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SYNOPSIS 
Taking Risks 

If leadership is so risky, why bother? This session draws upon textual and leadership 
learnings that encourage us to connect to our purpose when engaging in leadership, 
understand the risks we inevitably take when exerting leadership, and learn to anchor 
ourselves so we can be more resilient in exercising leadership for the common Jewish good. 

The ability to survive and to recover is part of what it takes to be a leader. 
It is the willingness to live a life of risks that makes such individuals 

different from others. 

Rabbi Sacks (Lessons in Leadership, p. 33) 

This unit aims to explore the questions: When is it worth it to step into leadership work? How 
do we know? How do we choose? And, once we’ve entered the risky territory of leadership 
work, how do we protect ourselves so that we can make progress? 

 

EDUCATIONAL GOALS​
 
Learners will emerge from this session with the following enduring understandings: 

●​ Purpose must be at the heart of any leadership endeavor; one must be clear on why 
one is choosing to step into the fray 

●​ Leadership work invariably involves risk. That is one of the hallmarks of the work. 

●​ It is as important to cultivate the tools to manage one’s self as it is to manage the 
issue. 

●​ We need to build our own capacity to know ourselves and care for ourselves if we 
are to be successful in tackling leadership challenges. 
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INTRODUCTION​
 
In this session, we will explore the elements involved in stepping into the fray of leadership. 
If leadership is an activity in which anyone can engage, then leadership is always a choice. 
Sometimes, when we feel called to leadership, we feel that the choice is choosing us; this is 
usually an indication that the leadership work is deeply aligned with our passion and 
purpose. But each time we step into leadership, we are making an active choice, and that 
choice invariably involves risk. We will discuss the risk-benefits of leadership work, and ways 
in which we can begin to think about mitigating the risks. 

Judaism is a religion of doing, and what we do together is greater than 
any of us could do alone. That is the challenge of leadership...daring 

greatly makes us great. There is no other way.  

Rabbi Sacks (Lessons in Leadership, xxviii)  

Corridor to Learning 

From Ronald A. Heifetz (The Practice of Adaptive Leadership: Tools and Tactics for Changing 
Your Organization and the World, p. 236) 

Purpose: 

The only reason to step into the unknown is because you care deeply enough about the 
issue to take a risk. As we will see, just as Abraham had a clear sense of purpose that 
motivated him to be different and smash his father’s idols and leave his home, so too do we 
have our purpose that can inspire us to take risks. 

Think about a leadership challenge you are tackling. Can you articulate its purpose?  
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In the below chart, list the things you’re currently doing to achieve that purpose; new things 
you might try that are bolder than what you are doing now, and, finally, things that seem 
outrageous and risky.  

Discuss with a partner what things in the second column you might try, and whether or not 
there is anything you might even try from the third column. 

Things I’m Doing Now New Things I Might Do Things I’d Never Do 
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FRAMING 
When we confuse leadership with authority, we also tend to focus on the power conferred 
upon leaders. The desire for power, for position, for respect, for recognition, can become 
intoxicating. While authority, a kind of fame, often comes with these enticing attributes, real 
leadership can involve the opposite: it can involve being ostracized, criticized, and disliked. 
When we exert leadership, we are not doing what is popular. We are doing what is 
necessary. 

Leading is about being active, not passive, choosing a direction, not 
simply following the person in front of us. Leaders do not complain, they 

do not blame others, nor do they wait for someone else to put it right. They 
act. They take responsibility. 

Rabbi Sacks (Lessons in Leadership, p. 305) 

There are multiple risks involved in this kind of work - risks to one’s self, and risks to those 
you are encouraging to make change. When we exert leadership for the sake of making 
change on an issue about which we are passionate, to try to bridge the gap between 
people’s espoused values and their behaviors, we are, by definition, stepping outside of the 
realm of our authority. One is never authorized to rock the boat and mess with the status 
quo. And so, we enter dangerous territory. “Who do you think you are?” is a common 
response to those attempting to exert leadership. We might make enemies. We may lose 
friends. Leadership is lonely. We have to be careful not to dance too far off the edge, so that 
we don’t get pushed away from those we are trying to help and serve. 
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We must also be mindful of how much frustration, discomfort, and newness people are 
willing to tolerate. Change is slow, it must take time. There are risks involved in avoiding the 
work of leadership - risks of perpetuating the status quo; and there are risks involved in 
pushing people to change too quickly.  

This theory of leadership posits that evolution is a more effective and lasting way to make 
change than revolution. Lasting, systemic change, that involves changing the hearts, minds, 
and behaviors of groups of people, cannot happen in one fell swoop. It requires tremendous 
patience and time. It also requires managing people’s fears of perceived losses, and helping 
them through actual losses during the change process. It is crucial to ask: if we are 
successful in achieving our desired purpose, who will lose something? How can we hold 
their hands through this loss so that they are able to tolerate the change? 

When Abraham is called to leave his home and go on a journey towards the unknown, he is 
being asked to risk his entire life for something he does not understand and cannot envision. 
Yet, he knows that the current state is not true to his essence, and he has a deep moral 
sense that he, and others around him, can be living differently. Abraham is a powerful 
example of a risk-taker for the sake of a larger purpose, and the ways in which he navigates 
risk is inspiring and illuminating. 
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HEVRUTA LEARNING & REFLECTION 
Find a learning partner, a Hevruta.​
Spend 15 minutes reading and discussing each text cluster. 

Text Cluster I 
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Text Cluster II 
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INTEGRATION & PRACTICE 
Being a leader who challenges the prevailing consensus is not easy. It requires courage, 
conviction, and commitment. It also involves taking risks and facing uncertainty. Sometimes, 
we might feel alone or misunderstood in our quest for change. That is why it is important to 
take care of ourselves and our well-being. In the following section, we will explore some 
strategies and tips for self-care and community care, as well as some resources and support 
networks that can help us in our leadership journey. 

Leadership work often involves modeling to others the process of change. We must build 
our own capabilities for taking risks, learning new behaviors and ways of thinking, and 
stepping outside our comfort zones. We have found that in order to do this, people involved 
in leadership work need the following anchors to sustain themselves: 

Sanctuary: Find spaces that nurture and re-charge you. Spend time in those places. This is 
not a “luxury.” It is crucial for your well-being and ability to hold others through the fray. 

Daily Practices: In times of stress, we fall back on our habits. Good leaders need good 
habits. Forge healthy habits in times that are less intense, and fall back on them when 
challenges arise. 

Ground Yourself in Purpose: Remember why you are choosing to do this difficult work. 
Remind others why this work matters. When things get tough, lean on purpose. 

Anchor Yourself with Confidantes: Confidantes are people who care more about you 
than about the issue. It is crucial to have people in your life you can share with, who can hold 
you and support you no matter what. 

 

●​ What anchors you when you feel overwhelmed?  

 

 

●​ What is your Sanctuary? What are your Daily Practices?​
What is your Purpose? And who are your Confidantes? 
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TAKE-AWAY EXERCISE 

"I want you, says God to Abraham, to be different. Not for the sake of being 
different, but for the sake of starting something new: a religion that will 

not worship power and the symbols of power -- for that is what idols really 
were and are. I want you, says God, to "teach his children and his 

descendants to keep the way of the Holy One, by doing what​
is just and right" (Gen. 18:19). 

Rabbi Sacks, The courage not to conform.​
Covenant & Conversation: A Weekly Reading of the Jewish Bible.  

 

●​ Choose something - big or small - that you are willing to take a risk for. 
 

●​ Think of three small acts you can do to make leadership progress on this issue. 
Commit to trying those acts within the next month. 
 

 

UNIT LESSON SUMMARY:  

Leadership is risky work. Our leadership must be deeply 
grounded in meaningful purpose, and we must care for 

ourselves as we lead. 
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