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       A Willingness to Risk 

Pastor Ron Dunn        June 25, 2017 
 It was, I think, one of the most remarkable athletic accomplishments that I have 
witnessed in my lifetime.  And it didn’t involve a three pointer or a monster dunk.  It didn’t 
include a 500 foot home run or a leaping catch at the fence.  No, it involved a simple pair of 
climbing shoes and a bag of chalk—no ropes, no pitons, no safety harness of any kind. 

On June 3rd, Alex Honnold did the unthinkable—indeed, the unimaginable.  He did what no 
one else has ever done.  He scaled the face of the mighty “El Capitan” in Yosemite—
completely without assistance of any kind—and he did it in less than four hours’ time!  To 
give you some perspective about this, an average climb that relies upon the use of ropes as 
a safety precaution, often take approximately 20 days to complete.  Alex made this climb 
without ropes in less than four hours! 

Can you imagine?!  One slip, one missed toe-hold or hand-hold and the consequence would 
have been his death.  There was, quite simply, no margin for error on this astonishing climb.  
Fortunately, there was no error on this occasion as 31 year old Alex deftly scrambled his 
way up the sheer 3,000 foot face of the most imposing granite slab in the world.   

I think that it is safe to say that Alex Honnold was born to be a climber.  It is a part of his 
DNA.  Even so, the question remains, “Why would he be willing to take such a risk?  What 
was it that compelled him to attempt such an astounding climb? 

Some have said that his choice to do so was not only dangerous, but foolish and misguided.  
It’s possible that their vocal criticism says more about them than it does Alex.  For, if you 
have read any of the articles about him, you know that while this was certainly, a great risk, 
it was a risk that he had been preparing for most of his life.  It’s estimated that he has 
climbed El Capitan for 60 times.  He knew every square inch, every crevice, and every ledge 
that led up the face of the smooth granite wall.  This climb was hardly approached casually 
or carelessly.  It was not merely a whim or fantasy of climbing glory.  No the desire to climb 
the face of El Capitan was rooted in something much deeper than that. 

When Alex was in college at UC Berkeley, his father and both of his grandfathers died.  As 
he processed his grief, he decided that he wanted to leave school and dedicate himself to 
climbing full time.   

When he told his mother of his plan, she was very supportive of him.  Rather than 
expressing her concern for his safety or his choice to leave school, she told him that he had 
her blessing.  As she recalled, “I gave him my van and said, “Go find your heart.”  And 
that is precisely what he proceed to do. 

It was, no doubt, a very difficult thing for her to do and to say.  It would have been 
understandable for her to plead with her son not to leave school—and certainly not to 
devote himself to climbing.  After all, what kind of future does that offer?!  But she didn’t do 
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that.  Instead, she had the wisdom and the love to be able to want for her son the very thing 
that his heart called him to do.   

In a world in which we are so often encouraged to “play it safe,” and not to venture out too 
far, their story stands in sharp contrast to the conventional wisdom that often looks upon 
the idea of taking risks as something to be avoided at all costs. 

Ironically, I would like to suggest, this morning, that one of the real dangers that we 
face on this journey we call life is the danger of automatically choosing to “play it 
safe.”  Indeed, there is something to be said for the choice to “take risks;” the choice 
to step out in boldness and faith in order to “go find our hearts,” that is, the life that 
brings to us a sense of deep purpose, fulfillment and joy. 

Now, I want to be clear that I am not advocating that what is needed here is to take a few 
climbing lessons and then go put our lives at risk by scaling the face of El Capitan.  For the 
vast majority of us, that would not be a wise decision.  In fact, it would be a downright 
foolish decision.  What I am advocating, however, is the ability to discern those 
moments in our lives in which risk is not only appropriate, but perhaps, even 
essential to the experience of living and loving fully and deeply.   

In our Gospel lesson this morning, Jesus shares the intriguing parable of the talents.  It is a 
parable that is often cited in regards to stewardship and the investment of the resources 
with which we have been entrusted.  Yet, its’ central message is much broader than merely 
its connection with money.  This is a parable about the importance of taking the risk of 
stepping out and investing the talents, the abilities and the gifts that one has been given.  
The two servants who do that are praised and rewarded.  The one servant didn’t do that.  
He was afraid to take the risk of making any investment at all.  Instead, he buried what he 
had and gave it back to his master upon his return. 

And, as you know, it did not end well for this man.  The little that he had would be taken 
from him and he would be cast out into the outer darkness.  There is, you see, more than a 
subtle hint here that true faith involves risk—not necessarily wild and uncalculated risk—
but risk that is both thoughtful and bold. 

This, of course, is a message that is easily overlooked by those who insist that the well lived 
life is one that unfolds within the neatly prescribed lines of a pre-determined template.   
Rather than take the risk of failure and disappointment, they prefer instead, to play it safe.  
As Maxie Dunham has observed, “Some people prefer the hell of a predictable situation 
rather than risk the joy of an unpredictable one.”  

It’s true, isn’t it?  We, likely, can think of people that we know that fit that description to a 
tee.  They are the ones who live by the motto, “Never do anything for the first time!”     
And you know what?  They don’t.  They stay on prescribed path, the paved path, and never 
venture “off road” where the pavement ends.  To be sure, it is safer that way, but it is also 
much more predictable, uneventful and yes, boring. 
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Life can be many things, but it is not meant to be boring!  In her poem, “When It’s Over,” 
Mary Oliver writes that she doesn’t want to be guilty of “merely having visited this world.”  
No, life is meant to be explored and exploration requires a willingness to take risks. 

Perhaps you are aware of the risk that Rebecca Byrom is choosing to take.                                                                  

On Friday, July 21st, Rebecca is going to do something that never in a thousand years could she 
have imagined herself doing.  Rebecca, who doesn’t like to fly, is going to jump out of an 
airplane and parachute to the earth below.  While this is a big risk for Rebecca, it is a 
thoughtful risk.  She is doing it in conjunction with an instructor from the Patriot Parachute 
Team who will parachute with her. 

You may be curious as to why Rebecca would choose to do this.  The answer is standing 
beside her in the picture you see.  His name is Alex and he is Rebecca’s grandson.  As you may 
know, eleven year old Alex has been courageously battling osteosarcoma, a form of cancer, for 
nearly a year.  Rebecca is choosing to face down her fear of flying and parachuting in order to 
raise both awareness and money for help find a cure for this form of cancer. 

To be sure, it is a risk that Rebecca would have never imagined herself taking, but it is a risk 
that Rebecca will gladly take for the sake of her grandson and the many other children and 
adults that suffer from this life threatening disease.  It you want to learn more about what you 
can do, Rebecca would be happy to talk with you. 

Someone once observed that, “In the end, what we regret most are the chances that we never 
took.”  What are the chances that you might take, the chances that you might need to take in 
order to find your heart?  In order to find the passion that moves you, the joy that excites you, 
the vision that pulls you into a future that you had never imagined? 

 The Apostle Paul was someone who believe in taking risks.  He was, of course, passionate and 
persistent in his goal of sharing the good news of the Gospel; the life changing impact that a 
relationship with Jesus Christ could make.  In our passage from Philippians, this morning, Paul 
is quite clear that the past no longer matters, that what has been is no longer binding.  He 
even goes to far as to suggest that he considers all of his impressive credentials—his spiritual 
pedigree, if you will—as loss, as so much rubbish, for the sake of the surpassing value of 
knowing Christ Jesus as Lord.   

Rather than be content to rest on his spiritual laurels, Paul insists on continually stepping out 
in faith and taking the risk of following the uncharted path that God had placed before him.  As 
he writes in verse 12 of the 3rd chapter:  “Not that I have already obtained this or have 
already reached the goal; but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has 
made me his own.”  He then adds, “Forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to 
what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in 
Christ Jesus.” 

Paul was passionately pursuing the goal that God has placed within his heart and he was 
willing to take whatever risk was necessary in order to find it.  Are you willing to do the same?  
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To be sure, it will not and indeed, cannot happen without a willingness to risk, without a 
willingness to allow your dream, your passion and your pursuit of what might be to overcome 
your inclination to be satisfied with what is. 

 The risk, of course, is that you might fail and you might fall.  But it is important to remember 
that even failure can be a part of the learning curve that leads to the success or fulfillment that 
we seek.  As Robert Kennedy once observed, “Only those who fail greatly can ever achieve 
greatly.”    

How many times did Thomas Edison fail in his attempt to create the light bulb?  How many 
failures did the Wright Brothers endure?  Failure, you see, was merely a part of the 
prescription for their eventual success.  And so it is for you and for me. 

Allow me to conclude, this morning by simply suggesting that this invitation to risk, to find 
our hearts in the possibilities that God has placed before us, applies not only to us as 
individuals, but to us as a community of faith.  I am convinced that this faith that we hold, this 
good news that we proclaim not only invites us, but actually compels us to step up, to step out 
and to take bold risks in order to fulfill our calling.  This is not a time to be timid.  This is not a 
time to “play it safe.”  This is a time that cries out for those who are willing to take the risk of 
proclaiming and living a message of inclusion, of justice, of compassion for all.   

What risks are might we be willing to take for the sake of this gospel that has been entrusted 
to us?     For what cause will we be willing to stand up?  For what need might we will be 
willing to speak out?   I believe that one of the fundamental differences between churches that 
are vital and alive and churches that are in decay and decline can be found in the willingness 
to take risks—not casual, careless risks, but thoughtful, bold and courageous risks that are 
taken for the sake of being faithful to the gospel of Jesus Christ, for the sake of finding their 
heart and living into God’s dream for their lives. 

Without question, that does involve risk.  But it is, I believe, a risk worth the taking…a risk 
that might just be the difference between life… and death.  Amen! 

  

 


