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I. Openings 
 
We are going to talk today about risk. Let’s begin with a definition. This is how the American 
Heritage Dictionary defines risk: 
 
Risk. n. The possibility of suffering harm or loss; danger. 2. A factor, thing, element, or course 
involving uncertain danger; a hazard. 
 
 
Think for a moment of a time in the past month when you took a risk, when you felt that sense of 
danger. It may not have been something life-or-death; it may have been something mundane. Write 
a few notes to yourself about the risk you took in the space below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Risk involves the possibility of danger, and it involves uncertainty. In Hebrew, the word for risk is 
 ,סכין ’,sakana or danger. It is also related to the word for ‘knife ,סכנה sikkun, related to the word ,סיכון
sakin.  
 
Think about a knife for a moment. Use the space below to write some words you associate with a 
knife or draw a picture of someone using a knife. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What does your drawing tell you about how you think about danger, how you think about risk?  



II. A Talmudic Story About Risk 
 
The story we are about to read comes from the Babylonian Talmud (Ketubot 77b). We pick up at a 
digression. Until this point, the Talmud has been discussing cases in which a man can be forced to 
divorce his wife, including situations in which the man has certain bodily conditions that make him 
physically repulsive to her. One of the physical conditions cited is called ra’atan. We pick up with the 
Talmud’s discussion of the nature of ra’atan and the ways that certain rabbis responded to those 
afflicted with it. 
 
Please read the story with a havruta using the attached sheets. As you read, consider the following 
questions: 
 

1. How would you characterize the responses of the rabbis listed before Rabbi Yehoshua ben 
Levi? 

 
2. How would you characterize their feelings about the risks presented by ra’atan? 

 
3. What does Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi risk in interacting with ra’atan victims? What is the 

gain, and what is the potential loss? 
 
4. What enables Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi to take a risk that his contemporaries won’t? 

 
5. What do you think the knife symbolizes in this story? How do you understand the heavenly 

voice that says, “It is necessary for the creatures”?  
 
 
III. Postscript  
 
In his classic The Courage to Teach, Parker Palmer writes:  
 
We collaborate with the structures of separation because they promise to protect us against one of the 
deepest fears at the heart of being human—the fear of having a live encounter with alien ‘otherness,’ 
whether the other is a student, a colleague, a subject, or a self-dissenting voice within. We fear 
encounters in which the other is free to be itself, to speak its own truth, to tell us what we may not wish 
to hear. We want those encounters on our own terms, so that we can control their outcomes, so that 
they will not threaten our view of world and self. (p. 37) 
 
As we take personal risks and lead our communities to confront their challenges, what are the fears 
that will stand in our way, and where will we find the strength to endure them? Again, Palmer:  
 
In a time of tension, we must endure with whatever love we can muster until that very tension draws a 
larger love into the scene. There is a name for the endurance we must practice until a larger love arrives: 
it is called suffering. We will not be able to teach in the power of paradox until we are willing to suffer 
the tension of opposites, until we understand that such suffering is neither to be avoided nor merely to 
be survived, but must be actively embraced for the way it expands our own hearts. (p. 85) 

  
 
 



IV. Personal Havruta  
 
We’re going to divide into pairs.  In a moment, everyone should get a partner. We’re going to give 
each other the “spiritual check-up” that we spoke about.  It’s very similar to a physical check-up. 
 
These are the ground rules: 
 
1. Confidentiality.  Just like with a doctor, everything that is said between the two of you stays 
between the two of you.   
 
2. Total respect.  No judging or evaluating each other.  No giving advice.  We’re not trying to fix 
each other.  We’re trying to create a “safe space” so that each of you can sincerely express where you 
are holding spiritually. 
 
3. Deep listening.  Focus on each other.  Most people today just listen, but don’t deeply listen.  
There are some people in the world who are blessed to be exceptional listeners.  When someone 
deeply listens to us that enables us to deeply listen to ourselves. 
 
4. Reflective Questions:  If you ask your partner a question, make sure that it is a reflective, open-
ended question, not a question in which you are looking for a certain answer.  Examples of good, 
open questions: “How long have you felt like that?” “How does that make you feel?”  Examples of 
non-reflective, non-open-ended questions: “Why don’t you …?” “Have you ever considered doing 
this . . . ?”  
 
Take turns.  Listen to each other.  The questions are below. Remember, your task is to make space 
for the other person. You are both taking a risk in doing this. 
 
THE FOUR QUESTIONS 
 
1. How would you describe the condition of your spiritual life today?   
 
2. How would you like it to be?  How would your life be different if you were more spiritually 
connected? 
 
3. What is holding you back from becoming more spiritually connected?  What holds you back from 
taking risks? 
 
4. What is one thing you will commit to doing right now to take a risk in the coming week? 


