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Here’s to making life-giving decisions
over the next twelve months.

_____________ – _____________
MONTH/YEAR

MONTH/YEAR
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introduction
JUST DO THE NEXT RIGHT THING

N

o matter how old you are or what stage of life you’re in, you
will always have decisions to make. Some of those decisions
will have noticeably life-changing consequences or life-shaping
outcomes, but many of them will seem tiny and rote. The daily
choices you make aren’t always monumental, but they are always
there. In fact, it’s estimated that adults make over thirty-five thousand decisions every single day. One by one, those decisions are
quietly, steadily making your life.
As each day rolls into the next, you’re led through one life transition after another—potentially one fog after another—always looking for the clearings, always watching for hope, always listening
for clues that you’re headed in the right direction. Even the most
grounded and professional among us can suffer from decision fatigue given the right set of circumstances.
When I’m in a season of transition, waiting, or general fogginess, the best and most approachable advice I’ve ever received is
to simply do the next right thing. Authors Anne Lamott and Brennan Manning both have their own version of this advice, as do
Introduction
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Martin Luther King Jr., Theodore Roosevelt, and Mother Teresa.
For decades it’s become a common catchphrase spoken by coaches
in locker rooms and leaders in boardrooms, and it is a lifeline for
those in the recovery community. And while he didn’t say this
exact phrase (that we know of, anyway), Jesus’s entire life was
marked by living day by day, listening to and caring for those in
his path, and simply doing the next right thing in love. The phrase
has been such a fixed point for me that I started a podcast called
The Next Right Thing where I dedicate each short, weekly episode
to a thoughtful story, a little prayer, and a simple next right step for
listeners.
We want to do the right thing but sometimes don’t trust ourselves to know what the right thing is. We worry we’ll choose the
good but miss the best. We’re concerned that maybe we are too late
or too early. We fear we’ll miss out, miss the boat, or miss the point.
We overanalyze options, potentials, and possibilities. We consider
what our family thinks, what our friends think, and what everyone
else thinks we should do in a particular situation. Meanwhile, we’re
suspicious of our own desire, fearing that what we want may not
be what God wants. If only we could make life decisions with more
confidence and clarity.
Before getting too caught up in the pressure to do the right
thing, consider this: the beauty of doing the next right thing isn’t
necessarily found in the word right but in the word next. To do the
right thing may sound easy in general, but in the midst of a foggy
transition, it can be hard to know what that is. But to do the next
right thing is more friendly, accessible, and hopefully possible.
If you’re struggling through a transition, carrying a heavy bag
filled with unmade decisions, or worried about choosing the right
thing for your life whether you’re fifteen, twenty-five, or fifty, this
6

The Next Right Thing
Emily P. Freeman, The Next Right Thing Guided Journal
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2021. Used by permission.

_Freeman_NextRightThingJournal_LS_jck.indd 6

9/1/20 11:49 AM

journal is here to serve as a fixed point for you through every
decision-making season of your life.

After the release of The Next Right Thing book, I heard from
readers and friends who said they loved the prayers and practices
at the end of every chapter but wished they had a place to record
their progress, capture seasonal reflections, and explore on a more
personal level the impact their decisions were having on their everyday lives. Not only did I nod my head in agreement, but these
requests served as an invitation for me to dive even deeper into my
own practice of weekly, monthly, and seasonal reflection.
Intentional list-making is a key part of my own decision-making
process, and for years I had several different journals for capturing
these different kinds of lists and reflections. But if there’s one thing
I know for sure, it’s that when we’re suffering from chronic hesitation or decision fatigue, the last thing we need is a stack of half-
used blank journals to choose from. We need prompts, guidance,
and a dependable place to make a list. Essentially, this is the tool
I’ve always wished I had, a guided journal for decision-making all in
one place.

Introduction
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WE DO NOT LEARN
FROM AN EXPERIENCE . . .
WE LEARN FROM
REFLECTING ON AN
EXPERIENCE.
—JOHN DEWEY,

HOW WE THINK
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why use this journal

T

his journal is not a daily planner for your to-do lists, and neither
is it a goal-setting workbook for you to record your progress.
Instead, it’s a companion for life-giving decision-making, and it is
rooted in reflection.
One common mistake we make when we have the desire to make
good decisions is that we try to peer into the future to discover
what it might hold, what the outcomes we want to achieve are, and
what roadblocks we wish to avoid. This is a natural tendency and is
often what we’re encouraged to do. The only problem is the future
hasn’t happened yet, so how can it possibly teach us? Instead of
looking ahead and guessing about outcomes, let’s look back and
gather information. The best indicator of life-giving decisions for
the future is paying attention to choices we’ve made in the past.
If you are a person who loves that magical week between Christmas and the new year, this journal will be your new best friend. For
many of us, that week is an in-between collection of days where a
lot isn’t expected of us in terms of our schedule, so we may have a
little extra time to pay attention to our soul. We look back over the
year, think over what was good and not so good, and consider how
we want to move into the year to come. What a beautiful practice.
Why Use This Journal
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Unfortunately, while that week of reflection is helpful, it may be the
only time we intentionally reflect all year.
Essentially, in this journal we’ll take the posture of that final week
of the year and spread it out over the course of twelve months. And
by the way, this can be any twelve months. You may pick up this
journal in January and work through it until December. But if you
start it in April or September, that will work just as well. Think in
terms of ninety-day blocks rather than particular months of the
year, and you’ll be just fine.
If reflection doesn’t come naturally to you, you’re still in the right
place. Maybe you have the desire to be more intentional with the
decisions you make and the way you spend your days but have no
idea where to start. We’ll do this together, and we’ll take it slow.
This journal exists to help you discern your next right thing by
paying attention to your last right thing and your right-now life.
Ideally, this resource will be a kind companion for you over the
course of a year, guiding you through monthly and seasonal questions, reflections, and intentions. The goal is not to work your way
through it for the sake of finishing; the goal is to walk your way
through it for the sake of listening to your life.
Maybe you want to make better decisions. But what if you could
also learn to make them in a better way? No more late-night pro/
con lists, frantic calls to friends, or last-minute doubting and
second-guessing about a decision you’ve already made. With these
intentional reflections, prompts, and simple lists, you’ll begin to
recognize personal patterns and preferences while gaining valuable
perspective about what is life-giving and life-draining in this season of your life.
If you picked this book up because you have a decision to make
and want help making it, hear this: one of the simplest ways to
10
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make more informed decisions in your life is to reflect on decisions
you’ve already made. Our choices define our lives, not just the ones
we’re carrying right now about our future, but also the ones we’ve
made in our past. Wouldn’t we do well to bring them to mind and
see what they have to teach us?
When I go through life without reflection for too long, I feel like
I’m only half-human. I forget who I am, what I most long for, and
where I’m headed. I walk around with a list of to-dos scribbled on
the back of a crumpled receipt in the bottom of my purse and a low-
grade panic in the pit of my soul. Have you been there?
The practice of looking back and paying attention serves as
an anchor for the soul in a fast-moving world. Instead of waiting
for the world to stop so we can catch up, we slow ourselves, look
around, and name what we see.
When I’m paying attention to the public road I’m walking and
my private world within, I tend to be more patient, more kind, more
willing to give myself and others grace. I am able to notice what
God is up to within me and around me. We are humans, not robots.
We have the capacity to not only make choices but to learn from
choices we’ve made. So let’s get started.

Why Use This Journal

11

Emily P. Freeman, The Next Right Thing Guided Journal
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2021. Used by permission.

_Freeman_NextRightThingJournal_LS_jck.indd 11

9/1/20 11:49 AM

how to use this journal

I

f you’ve already read The Next Right Thing book, then the following may likely be familiar to you. Either way, here is a brief explanation for the rhythms, prompts, and lists you will find in the pages
that follow.

A RhyTHM OF REFLECTION MADE SIMPLE
Many have the desire to be more aware of life as they live it, to capture memories and reflect on past decisions to inform future ones.
But without guidance, it can be difficult to know where to start and
what to look for. The format for this guided journal will keep you on
track with weekly, monthly, and seasonal reflection practices.

SEASONAL
We are created to live rhythmically in the rhythms of creation. Seven
days repeated in a sequence of four weeks place us in the rhythm of
the twenty-eight-day phase of the moon circling the earth. . . . We are
immersed in rhythms. But we are also composed of rhythms. Physiologically we live out rhythms of pulse and breath. Our hearts beat
steadily, circulating our blood through our bodies in impulses of
How to Use This Journal
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sixty or eighty or a hundred times a minute. . . . We are embedded in
time, but time is also embedded in us.*

If God had made the world straight up and down, we would have
no seasons or change, just the sun shining straight at the equator
all year round. Instead, he chose to tilt our world on its axis, making
a way for strawberries, red leaves, quiet snow, raging hurricanes,
spring showers, and sunflowers standing high in salute.
The way the world tilts, turns, and rotates on a predictable
rhythm we can measure and count on year after year is equal parts
comforting and mysterious. God built a rhythm into creation
around us, and it is mirrored within us: in birth, life, death, hellos,
goodbyes, joys, and sorrows. We carry this rhythmic pattern with
each inhale and exhale that sustain us.
The tilt made a way for long light as well as long darkness. The
tilt made a way for change. The earth moves, sometimes giving and
sometimes taking, then spinning around and giving something or
taking something back again. As we reflect on our lives, let’s take
our cues from the built-in rhythm of the world. All good stories
have both darkness and light, and so it goes with us.
When we stand at the end of one season and the starting edge of
the next, it’s tempting to race right into the future without considering the season we’ve just moved through. But that costs us something, and we may not realize it until we approach that same season
a year later. Reflecting on a seasonal basis is a gift to your future self
and can prevent overcommitment to things that don’t much matter.
With the following pages divided into four repeated sections,
you’re invited to look at your life according to the seasons. Just
* Eugene Peterson, Christ Plays in Ten Thousand Places (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
2008), 68.
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as the seasons cultivate different growth patterns in nature, this
rhythm is seen in us as well. Themes of waiting and listening in the
dark tend to rise to the surface during the wintertime, while themes
of growth and new life emerge in spring.

MONTHLY AND WEEKLY
While big-picture reflection is important during each season,
it will be made easier if we are also paying attention at the end of
every month. Throughout each month will be questions for reflection, simple prayers and practices, quotes for remembering, and
even a monthly quote page for you to place a quote that’s currently
meaningful for you. Once per month, you’re invited to record the
books you’ve read or are reading as well as the art you’re enjoying (podcasts, music, movies, shows). You may also keep a weekly
record of what the days hold in your “These Are the Days” lists, explained below.

A LIST OF LISTS
Lists are simply a tool we use so we don’t forget things. We make
grocery lists so we don’t forget bananas and to-do lists so we don’t
forget to take the dog to the vet or sign the permission slip. But lists
can be good for other things too; namely, things going on in us beneath the surface. Our lives are always telling us a story. But is the
story true? How can we know for sure? The first step is to pay attention, and an easy way to do that is to make a list.
• These Are the Days (weekly): Each month includes a two-
page spread of four blank lists with this heading. You may want
to use one list per week to simply record a list of what your
How to Use This Journal
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current days look like, bullet-point style. It’s not meant to be a
narrative description but more of a big-picture glance. What are
the things these days hold?
• A List of Gratitude (monthly): You need not sit down and
write down what you’re thankful for all at once. If it comes out
that way, lovely. But you may return to this list over the course
of the month and write down things as they come, a way of paying attention as you go along. What are you grateful for this
month?
• A List of Questions (monthly): The decisions we are required
to make in our lives begin first as questions. Which schooling
choice is best for our kids? How can I care for aging parents?
How will I pay the bills when I don’t have a job? When is the best
time to sell the house? Every day we carry questions, and we
may not realize how many. This monthly list is a place to record
the questions you’re carrying all in one place so you can have a
birds-eye view of decisions you may need to make each month.
• A Life Energy List (monthly): This is one tool to help you pay
attention to your actual life so that you can discern what your
next right thing might be, allowing past decisions to inform
future ones. This may be the most important list of all because
it’s one that helps you to intentionally discern your yes and your
no before the time comes to make the decision in the first place.
This list is meant to be preemptive, not reactive. It won’t eliminate your need to decide things when decisions come your way,
but it could serve as a helpful filter for future decisions.
To fill out your monthly Life Energy List, simply ask yourself two questions: In the past month, what was life-draining?
What was life-giving? It may help to do this by categories
16
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such as work, schedule, family activities, business partnerships, travel, deadlines, relationships, volunteer commitments,
and/or daily routines. There’s no wrong way to do this as long
as you are truly honest about the things that bring life and the
things that drain life. It can be tempting to judge ourselves
when making these lists, thinking certain activities or commitments should bring life when in fact they do not. The more
honest you are, the more informed your decisions will be.
The goal for this list is not to eliminate everything on the
life-draining list. That’s not realistic or even wise. We will always have things we have to do no matter how we feel about
them. But we will also have things in our life we say yes and
no to based on habit, fear, or expectation. This list can help us
know what they are. You may discover your life-draining list
is actually filled with things you can opt out of. On the other
hand, you may have something listed on your life-giving list
you would like to incorporate more often. These are things to
pay attention to.
Another way of asking these two key questions (life-
draining and life-giving) could be this: Over the last month,
what pushed me from God (life-draining) and what drew me
to God (life-giving)? Remember, there are no wrong answers.
What is life-giving or life-draining for you may be different
from me. And what is life-giving to you now may be draining
for you six months from now.
• A List of Arrows (monthly): When we have questions, it’s
natural to want answers. Instead what we usually get are arrows: not a full answer, but maybe one next right thing. When
we have decisions to make, sometimes the answer comes all
at once but more often the answers emerge in a slow unfolding. God often gives us a faint vision of things before they ever
How to Use This Journal
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come to be. It’s not a full form, more of a shadow, unfocused
and unclear. These arrows don’t come with sure things or solid
instruction, but they do come with hope. As you consider the
questions recorded at the beginning of the month, here is where
you can keep track of the arrows as they emerge during the
month.
• A Happy List (monthly): This is a list to record what you’ve
read, watched, listened to, and made this month, from books
to music to podcasts, lectures, or conversations. Did you make
a budget or a scarf? Did you read a fantastic article? Did
you write a song or a poem? What a happy list of things to
remember!
• A Look-Ahead List (quarterly): Look ahead at the next three
months and consider six primary areas of activity. Do you have
any travel plans scheduled over the next three months? What
deadlines will come across your desk? What does family life
hold? What celebrations or anniversaries need to be considered? Will you be hosting guests? What will be happening
in your community this season? We do not make decisions
in an empty room. We need to consider how our lives will be
impacted in each season, so it’s important to remind ourselves
what each season will hold.
• What I Learned (quarterly): Oprah calls it one of her most
embarrassing moments, when film critic Gene Siskel asked
her on live television, “What do you know for sure?” and she
didn’t have an answer. After that, she did a lot of thinking about
the things she knows for sure, and this is often a question she
asks others. That story inspired me to consider what I knew for
sure, but I found that to be a complicated list to keep. Instead, I
18
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realized I would rather explore the step that comes right before
what I know for sure—that’s a list of what I’m learning.
This is a friendly, fluid list to keep as you pay attention to
your life. It allows room for you to hold experiences in your
hands, walk around with them, ask questions, and sometimes
set them down and consider if it’s time to leave them behind.
This list can be comprised of anything you’re learning about
anything, whether it’s silly, simple, or sacred. These lists will
serve as a quarterly reminder that you aren’t just doing things
but are becoming someone. Who are you becoming? What are
you learning along the way?
These eight lists will repeat throughout this journal, guiding you
through twelve months of reflection and intentional list-making to
help you discern your next right thing. You can always refer back
to these descriptions to remind yourself of the intended purpose
of each list, but of course you’re free to make this journal your own
and use the lists in whatever way makes sense for you. Most of all,
I hope you will fill these pages with honest words about your right-
now life so you can discern your next right thing in love.

How to Use This Journal
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GOOD DECISIONS REQUIRE CREATIVITY,
AND CREATIVITY REQUIRES SPACE.
STILLNESS IS TO MY SOUL AS DECLUTTERING
IS TO MY HOME. BECOMING A SOUL MINIMALIST
DOES NOT MEAN THAT YOU SHOULD
HOLD ON TO NOTHING BUT THAT
NOTHING SHOULD HAVE A HOLD ON YOU.
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S E AS O N

_______________________________________________________________

WI NTE R, SPRI NG, SU M M E R, AUTU M N
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A PraCTICE: NOTICE THE SILENCE
Silence may be more accessible than you think. Begin to notice the
naturally silent spaces in your days—the first light of morning, your
office space when you arrive early, the walk to the mailbox, your
apartment before your roommate gets home from work, the drive
to the grocery store. Rather than filling these times with sound or
holding on to the soul clutter by rehearsing past conversations or
future possibilities, decide instead to let yourself be quiet inside the
silence. Write down what you hear.
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THE QUIET YOU FIND IN STILLNESS CAN SERVE AS A COLANDER,
helping you discern what you need to hold on to and what can

fall gently away. What is one thing cluttering your mind that
you can let go of today?

Guided Journal
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A LOOK-AHEAD LIST FOR _____________________________________ (SEASON)
TRAVEL

DEADLINES

FAMILY

24

The Next Right Thing
Emily P. Freeman, The Next Right Thing Guided Journal
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2021. Used by permission.

_Freeman_NextRightThingJournal_LS_jck.indd 24

9/1/20 11:49 AM

CELEBRATIONS

GUESTS AND HOSTING

COMMUNITY

Guided Journal
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refleCTIONS FOR _______________________________________________ (SEASON)
I WANT . . .

I NEED . . .

26

The Next Right Thing
Emily P. Freeman, The Next Right Thing Guided Journal
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2021. Used by permission.

_Freeman_NextRightThingJournal_LS_jck.indd 26

9/1/20 11:49 AM

I HOPE . . .

A PraYER
We confess we live distracted lives, and our insides often shake
with constant activity.
We have grown accustomed to ignoring our low-grade anxiety, thinking that it’s just a normal part of an active life.
This might be typical, and it might be common. But let it not
be normal.
Instead of trying to figure out how to calm the chaos and
hustle around us, we rejoice with confidence that we don’t have
to figure our way back to the light and easy way of Jesus, because you have already made your way to us.
We have your Spirit living within us, which means there’s hope
for us after all.
You invite us into each moment to simply do the next right
thing in love.
Guided Journal

27

Emily P. Freeman, The Next Right Thing Guided Journal
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2021. Used by permission.

_Freeman_NextRightThingJournal_LS_jck.indd 27

9/1/20 11:49 AM

A quoTE FOR THE MONTH
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