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“Choosing to Risk” 

A Sermon by the Rev. Dr. Stephanie May 

First Parish in Wayland 

March 10, 2019 

 

Over the last three months of sabbatical, I have been researching both U.S. history and 

family history. I have driven nearly 10,000 miles in a trip to Ohio, Indiana, and Michigan; 

and in others to Savannah, GA, Lancaster County, PA, and East Hampton, Long Island.  I also 

visited Gettysburg, Yorktown, Jamestown, Philadelphia, and Washington D.C.   Returning to 

the monthly theme of ‘journey’ felt like great timing!   

 

As I learned more about the history of immigration to the United States and expansion 

across the developing nation, again and again I wondered, why?! Why leave the comforts of 

a city or town for an undeveloped wilderness? Attempting to tease out the reasons for 

migration from the fragments of historical record inevitably requires some imagination—

as well as acceptance that we may never fully understand.  

 

For example, in 1620, ninety women boarded a wooden ship in England bound for the 

Virginia colony of Jamestown. Founded thirteen years earlier in 1607, the Jamestown 

colony had spent its first decade floundering. Located on an island in a brackish river, the 

swampy land meant fresh water was in short supply, but mosquito born disease could run 

rampant. At times the local Powhatan tribe helped the English survive by delivering food in 

exchange for English goods. And yet, at other times, violent conflict erupted between the 

English and Powhatan. During the winter of 1609-10, fear of Powhatan violence kept the 

English in the fort as food supplies dwindled without access to hunting, fishing, or trade. Of 

the 300 English who began the winter, only 60 remained in the spring.  

 

After a relative peace with the Powhatan was reached in 1614, English settlers continued 

building homes and planting crops. However, to further encourage stability in the colony, 

the Virginia Company who managed the colony decided to import wives for the 

predominantly male population.   

 

Why would a woman get on that ship? In the historical records, the ninety women are 

described as “younge, handsome and honestly educated maydes.” Did they know what 

awaited them? Did they understand the risks of the journey they were about to make? 

Scholars suggest that many women embarked with the hope of a better economic life—the 

same reason as many men. Yet, it is also important to say, that in 1819, the first African 

slaves had arrived in Jamestown. Not everyone who arrived did so by choice. 

 

https://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/women_in_colonial_virginia
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But for those women who chose to get on that boat, why did they choose to risk shipwreck, 

disease, starvation, violence, and a bad marriage?  

 

Choosing risk is part of every journey of course. We get in a car or board a plane and there 

is some risk involved. Of course, we often do what we can to minimize risks on a journey. 

We might sign-up for a tour group with a good reputation to guide us through the 

unknown. We head to the health clinic to be immunized against disease. Or, we simply buy 

a map or make sure our phone and credit cards will work wherever we are going.  

 

And yet, despite our best efforts, risks remain. We might miss a connection or sprain an 

ankle. We might encounter a detour or even get lost.  

 

So why do people choose to venture into the unknown?  

 

Often the choices of what to risk and what journeys to take can be deeply personal—

varying from person to person. For me, I have loved solo car trips since I could drive at 16. 

By the time I was 23, I was driving cross-country alone. My ideal is to camp enroute, but 

hotels are fine I suppose.  For me such journeys are a joy.  And yet, I have had multiple 

people express concern that I was taking too much risk . . . or, at the very least, taking a risk 

they would not feel comfortable taking. Especially my parents when I was 23… 

 

And yet, for me the bigger risk feels like staying put in one place and missing the 

opportunity to experience more of the world. The bigger risk feels like sitting inside and 

losing a sense of connection to nature and the basic importance of food, shelter, clean 

water, and fresh air.  

 

By definition, taking a risk means the possibility of loss or injury.  What we choose to risk—

or not to risk—is one way we can determine what we most value. What journeys are worth 

the possibility of loss? 

 

Merriam-Webster goes even further to suggest that risk also means the possibility of peril.  

In researching history, the possibility of great peril appears repeatedly. Standing at the 

battlefield of Gettysburg where the Confederate troops charged over an open field into the 

center of the Union line, I could almost hear the echoes of agony by the soldiers as they lay 

dying, the gasps of horror by those burying the dead in the aftermath, and the cries of the 

families as they gathered to hear President Lincoln try and make sense of their loss.   

 

And, near Morristown, New Jersey, I stood beside a Presbyterian church where my 

ancestors were members. During the Revolutionary War, the church served as a smallpox 
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hospital for American soldiers. In the winter of 1777 while the army quartered in local 

homes, Washington decided to have the soldiers inoculated for small pox—a bit of live 

virus given to all the men. Looking again at the January 1777 deaths of two Morristown 

ancestors, I realize anew how the cost of independence was paid not only by soldiers. I am 

left imagining whether my ancestors’ choice to risk hosting a soldier at their home or 

caring for soldiers at their church led to their death.  

 

Having spent three months traversing the territory of U.S. history and family history, I 

return home to my quiet, safe life in a Boston suburb with new questions and uncertainties.  

What would I choose to risk? Why?  

 

Not all journeys need to be as literal as cross-country road trips.  Some of the riskiest 

journeys we embark upon may be within us.  It can be a journey of enormous distance to 

decide to face the truth of an abusive situation . . . or memory. It can be tumultuous journey 

to wrestle with received legacies of racism or sexism, homophobia or transphobia. Or, 

sometimes the most difficult journey can be between two people—perhaps reaching out to 

an estranged friend or family member. 

 

We are all on journeys of many kinds because the nature of life is to move, to change, to 

avoid stasis. And with any journey comes the possibility of loss and of growth. With any 

journey, we encounter choices about risk.   

 

Choosing what to risk and whether to risk is often deeply personal. Not only is risk linked 

to our values; risk is also tied to our fears.  For me, I value knowledge and am afraid of 

being perceived as ignorant. Consequently, in a room full of people, I rarely raise my hand 

to ask a question. Or, when I am expected to know the answer to a question, I can find it 

hard to say, I’m uncertain or that I don’t know. And so, I am left to wonder, can I risk not 

knowing? 

 

In her book, A Feminist Ethic of Risk, Unitarian Universalist scholar Sharon Welch explores 

what it would mean to live by an ethic of risk. She discusses how we want to avoid risk by 

attempting to control the outcome. We want to know how it will turn out before we commit 

to action. And yet, Welch cautions, there is a danger to this approach. When confronted 

with challenges to which we cannot know the outcome, we can avoid ever starting any 

actions. We can even fall into despair about the intractability of a problem. Welch proposes 

an ‘ethic of risk’ to help us move beyond this kind of inaction and despair.  

 

She points out that for many people living in situations of oppression, they have often acted 

without assurances of the outcome. There are, in fact, deep traditions of resistance to 
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injustice and inequality that take risks for the sake of what they believe is right. In 

particular, Welch explores the writings of African American women to teach us how to craft 

an ethic of risk. Describing the aims of an ethic of risk, Welch writes: 

 

“[G]iven that we cannot guarantee an end to racism nor the prevention of all war, we can 

prevent our own capitulation to structural evil. We can participate in a long heritage of 

resistance, standing with those who have worked for change in the past. We can also take 

risks, trying to create the conditions that will evoke and sustain further resistance. We can 

help create the condition necessary for peace and justice, realizing that the choices of other 

can only be influenced and responded to, never controlled.” (p48) 

 

How might your life change if you lived by an ethic of risk? What might you do differently? 

What values are you living by in your choices? What fears are curtailing your risks? Would 

it make a difference if you acted by what you thought was right—even if you were not 

certain of the outcome?  

 

In coming back from my sabbatical, I had imagined that the time away might allow me to 

return to First Parish with a well-honed vision for our next chapter together—a clear map 

for our next steps. Instead, I return with this question:  what will we risk? I don’t know the 

outcome or the programs or the actions that may flow from this question. But what I do 

know is that as a congregation we too are on a journey. While our physical location may not 

have moved for more than 200 years, what it means to be religious in this world certainly 

has. And, at this moment, religious life is changing still as religious affiliation continues to 

decline, especially among younger adults. Faced with this context, what is next for First 

Parish on our journey as a congregation? What will we risk in order to thrive, to be 

welcoming and relevant to all generations of people, to engage in traditions of resistance to 

injustice? 

 

There are not questions for me to answer alone—I will risk my own fear and say I do not 

know the answer or the outcome.  There is no map.  This is a journey with risks.  

 

Today kicks off a season of stewardship. We are the stewards of First Parish for this 

moment on our congregational journey. We receive the legacy of those who came before us 

and are the caretakers of what happens next. Accordingly, perhaps this is also a season for 

reflecting upon where we are on our congregational journey? 

 

As a congregation, our journey started just twenty years after those 90 women arrived in 

Jamestown. Five times the congregation took the risk to build a Meetinghouse in which to 

gather for all matter of events and services. Thirty-eight times, the congregation has taken 
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the risk of calling a minister. In the last decade, the congregation has taken extraordinary 

risks:  a major capital campaign, welcoming a new minister as well as graciously welcoming 

back Ken Sawyer in a new role as minister emeritus. You have also gone beyond these walls 

to show your support for our Muslim neighbors, immigrants, and transgender persons. 

Through it all, you have continued to risk caring for one another and for this community—

even though our hearts have ached in loss and in despair . . . you have not hardened your 

hearts but continued to care and to hope. 

 

Our journey together is rich and varied, complex and even complicated at times. The 

outcome of our journey is not guaranteed. What happens next depends on what we do 

next—on what we choose to risk. My hope is that First Parish will be a place where we can 

clarify our values, be honest about our fears, and support one another in the risks we 

choose—as individuals and as a community.  

 

I don’t know what risks you or we may take.  

But, I look forward to the journey with you. 

 

Amen.  


