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383: How to Know if a Process is Worth Trusting

I'm Emily P. Freeman and welcome to The Next Right Thing. You're listening to episode 383.

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.

What does it mean to “trust the process”? What qualifies as a process worth trusting? How
can we discern the difference between when it’s time to trust the process and when we need
to disrupt it? Let’s get into it together.

Listen in.

*k*

I wonder if you, like me, have a complicated relationship with the phrase, “Trust the
process.”

Trust people? It depends.
Trust God? Mostly.
Trust myself? I'm learning!

But to say trust the process, at least at first glance, feels like a trite way to comfort myself
when things are difficult or seem to be going in a way other than the way I thought or hoped
they would go. It may offer short-term relief but doesn’t give long term guarantees. Telling
myself to trust the process can sometimes feel like a way to avoid facing reality. Is “trust the
process” just a glib saying that sounds good on Instagram but requires either further
explanation or ignoring all together?
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Maybe you're in the midst of trying to discern if you are in a season where you need to trust
the process OR if it’'s time to move in another direction.

Perhaps the question is less “should I trust the process or not?” and more “how can we know
which process is worthy of our trust?”

First - let’s define our terms.
What do we mean by “process” then, what do we mean by “trust”

For the sake of conversation, let’s borrow some process language from the computer science
world (a sentence you'll literally never hear me say again). Operating systems run on
processes and these processes run through a lifecycle of states - NEW, READY, RUN, and
TERMINATE.

In the new state, the process is being created or initializing

In the ready state, it's loaded into the main memory and waiting for the processor to become
available

Once the system begins to execute the process's instruction, that is the run state.

And then in the terminate state, this is the process has finished or been executed.

This is the simplified emily p freeman version to be quite fair, but there’s also a possibility
that the process would be interrupted for various reasons and enter a block or wait state or
a suspend ready state which i understand has to do with main memory and secondary
memory and you know we're not getting into all that.

But in general, a process - any kind of process - goes through various states or stages. This
is true of all processes - from computer operation systems, human development and
spiritual formation.

Here are some things to consider. What kind of process am I trusting? Is it internal or
external?

Behavioral processes - The outward movements of our lives; the habits and actions that
quietly shape who we are becoming.

Mental processes - The inner narratives and thought-patterns that frame our experience;
the stories the mind tells and retells. I would also include the decision making process here,

though it’s not exclusively a mental process.

Spiritual processes - The inner experience of our soul; how we form meaning, relate to
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mystery, and learn what is sacred; this is our gentle reorientation of the soul toward what is
most real. The formation of character, self-hood, birth and death.

Developmental processes — The slow unfolding of the self over time; growth that cannot be
rushed, only received and tended. (childhood, adolescence, young adulthood, parenting,
perimenopause, aging in general)

Emotional processes - How we learn to notice, name, and to respond with care to the
feelings we experience, Grief and loss, for example.

Relational processes - The living space between us; the rhythms of presence, repair,
influence, and belonging that shape our shared lives.

Related to relational processes are civic or communal processes, shared rhythms of people
learning to live together in order to create the kind of world we want to live in:

Civic processes - things like voting, peaceful protest, town halls, policy implementation,
accountability structures that safeguard integrity

Democratic process - How we shape our common life, choose representatives, make
communal decisions, how we define freedom and enforce laws and accountability.

So the first question is to determine what kind of process are you trusting? Is it an
interpersonal process (democratic, relational, civic, behavioral) or is it an intrapersonal
process (emotinal mental, developmental, spiritual)

Of course these processes don't stay in their own lane and are all connected and sometimes
both - spiritual formation is both an interpersonal and an intrapersonal process.

Another question to consider: Do I have lived experience to help me know if this is a process
worth trusting?

Trusting the process works best in areas where [ have some lived experience that the
process is trustworthy. An example:

The creative process. I know from experience that creative ideas almost always have some
kind of natural flow:

I have a great idea and fly high on great idea energy
Hyper-fixate on great idea

Workshop great idea in my head and on paper

Run into roadblocks related to great idea

Idea seems less great

Great idea becomes terrible idea
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Terrible idea haunts me

Hyper-fixate on cleaning out my closet, ordering skincare, scrubbing the sink with a
toothbrush all to avoid thinking about terrible idea

Notice all of the great ideas everyone else has

Wallow

Binge watch a show

Stare out the window

Walk, pray, live, be a person, hold terrible idea anyway

Fully face terrible idea with all of the grown up energy I can possibly muster
Terrible idea retreats and great idea emerges with more nuance and clarity
Throw parts out, keep parts in

Begin again with a grounded great idea

This is the creative process I've learned to trust. So when I'm in the notice all the great ideas
everyone else has stage, I can trust that I won’t be there forever. Even though my body and my
emotions even my thoughts may be telling me I need to walk away, give up, pause or
terminate this process,ilt doesn't mean [ should quit or I'm doing it wrong or I'm not a
professional. It's just part of the creative process. I can rely on my own decades of lived
experience to keep moving forward.

But when I first started out writing, I didn't have that lived experience and so the third
question to consider is: Do I know someone who has lived experience to help me know if this
is a process worth trusting?

Learning a new skill, starting a business, becoming a parent for the first time, learning to
breastfeed, taking ownership of your own finances, improving your health in some way -
these are processes that someone may say to you trust the process! And tho you don’t have
lived experience YET, you can turn to others who do - a mentor, a healthcare professional, a
financial advisor.

Does history have anything to teach me about this particular process?

George Santayana, Spanish philosopher, essayist, poet, famously said, “Those who cannot
remember the past are doomed to repeat it.”

How can this help us know if it's a process worth trusting? Well, let’s say you are experiencing
feelings of hopelessness or sadness or an overall lack of motivation and emptiness and
someone says, “Ah well, emotions come and go, it’s part of life, you'll get over it, trust the
process” That would be terrible advice anyway, but also perhaps your family background
indicates a history of depression which is valuable information to have - no amount of
“trusting the process” is going to help you feel better. That's not to say there isn’'t a process
you could trust, but “time” in this case, is likely not one of them. Instead, you might want to
seek out the lived experience or expertise of someone else and become educated or informed
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on how to get some physical, mental, and emotional support.

And then of course collectively in our communities of faith, our neighborhoods and cities, on
the local and national levels we are hopefully always asking which processes are worth our
trust, which ones need shoring up, which ones need pivoting, and which processes need to go.

Some processes are worth following, others need to be disrupted and refined, and then there
are the ones that should be terminated forever.

Where are you in the process?

As you determine if a process is worth trusting, it's good to make note of where you are in that
process.

New - As you run a cost benefit analysis, you may not have enough information yet to know so
you have to ask if the risk of not moving forward outweighs the risk of taking action. When I
was considering starting this podcast, I knew I had to trust the creative process. I was familiar
with some of the self-doubt and hesitation that comes with starting something new, but I
wasn’t ready to actually move forward until I was more uncomfortable with the idea of not
doing than I was afraid of the consequences of doing it.

Ready - moving through, starting out, the ducks in a row state.

Pause / Hold - If you're pausing or holding, what disrupted this process? Was it an outside
factor or an inside job? Did you choose to stop or did someone or something else choose for
you?

Execution - it's moving along but something is causing you to question it

Sometimes a process is worth trusting at first, and then something changes, we run out of
money or time or other resources; we have a family emergency, an injury, or even a loss of
interest. if you're quetioning a particular process, it could be good to know which state you're
in - in my experience the further I get in the process, the more I can trust my own
discernment when I begin to question it - as I'm going through these various states and I start
to see yellow and red flags, I need to pay attention. To what?

What rises up in me when I consider trusting this particular process?
It could be anything, but here are some I can think of

Impatience - mid-life, developmental
Doubt - parenting young adults
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Alarm - lately things happening in government
Relief - dont’ have to figure it all out right now
Humility - I'm not in control

Anxiety / fear -

Hope -

So what about you?

Where do you sense an invitation to trust the process these days?

Is there a particular process you tend to always be skeptical of?

Have you learned anything about trusting the process that has served you well over time?
There are good questions to consider as you make your decisions and discern your next
right thing in love.

*k*
Thanks for listening to episode 383 of The Next Right Thing.

I hope this simple practice of discerning when to trust the process is just one more rung on
the trellis upon which your ROL can continue to grow. While it’s true this is a pdocast about
making decisions, the bigger truth is our daily decision are making ou rlives.

There’s aways more to say about the topics we cover on The Next Right Thing but I have a
high value of wanting to keep these episodes short and digestible. Still, I often will start an
idea on the podcast and continue it over on substack over time. This time, I started at idea
on substack and continued it on the podcast. The creative process at work.

If you want to join us over at The Soul Minimlaist, it’ just 5 dollars a month and you get
access to everything we do there including our private instagram account, the How to Find
and Follow Arrows workshop, and full access to our community journal club.

Visit emily p freeman dot substack dot com to join us and learn more.

As always you can find me on line at emily p freeman dot com or on instagram at emily p
freeman. This episode was edited by the team at Unmutable and organized by Ashley
Sherlock.

In closing, here are a few words from Allen Levi in his book Theo of Golden, on the process
of grief and acceptance:

“Living with sadness, accepting it, is easier than trying to pretend it isn't there. It is another
of life’s great mysteries that sadness and joy can coexist so compatibly with one another.”
Thanks for listening, and I'll see you next time.
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