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5/3/2020 
 
Nothing Ventured, Nothing Gained 
 
Our current sermon series is “Drawn In: Living the Creative Life 
With God.” Two weeks ago, Laura focused on the keyword 
“dream;” last week Mary Fox considered how the term, “hover” 
applies to the creative process, and this week, our lens for looking 
at creativity is “risk.”  
 
I’ve entitled these remarks,”Nothing ventured, nothing gained,” a 
phrase that dates back over 600 years to the great English poet 
Geoffrey Chaucer, author of the “Canterbury Tales.” This well-
known proverb reminds us that we can’t expect to achieve 
anything without taking some risks. This applies to many aspects 
of our lives, and especially the creative process. 
 
Let me share a few pictures with you. This is a notebook I use 
when writing lyrics.* Here, the notebook is opened to a new, blank 
page.* Here is a sheet of music paper, with no notes written on it.* 
Here is a picture of my computer screen as I am about to write 
today’s sermon. It’s not completely blank—I’ve written today’s 
date on it, and the title: “Nothing Ventured, Nothing Gained.” *And 
finally, here’s a picture of a man with a parachute on his back at 
the moment of jumping out of an airplane.* What do these 
pictures have in common? They all mark the point of inception, 
that moment when when an exciting new venture is beginning; 
yes, writing lyrics, composing music, even writing sermons—
these activities are a lot like jumping out of airplanes. 
 
Now we often talk about risk/reward ratio; measuring risk against 
reward can aid in making stock market investments, for example, 
or help you decide your bet when playing poker. Jumping out of 
an airplane is inherently risky, but if the plane’s engines are on 
fire and it’s spinning out of control, most of us would strap on the 
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parachute and gladly take the risk, because it would be even 
riskier to stay in the plane. Life is full of risks. 
 
Creative acts certainly have risks: There’s the risk that your 
project doesn’t come out that well. Frankly, first drafts often stink! 
Beethoven was known to revise constantly, until he got the music 
to sound just the way he wanted; the creative process is subtle 
and requires both concentration and commitment. 
 
Of course, there’s the risk of humiliation; unveiling your latest 
creation to a chorus of boos, catcalls, and bad reviews is a 
disheartening experience, to be sure. But engaging in a creative 
act in order to garner approval of others should not be your goal; 
it is the work itself that matters. And sometimes it takes awhile for 
others to recognize the achievement—Stravinsky’s avant-garde 
music for the ballet “Rite of Spring” was considered so 
scandalous on its Opening Night that it was greeted with a near-
riot; now it is considered one of the most influential works of the 
twentieth century. 
 
Creative acts certainly have rewards; there is always the 
satisfaction of a job well-done, and sometimes an artist can even 
make a living by his craft! And not just the creator is rewarded; all 
of us have benefited because Beethoven wrote his 9th Symphony 
or Leonardo painted the Mona Lisa, or the Beatles wrote and 
recorded their songs. 
 
In 1966, I applied to Harvard University, and for the required 
original essay, I wrote about how our creative endeavors are an 
echo of God’s bringing Creation into being, a belief I still hold. I 
don’t know what the admissions committee thought of the essay, 
but I was accepted as an undergraduate, and I had a terrific two 
years in a very stimulating environment, as a music major at a 
great liberal arts college. 
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Why only two years? Well, the summer after my sophomore year I 
formed a ten-piece jazz-rock band in Chicago, and we started 
getting gigs right away. I didn’t see the point in waiting a couple 
more years to start my career when an opportunity presented 
itself right in front of me. It wasn’t long before the other members 
of “Ned,” the folk-rock band we had started in Cambridge,  
Massachusetts, also moved to Chicago, and as you know, that 
band is still performing over fifty years later! 
 
But dropping out of school to follow creative dreams certainly 
entailed risk. An Ivy League degree is almost a guarantee of a 
healthy income in any of a number of fields; a drop-out is 
guaranteed nothing. And leaving school as a twenty-year-old in 
1969 also meant exposing myself to the draft at the height of the 
war in Viet Nam. Not that I was in danger of being called to serve 
in the military; as a pacifist, my danger was going to prison for my 
commitment to nonviolence and my conviction that war is not an 
appropriate way to solve international problems. Here I got lucky; 
getting a high number in the lottery that the Selective Service 
System put in place that summer kept me out of both Southeast 
Asia and out of jail. 
 
But did I even weigh the risk/rewards of leaving academia to 
pursue an artistic career? Frankly, I did not; it wasn’t an 
intellectual decision—rather, I was “drawn in.” Sometimes I’m 
asked by a young person,”how do I know if I should pursue a 
career in music?” Probably the best answer I could give is, ”if you 
have to ask the question, then the answer is probably, ‘no, you 
shouldn’t.’” For if someone is driven to be a writer, a composer, a 
dancer, a painter, they’re all in from the gitgo—they’re jumping out 
of that plane, no matter what. The risk/reward ratio does not 
apply; the more apt formula is “nothing ventured, nothing gained.” 
 
Too much assessment of risk, too much caution, can inhibit 
creativity. That’s one thing I learned as a composer for theater 
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and film, genres that often have strict deadlines. If I need to have 
a score ready in three weeks, I need to make sure my “hovering” 
is accomplished ahead of time. Once the composing starts, there 
is no time to indulge in the mental game called “writers’ block,” 
being scared to write that first note for fear that it might be a bad 
one. Just start working, and soon the flow will begin. 
 
You see, being creative, whether as a career path or simply in all 
the ways any of us might express ourselves in our daily life, is all 
about flow. Many composers, myself included, do not even 
consider ourselves the true authors of our compositions—no, we 
are channels for the music, for all creativity ultimately comes from 
God, the source of all Creation. We may work hard to become 
better channels, by studying and developing our craft, by honing 
our skills, but the source of inspiration is always divine.  
 
I mentioned in a previous sermon that when Johann Sebastian 
Bach (perhaps history’s greatest composer,) completed a 
composition, he always inscribed the letters “SDG” on the page, 
standing for “Soli Deo gloria:” to God’s glory alone. But I recently 
found out when he was first beginning a composition he would 
often write the Latin initials “JJ” at the top, or the German 
equivalent “JH”, which as in English, stands for “Jesus, help!” He, 
too, looked for the divine for inspiration, and since he was usually 
working on a deadline, after writing JH he would start to work, and 
the flow would begin, for as Bach said, “it is God who makes the 
music.” 
 
So what is the risk of engaging in a creative act, or choosing to 
pursue a creative profession? It is simply the risk of failure, a fear 
that keeps some from even venturing. But failure is just a chance 
to to dust yourself off and start all over again. Nothing ventured, 
nothing gained. 
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And choosing a creative career, one without the safety net of a 
nine-to-five job and a weekly paycheck, is certainly a leap of faith.  
 
That’s another phrase worth looking at: “Leap of Faith”—we 
understand the leaping part; I’ve already compared diving into the 
mystery of a blank page—one that we hope will eventually be 
filled with notes or words—I’ve compared that kind of dive to 
jumping out of an airplane. That can be a big leap; what is the 
“faith” that is involved? What is the parachute on our back that 
gives us the courage to take that leap? We may have faith in our 
abilities, that we are capable of doing a good job. We may have 
faith that whatever is driving us to be artists is a true calling, not 
an illusion, that our compulsion to follow the solitary path of 
creativity is inevitable. For me, the faith involved is the 
fundamental belief that God loves us and wants us to be 
ourselves, and that we were created to be channels of love, 
blessings, healing, and creativity. God will always take care of us 
when we surrender to the Divine Will. Throughout my life, I have 
taken to heart the words of Jesus from the Gospel of Matthew, 
found right in the middle of the Sermon on the Mount: 
 
“So do not worry, saying, ‘what shall we eat?’ or ‘what shall we 
drink?’ or ‘what shall we wear?’ But seek first his kingdom and his 
righteousness and all this will given to you as well.” 
 
The faith that God loves us and will take care of us allows us to 
pursue our creative dreams. What an honor God bestows on us to 
allow us to be co-creators with the Divine! 
 
Amen 


