
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The Next Right Thing” 

Rev. Jacqueline Decker Vanderpol 

Exodus 33:7-10 

John 8:31-38 

1 John 4:1-12 

 

I learned a new truth this week: if you want to learn a lot about someone, ask them how 

they make a decision.  In preparation for this sermon, I was doing my usual jaunt down internet 

rabbit holes when I decided to google “how to make a decision.”  I was curious what the 

prevailing wisdom of the internet was.  Then, I spent a while poking around the websites for 

Harvard Business Review, Psychology Today, and Oprah.com.  Given those three sites, I bet you 

can tell me which site gave each of these pieces of advice:  

• Aim for integrity by making a decision that is true to your authentic self.1 

• Pick a decision you’ve been postponing, give yourself three minutes, and just make it.2   

• When making a decision, don’t forget: most decisions can be undone.3 

I never realized that someone’s rubric for decision-making could be such a window into their 

soul.  But I suppose it makes sense.  Decisions show our priorities, and how we discern which 

decision to make shows our ethics, our values.   

A few years ago, Atul Gawande, a surgeon, wrote the exceptional book Being Mortal.  If 

you haven’t read it, you should.  The description on the back of the book will tell you it’s about 

how to have quality of life in the later years of life and how the medical profession can aid in 

that.  But it’s really about discernment and decision-making, how we know what’s best for 

ourselves or what’s best for our loved ones.  And that’s the real rub, as Gawande explains it: that 

when we make decisions for ourselves we have different priorities than when we make decisions 

for our loved ones.  When an adult child is faced with what’s best for mom as her age and 

limitations increase, safety is a priority that’s always at the top of the list.  When mom is faced 

with what’s best for herself, independence is always at the top of the list.  In the real world, that 

means when a family is touring a facility for mom to move into, mom is going to make sure there 

are locks on her apartment door, so she can have privacy and protect her independence while the 

adult child will look to make sure there aren’t locks on the door, so the staff can get to mom at 

any time, thus ensuring her safety.  After working with countless families in this situation, 

Gawande summarizes it this way: we want independence for ourselves and safety for our loved 

ones.   

That sounds reasonable enough until you actually have to make a decision: the apartment 

with or without locks?  You can’t have it both ways.  Whose priorities are going to win?  C.H. 

Spurgeon said: “Discernment is not knowing the difference between right and wrong.  It is 
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knowing the difference between right and almost right.”  Or, as friends of mine have been 

finding out lately, between this great job opportunity or that great job opportunity.  Or, as friends 

have also been finding out lately, between staying in a soulless marriage or putting themselves 

and their kids through the heartache of divorce.  If only decisions were about knowing right from 

wrong.  Sometimes it’s between two great things.  Sometimes between the lesser of two evils.   

And the types of decisions we’re expected to make change throughout life.  No one has 

given this more thought than the Ignatians.  Sure, they say, when we’re kids or teens, much of 

our discernment is about learning to recognize right from wrong, but then young adulthood hits, 

and we’re expected to make major decisions that can impact the rest of our lives, decisions that 

expect us to lean a lot on our self-understanding: Am I a good fit for this type of work?  Am I 

suited to be in a life-long relationship with this person?  By middle adulthood, the Ignatians say, 

most of our discernment is about getting the attachments and obligations we’ve already 

developed to play well together.  We’ve got the spouse, the kids, the work, the aging parents.  

How do we best balance those responsibilities?  And, then in our later years, discernment focuses 

on how best to use the energy and resources we have and how – as health and finances change – 

we are called to change along with them.4   

If not by the wisdom of Harvard Business Review, Psychology Today, and Oprah.com, 

how do we make all these decisions as our lives change?  How do we know how to tell the best 

right thing from the other right thing?  How do we know this truth, Jesus promises, that will set 

us free?  When Scripture talks about decision-making, about discerning God’s will for us, as it 

does in 1 John 4, it warns us of what we already know: not every decision is from God; we need 

to test our impulses, our intuitions, what scripture calls “the spirits” to see if they’re from God.   

And then immediately after that, 1 John starts talking about love – not about getting it right, not 

about being right, but about love.  You would think the conversation about discernment, about 

decision-making would sound something like this: “Dear friends, let us be right, for being right 

comes from God.  Everyone who is right has been born of God and knows God.  Whoever is 

wrong does not know God because God is right.” 5  But it doesn’t.  Instead, it sounds like this: 

“Don’t believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God…. From this we 

know the spirit of truth and the spirit of error.  Dear friends, let us love one another, for love 

comes from God.  Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God.  Whoever does 

not love, does not know God.”  

So, love, Scripture says, is the basis of all good discernment, but in the real world that’s 

not always as helpful as we would like it to be.  After all, it’s because I love my mom so much 

that I don’t want her to have a lock on her door… although she may see the loving thing as 

honoring her wishes to have one.  It’s these very real complexities of life that have led God’s 

people since Moses to lean on the wisdom of the community, aware that one person alone can 

easily get lost in the forest of choices, but a group stands a far better chance of finding the way 

forward.  Knowing this, as the Israelites wandered in the wilderness for 40 years – constantly 

setting up and taking down camp, moving from this place to the next – they would always set up 

one extra tent.  It was on the outside of camp, away from the distractions of everyday life and 

existence, and it’s where you would go when you needed to seek the Lord – when you had a 

question, a decision, when you were discerning God’s path for you.  It was the “tent of the 

meeting,” where you met God and others as you sought what was best, what was most loving.     
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Our “tents of the meeting” look different today, but they still exist.  Churches still have small 

groups that reflect on life and scripture together.  We still gather in spiritual direction or model 

our prayers after monastic prayer practices.  And, it’s not just Quakers who participate in Quaker 

Clearness Committees anymore – those groups specifically designed to listen and pray with 

someone as they find God’s leading.  Whether we know it explicitly or not, we know intuitively 

that God’s voice is easier to hear when others listen with us.   

Even so, some decisions seem too large to eat in just one bite.  Some paths are too 

unwieldy, too much of a change of direction to take all at once.  That’s where the wisdom of a 

different tradition comes in: the recovery tradition, that of Alcoholics Anonymous and Narcotics 

Anonymous and AlAnon and many other recovery groups.  Knowing what a monumental change 

of path people in these groups are trying to make and knowing that small, seemingly 

insignificant decisions can trip people up, one of the sayings of the recovery tradition is “just do 

the next right thing.”  If figuring out what to do with an entire day seems too much, get out of 

bed and “just do the next right thing.”  That may be making your bed or eating breakfast or 

taking a shower and brushing your teeth.  Don’t worry about what comes after that.  Just do the 

next right thing.  It is deeply wise advice that could be applied to so many of our lives, so many 

of our decisions and could have consequences beyond our imagining.   

That was absolutely true for Bill.  Bill had been sober for just a few months when he 

went on a business trip that went disastrously wrong.  His business having fallen apart on the 

trip, unable to even pay his hotel bill, he paced the lobby of his hotel trying to figure out what to 

do, wishing he could talk to someone.  It was 1935, so there were no cell phones, but at the end 

of one of the hotel hallways, he saw a bulletin board with phone numbers of local churches and a 

phone sitting next to it.  Down another hallway, he saw an open door that led into the hotel bar, 

people sitting around – drinking, chatting, laughing.  Depressed and feeling broken, he really 

wanted to talk to one of those seemingly-happy people.  I mean, he’d been sober six months by 

now.  Certainly, he had the resolve to drink a ginger ale while in the bar with them, he thought to 

himself.  Bill had a decision to make, and he decided to do the next right thing.  He walked down 

the hall to the bulletin board, picked up the phone, and called a church at random.  The 

clergyman who picked up listened to Bill and put him in touch with a parishioner who was 

struggling with his sobriety.  The parishioner was Dr. Bob.  Supporting each other, Bill and Dr. 

Bob both got sober – which is a celebration on its own – but even more significantly, together, 

they founded AA, Alcoholics Anonymous – an organization we can rightfully credit with saving 

millions of lives.6   

Doing the next right thing may have saved Bill’s life, and without him knowing it, it 

would save many, many other lives, but standing in the hotel lobby, Bill wasn’t aware of any of 

that.  The decision Bill thought he was making was between drinking a ginger ale in the hotel bar 

or cold-calling a church at random, and Bill did the next right thing.  Amen.   
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