are as many ways to answer that question as there are people, and I'll also say we'll
answer it differently depending on the year. As for me, every year it seems like my birthday
sneaks up on me and my sweet family asks what I want to do for my birthday or how I want
to celebrate it, and sometimes to be quite honest, [ have a really hard time answering that
question.

Well, I mentioned it in the intro, but I think episode 272 could help you if you also have a
hard time answering that question. And just because you may have the luxury of making
decisions about how to celebrate a birthday doesn't mean those decisions are always clear or
easy. And sometimes it's the choices about how to have fun that actually trip some of us up.
Spoiler alert, I'm not the girl to help you make decisions about how to celebrate your actual
birthday in a super fun way. But what I can do is give you a few reflection questions during
your birthday week that could help you get a little clarity for this next year of your life. Now,
these four questions do have a theme and there are four things that I want us during our
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birthday week to consider making.

Number one, in what areas of my life right now do I need to make room for compassion?
Y'all, birthdays can be a whole thing. We know this to be true. There's a temptation and
sometimes a great invitation to look back at the last year and that can be good, but it can
also be overwhelming because maybe this time last year you did some of these questions and
you find yourself now in a really different place than you thought you would be. Maybe
there's goals that weren't met or decisions that weren't made or decisions that were made
but turned out differently than you imagined. And so I wonder if there are areas in life right
now where you can find room for compassion for yourself. Maybe in fact that could become
a new spiritual practice for you this year is to find tangible, practical, real useful ways to
practice radical compassion for yourself this year.

Number two, where is an area that you can make a change? I think of this mainly in terms of
something that isn't working, something you actually have some agency in, and here is
where you get to be brutally honest with yourself. Are you making donations to the gym but
never going? Cancel that subscription. Make a different plan. Do something that works for
you. Is there a relationship that's languishing, in need of a clarifying conversation? What if
you just had it and stopped waiting for the perfect time? Is the configuration of your living
room driving you absolutely batty? Is your side table too far away from your bed, but you just
keep not doing anything about it? Move some furniture around. See what happens. See if it
makes a difference. Where's an area that you can make a change? Think about different areas
of life right now where that might be true for you.

Number three, what is something you want to make space or time for this year? Now instead
of looking back, this one is a little bit of a looking forward question, depending on what time
of year your birthday is or when you're listening to this episode. Maybe you made a list of
goals at the beginning of the year that represents decisions that your past self made that
maybe life and time and headlines and the news and things happening in your family or
whatever have caused you to just forget about some of those decisions that you made or
goals that you set. Maybe you want to revisit those. Make space for revisiting those, and by
the way, give permission to change them if you need to, because guess what? You can do
that.

I wonder if there's a book you've been meaning to read, one you've had on your shelf for a
really long time, or one that you've been meaning to get to but you just haven't yet. Maybe
you want to make space for that this year. Maybe there's a book you've wanted to write. Take
some notes, jot some things down. Get started. Now's the time, my friend. Do you wish you
had more time to spend outside or with friends? Invite someone over, take that weekend
trip, start that project even if you don't feel ready. Making space and time is not about
finishing. It's often about starting or continuing. What does that look like for you?

Finally, make peace. Where in your life right now would you love to make some peace? Is
there something you're holding onto that is just time to let go? Will letting it go make room
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for more breath, more light, more freedom and more joy? If you don't know how to let it go,
maybe this is the year to find the support you need, a spiritual director, a counselor, a
therapist, a group, a friend, a community, something, some people, some place where you
can find a little bit of support for yourself so that you can take steps toward letting
something go. And maybe this time next year you could finally say, "You know what? I've
made my peace with that." Maybe you know you want peace, but you're not sure in what
area. Ask yourself, what needs my attention? Is there an anxiety I've been living with that I
can't place or name? Am I holding onto a disappointment or a dream or a desire that I
haven't yet had space to consider? Sometimes just asking the question is enough all by itself
to stir things up in a good way.

I hope these four questions of things that you can make are kind companions for you on
your birthday or during your birthday week. I remember when [ was a kid and our parents
started turning 40 and they would have that little chant, like I would see black balloons in
people's yards or signs that say, "Lordy Lordy, Linda's 40." Of course now we know being 40
is barely being an adult. I mean, really? Come on. But the point is dreading birthdays are so
1990s. We do not shame ourselves for getting older. We celebrate every year of life we get.
Here's to making room, to making a change, to making time and to making peace. What a
privilege it is to age and to mark another year of doing our next right thing in love.

**k%

Thanks for listening to episode 365 of The Next Right Thing.

I hope this simple practice of reflection on your birthday 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, we also know our daily decisions are making our lives. Fun
fact, today marks episode 365, which means you can now listen to one episode of The Next
Right Thing, not including bonus episodes, for every day of the year. Congratulations, happy
you. You're welcome. If you like reflection questions, by the way, like the ones I asked in this
episode, at the end of every month, I send out a free letter to anyone on my letter list and I
always include three questions for reflecting on the month we just had before we move in to
the next month. I answer those questions myself just to get you started, and then I also
share a list of books I'm reading. You can go to emilypfreeman.com/letter to sign up for
that, and of course you can click the link in the show notes to go there too.

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. Now
in closing, a few words from a little book I've been reading called The Intellectual Life, where
author A. G. Sertillanges says, "The Future is always the heir of the past." Thanks for
listening, and I'll see you next time.
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