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To dare is to lose one’s footing momentarily. Not to
dare is to lose oneself.
—Sören Kierkegaard

Any person who makes the commitment to the
pursuit of something meaningful is at risk.
—Bob Shacochis

Our lives improve only when we take chances
and the ﬁrst most difﬁcult risk we can take
is to be honest with ourselves.
—Walter Anderson

Risk
I AM SEATED AT A TABLE in a ballroom so huge I can barely see the
other end of the room. My heart pounds—BOOMDADABOOMDADABOOM—and my chest seems about to explode all over the
beautiful parquet ﬂoor. What I thought were butterﬂies in my stomach
have mutated into locusts in a feeding frenzy.
The crowd of about three hundred managers ﬁnish their chicken
lunches. Waiters serve cheesecake and coffee as the din of conversation
ﬁlls the room around me. A man steps behind the microphone and I
see his lips moving. (I am, of course, watching all this from a parallel
universe far, far away.) And then I hear my name being called. Barely
able to stand, I start moving toward the sound of the voice. Somehow,
my legs carry me up to the podium. The room becomes deathly still.
I look out onto a sea of eyes, every one of them staring with rapt
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anticipation—right at me. They say it helps to imagine the audience
without clothes, but I’m the one who feels like a naked emperor. For a
moment, I glance overhead and imagine the glittering crystal chandelier
falling on me as a merciful reprieve from this, the most terrifying of all
possible risks—public speaking.
Afterwards, instead of making the long drive home, I make plans to
stay with a friend in the city. She anticipates an actual visit with a live
person; but all I can do is lie there like a rag doll, staring at whatever
images ﬂicker across her TV screen. I hate the way I feel—exhausted,
depleted from the day’s performance. But most of all, I hate the way
this work, that at ﬁrst so thrilled me, that seemed so glamorous, so full
of promise, and that made me feel so important, is now draining the
life out of me.
The next morning I stumble out of bed and take a long look at myself
in the bathroom mirror. The haggard face staring back at me silently
admonishes, “You are not cut out for this line of work.” There, in the
greenish cast of ﬂorescent lighting, is the ghastly truth: I’m really not.
I had taken a chance on trying something new by branching out
into consulting. Now, I had to be straight with myself: It wasn’t working.
I had to quit. Sometimes, the greatest risk we can take is to be honest
with ourselves. It isn’t easy for me to acknowledge my misgivings.
And, it is even harder to face the loss of lucrative business. At ﬁrst, I
think bitter thoughts to myself: “You can’t just quit. You’re going to
end up like your mother.”

r
We are so afraid of trying something and failing. We tend to condemn ourselves when we spend valuable time pursuing new avenues,
only to discover that they aren’t what we expected. But, chances taken
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that turn out badly can provide valuable perspective. Risking and failing
(or just ﬁnding out that something we tried isn’t right for us) can frequently open the doors to something better suited to our talents and
temperament. The risks I took while working in the public eye helped
to focus me on what I really wanted to be doing with my life.
After my foray into the hustle and bustle of the business world, the
beneﬁts of working at home again feel like a gift. Not only is the pace
of my life more relaxed, but the intimate, one-on-one relationships I
maintain with my private clients give me the opportunity to make a
meaningful, long-term difference—which, after all, is really the whole
purpose of my life. I feel nourished by my work in a way that I haven’t
for a long time.
In becoming such a public ﬁgure, I was pushing past my sensitive
and introverted nature—facing down my fear and growing in the
process, to be sure—but the results were not particularly satisfying in
the long run. My intuitive gifts were going to waste in the corporate
setting, which favors a linear, short-term approach to problem solving.
Upon reﬂection, it seemed to me that the risks I took on behalf of
corporate consulting were, in many ways, senseless. Even though I
received positive feedback for my efforts, I really wasn’t making much
of an impact by my own reckoning. Even worse, I simply didn’t care
enough about what I was doing.
In the months that follow, I move beyond my apparent failure.
I realize I can fulﬁll my need for more connection with the outside
world by taking a different kind of risk—one that offers the level of
depth and reﬂection that I crave, one that will also prove to be enormously challenging.
I had occasionally written articles as part of my work, but now I
make the decision to begin a regular writing practice. I create a small,
quarterly publication and invite contributions from other artists and
writers. In sending my intimate thoughts and feelings out into the
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world for people to read (and judge), I substitute one venue of risk
for another.

r
Creators live lives of risk. A creative life is risky because the process
stretches us beyond what we feel capable of doing and we don’t know
what will happen. The challenge lies in permitting ourselves to care
deeply enough about something to make taking those risks truly worthwhile. Sometimes the greatest risk lies in acknowledging the truth of
our desires.
After I have been writing for a number of years, people start asking
me if I plan to write a book. I really don’t believe I can write a book,
but rather than admit that out loud, I tell people that I don’t want to.
Deep down I am afraid. I am terriﬁed of the sheer volume of work
involved, terriﬁed of the demands such a huge responsibility will make
on me; terriﬁed of the sacriﬁces I will need to make. I have never given
myself to any single project that big.
RAT-A-TAT-TAT>>>My fears hurl rapid-ﬁre questions I have

no way of answering.>>>RAT-A-TAT-TAT>>>“What if I start but
can’t ﬁnish?”>>>RAT-A-TAT-TAT>>>“What if I ﬁnish and it is just plain
bad?”>>>RAT-A-TAT-TAT>>>“What if it is good but not good enough?”
>>>RAT-A-TAT-TAT>>>“What if no one wants it?” (meaning, of course,
What if no one wants ME?) RAT-A-TAT-TAT>>>Ack!>>No way!
Just entertaining the notion of writing a book triggers my deepest
insecurities: Am I valued? Am I good enough? Does anyone care?
It will take a decade before my defenses will let me get within
striking distance of consciously considering such a monumental risk.
Another decade passes before my heart ﬁnally overrules the last of my

73

74

Wild Ideas

puerile objections. But once my heart gets the better of me, there is
no turning back. Like a mother about to give birth, no matter what
happens, I can’t walk away.
Although most of us refuse to take a risk until we are compelled by
outside circumstances, it feels a whole lot better to be inspired by love.
When there is enough love, we are able to act in the face of our strongest
fears. And when we dare to use our strength in the service of what we
love, it becomes less and less important whether or not we are afraid.

Further Reﬂections On Risk
Writer Ray Bradbury said, “You’ve got to jump off cliffs all the time and
build your wings on the way down.” Take a leap and explore one or
more of the following questions. Write, draw, dance, paint, meditate . . .
6 In what areas of my life does fear of making a mistake prevent me
from making an attempt?
6 Would I rather take a risk and regret it, or do nothing and regret it?
Am I running away or moving towards something?
6 What kinds of risks have I taken in the past? What worked? What
were the beneﬁts of having tried even if it didn’t turn out as expected?
6 What would I risk if I knew I couldn’t fail? What sacriﬁces might I
need to make? What is the best outcome for taking this risk?
6 What is the smallest step I can make in the direction of what I love?
What is my support system for taking this risk?

And the day came
when the risk to remain tight in the bud
was more painful than the risk it took to blossom.
—Anaïs Nin

