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blessed be the lonely 

stuck in sameness 

bored of the view 

waiting for the phone to ring 

watching the seasons change 

through the window 

daring to look inwards

to find the hope they couldn’t see 

by looking out

Words by Kate Buckley, 
parish associate at 

St. Simons Presbyterian Church

Sketch by Teresa Lacks
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EDITOR’SOUTLOOK

The blessing 

Secret to Unlocking the Stress Cycle,” Emily 
and Amelia Nagoski advise that avoiding 
burnout doesn’t just mean relieving your 
stressors. You have to also address the 
stress that remains in your body until you 
“complete the cycle” or follow a heightened 
emotion to its end and do something to 
signal to your body that you are safe — the 
lion is no longer chasing you, the interview 
is over, the conflict at work has been 
addressed. The Nagoskis name laughter as 
one of the most effective ways to complete 
the stress cycle. Not just any little chuckle 
will do, though. Big belly laughs – deep, 
uncontrolled, helpless laughter – are what 
release us from our stress.

There are serious issues facing the 
church and the world today. There is 
difficult and stressful work to be done. That 
doesn’t mean we shouldn’t renew ourselves 
with laughter, or pause to play. In fact, if 
we do, we’ll not only renew ourselves but 
those who play with us. Like a dog leaping 
in a lake, our play could 
serve as the surprise 
blessing we didn’t 
know we needed.

Peace,

Like a dog 
leaping in a lake, 
our play could 

serve as the 
surprise blessing 
we didn’t know 

we needed.

MADDIE LOVES THE WATER. My family met Maddie, a husky mix, on 
a recent camping trip to Northern Wisconsin. We were swimming in the 
lake near our campground when Maddie arrived on the scene, dragging her 
owner by the leash, intent on getting to the water as quickly as she could. 
When her owner set her free, Maddie didn’t swim, she leaped through the 
shallow water, her mouth open in a huge grin, her teeth grabbing and biting 
at the waves from passing boats. Maddie’s owner apologized for disturbing 
our swim, but we quickly reassured him. We loved Maddie! We joined 
her in play. Chasing her through the water. Petting her wet head when she 
came near. Cheering her on as she leapt and leapt. Maddie couldn’t get 
enough of her water playtime, and neither could we. 

It was a challenge to carve out this summer vacation with my family. 
Everyone warned me that I’d be “drinking out of the firehose” for my first 
few months here at the Outlook, and they were right. But I wanted to make 
good on a promise to my kids. We’d still go camping. We’d still make time 
for play. There were moments in my first month and a half when I thought 
to myself: “I can’t do this. There’s no way I can get away.” But as much 
as I feel called to be editor of the Outlook, I feel just as called to marriage, 
to motherhood and to my personal well-being. A week of play with my 
family was a priority and the amazing staff at the Outlook helped me keep 
my promise.

In this issue, Sarah Curtis writes about the “mind scroll” she and her 
female friends are plagued with on their summer vacation. They couldn’t 
just stop to relax or play because they were constantly creating to-do lists 
in their minds, making sure they had the necessary groceries and cleaning 
the house they’d rented for the week. I knew this same mind scroll on my 
family’s vacation. I was actively planning snacks, packing bags for the 
day’s activities, cleaning the camper, contemplating ideas for my next 
editorial and content for future issues of the Outlook — all while trying not 
to impulsively check my email. Then Maddie came joyfully bounding into 
the lake where we were swimming. Her uninhibited delight interrupted 
everything, including my mind scroll. Her play drew us all in. 

I love the infectious nature of playful joy, how it can spread from a dog 
at the lake to a vacationing family, through the pews of a church holding 
their annual talent(less) show or through a stadium full of people at a 
Taylor Swift concert (yes, I’m a Swiftie, don’t judge). Play is at its best in 
community. Joy is most meaningful when it can be shared — it’s why every 
child shouts “Look!” to their parents when they discover something new 
and exciting.

In this issue you’ll read how a few of our contributors turned to play 
as a way to avoid or recover from burnout. In their book, “Burnout: The 

of play
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at a glance
NEWS briefs

“TRY TO BE AS 
MUCH LIKE JESUS 

AS WE CAN” — 
PRESBYTERIANS 

DISCERN A VISION 
FOR THE CHURCH

“WE COOPERATE 
WITH SYSTEMS 

THAT CREATE THIS 
DISPARITY WHEN 

ALL WE DO IS SIMPLY 
FEED THE PERSON, 

WHEN WE DON’T 
ASK WHAT ARE 

THE SYSTEMS IN 
PLACE THAT ARE 
PREVENTING THE 

FLOURISHING, THE 
FULLNESS OF LIFE, 

THAT JESUS  
TALKS ABOUT.”

— DIANE MOFFETT

(OUTLOOK) A church that centers those on the margins.
A church that is willing to challenge structures of inequity — 

to not just feed the poor, but ask why people are hungry, why 
the rich get richer while the poor get poorer and to figure out 
what needs to change.

A church that’s not afraid to make donors and people with 
power in local congregations unhappy.

A church that stands for what Jesus stood for.
“Jesus was very political” — willing to criticize the 

structures of power, said Diane Moffett, president and 
executive director of the Presbyterian Mission Agency (PMA). 
“If people were being exploited, if they were being mistreated, 
he called it out.”

Moffett is helping to lead the PMA through a year-
long process of discernment that is expected to result 
in a restructuring of the agency, with a vote by the PMA 
board on the new plan expected in October and with the 
possibility of job losses for PMA staff. Starting in April, that 
process has involved a series of 17 in-depth conversations 
by what’s known as the Leadership Innovation Team or 
LIT — including PMA board members, PMA employees, 
pastors and mid council leaders, led by consultants David 
Hooker and Allen Hilton.

On Aug. 6, Moffett and two representatives of LIT – Shavon 
Starling-Louis, pastor of Meadowlake Presbyterian Church in 
Huntersville, North Carolina, and James Parks, a member of 
the PMA board and a community organizer from Baltimore –  
spoke with reporters about what they hope the PMA 
restructuring will mean for the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).
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Why restructure?
“It is time,” Moffett said. “Look at the time 

we’re living in. … We’re in the midst of the 
pandemic still. We still see some light at the end 
of the tunnel, but quite frankly it’s going in the 
wrong direction right now in this nation.”

Racism. White nationalism. Division. The 
influence of social media. Global warming, 
already causing devastation around the globe. 
Migration.

“The church has a great role to play,” 
Moffett said.

Starling-Louis spoke of the value of 
“discernment with and for the church. I’ve been 
in a lot of spaces where I’m like, hmmm, I’m not 
sure anyone is listening. Or I’m not really sure 
we’re about the co-creation of the kind of just 
world we feel called towards. And I didn’t feel 
that at any point” in this process.

The consultants helped participants develop 
skills to work for systemic change, she said. “As a 
pastor, to have those skills and that discernment 
under my belt feels like a huge gift too. To watch 
what it means to see the church dream together.”

Parks acknowledged that “I was a skeptic 
in the beginning. … I have said over the years 
that I have thought we have made some very 
wonderful statements and had some great 
visions that went nowhere. So I was concerned,” 
hoping this wouldn’t be another time “that we 
play church.”

What happened instead, Parks said, is that 
“I found the discernment to be valuable, in the 
sense that it helps the leadership of the church 
understand who we are. Who we are and whose 
we are. That our role is to try to follow Jesus, and 
to try to be as much like Jesus as we can.”

Moffett also spoke of the cost of making 
change.  If the church is following Jesus, “then 
we will run up against systems and structures,” 
she said. But churches don’t want to do that” — 
and sometimes pastors who call for systemic 
change face opposition from their congregations 
or are forced out.

“It’s time for us to put our feet down and say 
who are we? Who are we? And determine from 
who we are, this is what we will do.”

In the months to come, the LIT team is hoping 
to invite congregations and presbyteries to have 

26%

29%

LOOKCLOSER

SOURCE: AMERICAN BIBLE SOCIETY, 2021.

U.S. ADULTS’ 
BELIEFS ABOUT 

THE BIBLE:
THE BIBLE:

60 years ago — August 21, 1961

The victors of WWII divided the city of Berlin, Germany, 
into sectors allowing free movement of people. To stop the 
flow of immigration from the Soviet controlled sector on 
August 12, 1961, a barbed-wire wall dividing the city was 
erected overnight. The threat of war hung in the air. Paul D. 
McKelvey, a businessman of South Pasadena, California, 
elected moderator to the 173rd General Assembly, requested 
members to pray. They were called “to pray for a peaceful 
resolution to the Berlin crisis and for the ‘guidance of God 
in the decisions by the heads of state.’” Copies of the call 
to prayer were sent to President John F. Kennedy and 
Soviet Premier Nikita Khruschchev. The prayer called for 
“‘calm awareness by the leaders and peoples of East and 
West that peace rests upon political justice, upon mutual 
understanding, upon the right of people to be free, and upon 
the ability to negotiate tensions with charity instead of fear.’” 
And to pray “for an ‘unrelenting resolution in preserving the 
democratic way of free expression and responsibility, a clear 
readiness by all leaders to preserve and protect human life 
and dignity, and a compelling conviction by us all that we 
labor in God’s world and are charged by him to protect the 
dignity, freedom and honor of one another near and far.’”

From “UPUSA moderator asks for prayers for 
peace” by Religion News Service

Is the actual word of 
God and should be 
taken literally

Is the inspired word of 
God and has no errors 
(but some parts are 
symbolic rather than 
literal)

Is the inspired word 
of God, but has some 
factual/historical errors

Was not inspired by 
God, but tells how the 
writers understood the 
ways of God

Is just another book of 
teachings that contains 
stories/advice

15%

9%

13%
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those same sorts of conversations about what 
it means to live out the PMA’s commitment to 
being a Matthew 25 church.

Starling-Louis said she believes “the spaces 
where we’ve been most stuck and unable 
to do the gospel are the exact intersections 
where white supremacy culture has 
dominated.” Instead, she said, through this 
process Presbyterians are being invited to say 
“we will choose Jesus. The living of how Jesus 
lived. The way in which Jesus navigated and 
cared for the marginalized.”

Too often, “we tend to be more afraid of the 
person who has money who might walk out of the 
door than we are of not following Jesus. When 
that is the case, that money is the idol. The power 
and privilege connected to that person is the idol. 
… Jesus’ ministry must be at the center.”

Moffett said: “We cooperate with systems 
that create this disparity when all we do is 
simply feed the person, when we don’t ask what 
are the systems in place that are preventing the 
flourishing, the fullness of life, that Jesus talks 
about.”

And Parks said “the harder work is yet 
to come” — to convince congregations and 
presbyteries to come along. He grew up in 
western North Carolina, where sometimes 
people stop their cars at the top of the 
mountains, enthralled with the view. “At this 
point, we have a beautiful vision” at the top of 
the discernment process. “There’s still a very 
curvy and rocky and dangerous road to get 
to the bottom of the mountain,” to see who’s 
waiting there, willing to do the work.

– Leslie Scanlon

BOOKMARK

WHAT IT’S LIKE TO BE A BIRD
David Allen Sibley
Knopf, 203 pages

One could ask why a book of ornithology is in a journal for Presbyterian church leaders. What 
does the behavior of birds have to do with church leadership? Fair enough. One might ask the 
same of John Calvin who once said, “Nature is the theater of God’s glory.” Reflecting on the 
wonders of creation, Calvin testified he was “ravished by beauty.” Likewise, as we enter more 
deeply into understanding these wonders, inextricably do we draw closer to God our creator. 
The “world is charged with the grandeur of God,” said the poet Gerard Manley Hopkins. Birds 
are remarkable creatures whose beautiful songs and colorful bodies bring us joy and delight.

David Sibley is a renowned author and illustrator who has published many bird guides. This 
book is a collection of information about more than 200 species with 330 new illustrations. 
It is a perfect book for those interested in learning more about birds, especially the familiar 
birds in our backyards and urban parks. This is a book for families who want to explore 
the world of birds with children and grandchildren. In addition to the illustrations of birds 
in action, one learns a great deal about the “why” of bird behavior. It compels one into the 
“theater of God’s glory” to experience that sense of being ravished by the beauty of these 
creatures. This is one of the best introductory books on birding for all ages. Get a pair of 
binoculars. Step forth into the woods. There you will discover the glory of God in the song, 
flight and presence of birds.

— ROY W. HOWARD
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MINNESOTA PRESBYTERIAN CHURCHES
New Life Presbyterian Church (Roseville), North Presbyterian Church (St. Paul) 
and Trinity Presbyterian Church (Woodbury) partnered for a youth mission trip 
that offered 18 youth, four adult volunteers and the three pastors an opportunity 
to explore social justice, environmental justice, stewardship and sustainability.  
Working together daily for a week, the group had daily morning worship, shared 
daily God sightings, worked in a community garden, made sandwiches for a 
homeless encampment in Minneapolis, visited George Floyd Square, met with 
leaders from Holy Trinity Lutheran Church in the Longfellow neighborhood, learned 
about sustainability at Lily Springs Farm in Osceola, Wisconsin, and served at the 
Department of Indian Works in St. Paul by stocking shelves in their food pantry and 
sorting bags, clothing and toys. 

As we reflected on Scripture daily, we were inspired by the call of the Holy Spirit 
to love each other profoundly, be generous and live gently in how we experience 
others and God’s creation.  

— APRIL M. DAVIS CAMPBELL, pastor of Trinity Presbyterian Church

Until recently, using Facebook Live for worship had the limitation of only allowing one live video 
presenter. Facebook has recently added the option to bring in another user’s video over the 
livestream. Like many churches, the church I serve uses Facebook Live to livestream our gathered 
worship, but that previously only allowed for one-way video communication … until now. Here 
is a great tutorial on YouTube by Primal Video that explains how to add additional presenters: 
www.pres-outlook.org/FBLivePresenters.

As almost all worship is hybrid (some in-person, some online) these days, I look forward to 
inviting online worshippers to use video in the future (but I do plan to warn them first so I don’t 
accidentally catch anyone in their jammies!).

— JULIE RAFFETY, pastor of Pastor of First Presbyterian Church of Franklin in New Jersey

TECH WATCH: FACEBOOK LIVE
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Share your 150-word story of 
“what’s right” about your church 
with the Outlook by emailing it to 

submissions@pres-outlook.org.

what’s

about
my

right
church?
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Still, We Blossom
I snapped a photo of this tree 

Dividing my front yard from my neighbors

That day was a winter in spring’s clothing

But still, the tree blossomed

To capitalize on Maya Angelou’s Still I Rise

I reply, “Still, we blossom in the face of an enemy like Corona.”

Corona as in Crown, 

The cap that completes a tyrant’s attire

So surely enough, he felt entitled to rule our lives and

Deducted some for taxes

However, I believe names hold power as crowns do 

Outbreaks reigned long before Corona and I’d like to 

Recover crowns who lost owners to violent ones

Breonna Taylor.

Even the EMT fell victim to a long line of emergencies 

Because enforcers Taylor’d her destiny with blind bullets

Ahmad Arbery.

How are we to stop this life-robbing?

Well, let us jog on ‘til we find finish lines free of fraudulence

George Floyd.

Collectively, we share the same knee on our necks shouting, “I can’t ___!”

Can we stand “__!” to inhale “__!” these stories “__!” and fail “__!”

To exhale “__!” suh-fish-uhnt “__!” resolves “__!” any longer? 

No Floyd Mayweather-level comeback, 

Yet we grow stronger, swifter, sharper

Mind, body, and soul at full, constantly ascending capacity
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Still! We! Blossom!

Divine be the name of that tree’s testimony

Playing possum’s not a possible option if

We desire our trees to blossom this spring,

The next and the following because despite winter

Hollering its refusal to chill when its reign was over

The tree still recognized it was time.

Time…

That clock whose arms guide us to Mother Future

Who wears her mask tighter than ever

That’s right! The concept of the mask isn’t new to her

Mother Future always wore a mask in hopes of shielding Man

From his own destruction and so he may reconnect with his wife

Present, who’s pregnant with gifts we found neglected

And now more than ever, it’s our duty to parent, protect and nourish

So we, too, flourish like that tree

Yes, it all traces back to that tree who stands tall,

Wearing a cherry blossom top despite all the weeds

But we sometimes forget we, unlike the tree, have feet

And as we March past April, we May as well skip June and greet July

Where fireworks cry Rise…rise…rise…blossom!

Let’s spring forth with Spring’s mentality 

Looking back, still we did

Moving forward, still we will

Staying centered, still we do.

GABE RATCLIFFE is a native of Indianapolis, Indiana, an avid poet and a 
senior at Hanover College. Although Ratcliffe is best known for performing 
spoken word pieces that express social justice themes, he also strives to 
hone his skills in novel writing, short stories and screenwriting. Find and 
follow him on Instagram @g.a.ratspeare.
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IN FOCUS

THE 
WEARY 
WORLD 
REJOICES

BY LIZ RASLEY



A COUPLE OF SUMMERS AGO, DURING WHAT 
SEEMED TO BE AN ENDLESS SUMMER (JOKE WAS 
ON ME IT SEEMED; 2020 WAS JUST AROUND THE 
CORNER), I DRAGGED MY KIDS AND OWN PARCHED 
SELF TO HANG WITH THE ANIMALS AT THE LOCAL 
PET SHOP FOR SOME MUCH-NEEDED RELIEF DURING 
A LONG SUMMER DAY. While the children ran off to the 
fish, I spied a large blue bird in a glass enclosure. Curious, I 
walked closer. A beautiful blue hyacinth macaw sat alone, 
not a single feathered friend in sight. Looking at the bird, 
I thought about how lonely that must be, and me being 
the parent I somehow always am now, I started to get 
concerned about this bird’s mental state and emotional 
outlook. You read that correctly, I was concerned about a 
bird’s emotional health. Moving on, having nothing but time 
and slight boredom on my hands, I started walking around 
the cage, seeing if I could get this bird to engage with me. A 
peek around a corner garnered a semi-interested glare back 
from the bird. Perhaps, also semi-strange looks from the 
pet store staff, but I wasn’t paying attention. The bird had 
peeked back at me, so now I was involved. It was my turn 
to peek around again. And this is how I found myself in the 
middle of a hot summer day playing a hide-and-seek game 
with… a bird.

Playing and smiling like a gleeful fool, I briefly wondered 
what was wrong with me. I quickly pushed the thought 
aside: after all, it was my turn again to hide from the bird. 
Clearly unconcerned with what people thought about 
my sanity, I continued to interact with the bird until my 
kids found me and pestered me about the fish. That day, 
I walked away from the bird, both happy and sad. I was 
having, it seemed, this thing called fun. In the back of my 
head, the thought nagged though: What was wrong with me 
that playing with a bird brought so much joy? And the other 
bigger, more pressing thought: Did I even want to know?

According to Dee Cooper, who recently completed 
serving as interim executive presbyter of Heartland 
Presbytery in Missouri, nothing is wrong with these sorts 
of interactions — just a normal human being looking for 
connection, with yes, an animal. Not too strange at all, 
considering that scientists in psychology are now debating 
whether there’s a third animal response: fight, flight or play.

In fact, Cooper believes that this search for a connection 
– this sense of play – is so universal that it extends to 

BY LIZ RASLEY

Waunita Flint of First 
Presbyterian Church in 
Warren, Michigan.
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the animal kingdom. She should know, as her company, 
Adventures for the Wild at Heart, speaks to this need, this 
connection between animals and humans, and yes – their 
innate ability (uptight Presbyterians included) to connect 
with each other playfully. She has vast experience chartering 
these animal and human connectional experiences and 
recalled a trip (before COVID-19) that she charted with 
dolphins. According to Cooper, watching this wordless 
connection between people – and in this case, dolphins – 
was “profound … watching dolphins choosing to connect.” 
Especially seeing as Cooper’s company has rules around 
these trips – that not any animal or human is forced to 
interact with each other – makes this more meaningful.

The animal kingdom connecting with humans is not 
something new; it’s something we have become more 
familiar with as time has passed. Who could forget the 
heartbreaking images of people sharing bottles of water with 
koalas during the Australian wildfires of 2019? Animals and 
humans, while not entirely strangers or enemies, have, in a 
way, mostly figured out how to get along. If you have ever 
had a dog and a small child at the same time, well, you know 
what sort of force of cuteness that can be when they put 
their heads together. Likewise, if you lived with a pet during 
the trying, lonely times of 2020, you understand what a 
special balm their presence gives.

Perhaps it’s not a surprise that animals want to connect and 
play, but what about us? What about serious, Presbyterian 
humans? After more than a year of a social distancing during 
the pandemic combined with deep social, economic, political 
and racial divides being forged, it almost seems easier to 
connect to animals as opposed to the real, live (sometimes 
irritating) people in our lives. Given the last year and a half 
we’ve had, connecting, especially with anyone not like us, can 
seem daunting. But the question remains: How do we work 
toward togetherness and being the one body of Christ? And is 
play, perhaps, part of that answer?

The “rules” of play
PLAY REALLY HAS NO FORMAL RULES, 
BUT HERE ARE SOME GUIDELINES 
THAT DEE COOPER SHARED AROUND 
ENTERING INTO PLAY.

Play is:Play is:
• To be entered into voluntarily 

(there’s no forcing play!).

• The state in which you are  
most relaxed.

• Space with no set “goal”  
or objective.

• Time without a clock — 
in other words, a bit of 
aimlessness with no specific 
time to complete the activity.

• A lost consciousness of self — 
not self-conscious about what 
you’re doing and why.

• A sense of improv; you can 
wander and make up your own 
play or how you want to play 
or explore.

Flyers promoting playful events at 
Canyon Creek Presbyterian Church
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TIPS FOR 
sharing play with a congregation

LOOKING TO INTRODUCE MORE LEVITY INTO THE CONGREGATION? Here 
are some tips from a couple of congregations that have encouraged playfulness, 
including some tips from the first-ever Play Committee from Canyon Creek 
Presbyterian Church in Richardson, Texas.

Go slow and keep it simple. This is hard to do when there’s so 
much excitement and energy around a new idea (especially one called 
play), but going slow is the best way to keep the concept of play in a 
congregation moving forward.

Lean into mistakes. Take gaffes for what they are: opportunities 
to learn. Be open-minded to feedback, as not everyone intuitively 
understands the point or theological work of play. Also, people play and 
enter into the concept of play in various ways and at different speeds. 
How you handle criticism is important. And, sometimes the best critics 
may make the best play committee members — and might just want to 
be involved from the get-go.

Enjoy it. Whatever play looks like for the congregation, lean into what 
makes it fun for you. You enjoying yourself, no matter what this concept 
of “play” turns out to be (even one you may not love), will in turn spread 
the joyfulness like wildfire.

Remember the holiness of play. Regardless of frivolity and silliness 
of play, it is a holy path to enter a sacred space with God. Be open to 
curiosity, freedom and exploration, and be ready to be surprised by what 
play looks like in you and others.

Don’t be afraid to say no. Another piece about play is that 
sometimes the congregation thinks it just means parties and celebrating, 
and might pigeonhole you (unintentionally, of course) into a party 
planning committee. While celebrating is important on its own, the true call of play is 
the restorative and relational work of relating with each other as humans — beyond the 
social facades, political parties and other masks we all wear as we walk through our 
daily lives. Play is less about balloons and more about connecting to the heart and spirit 
of God’s children.

Most times, play involves movement. This makes sense, as our bodies harness 
joy and openness usually through the body. Mobility limitations? Not an issue — be 
creative in how you use activities and movement to connect. Everyone is invited, even 
those with mobility concerns. The great thing about play is that there is no one way to 
enter into it, and everyone’s invited.

Lastly, get used to the eyeroll. Julie Gruber Delezenne offers this solid advice. Play 
doesn’t come naturally, especially for some people or congregations. But getting used 
to the eyeroll and carrying on anyway, is one of the best ways to communicate to the 
congregation that the idea of play isn’t all that bad, and also that it’s here to stay.

above: Photos from Play Day 2021 at Canyon Creek Presbyterian Church in Richardson, Texas.
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PLAY AS A 
spiritual practice

It’s hard, is what Chris Lee, the first “pastor of play and 
discipleship” at Canyon Creek Presbyterian Church in 
Richardson, Texas, will admit. But not impossible.

In fact, Lee argues that the theological goal of play 
is not all that different from mission work — in fact, 
he argues that play is missional, just hidden under 
the guise of having a little fun. Play may look like all 
popsicles and rainbows from the outside (and some of 
it is silly, light fun), but is also good, theological work.

“Play is countercultural,” Lee says. He adds: “Play 
raises an eyebrow. And I’ll argue that play, and only 
through play, do we see each other’s humanity.” In 
essence, in playing with others we drop the masks 
each of us spends a lifetime developing. In acts of play, 
we’re able to see beyond the racial, social political 
and economic profile of the other person. Lee goes 
on to say what we all know to be true: “If I’ve played 
with you, we’re less likely to judge each other; we’re 
more likely to try to understand each other, give a little 
grace, build a bridge.” He also adds that, as a Black 
male in a predominately white denomination, having 
played with someone (a tennis game being his favorite 
way to play), then because of that play interaction, 
he’s freer to have harder conversations with that 
person. And, while the concept of theological play 
sounds silly, it’s proof that there’s something more 
under the surface.

But, play as a ministry takes a bit of planning and 
thoughtfulness on how to enter into it as a church 
body. And harder still, is the work toward being a 
church where play as a theological concept is not only 
allowed but celebrated. Canyon Creek Presbyterian 
Church agrees whole-heartedly. While not only 
standing behind Lee and this concept of play as a 
spiritual practice, they’ve also created administrative 
and foundational supports, including a committee 
dedicated to play, and assigned two ruling elders to 
the committee, tasked with bringing play to life in the 
congregation and beyond the doors of the church.

“IF I’VE PLAYED 
WITH YOU, WE’RE 
LESS LIKELY TO 

JUDGE EACH 
OTHER; WE’RE 
MORE LIKELY 

TO TRY TO 
UNDERSTAND 
EACH OTHER, 
GIVE A LITTLE 

GRACE, BUILD A 
BRIDGE.”
— CHRIS LEE

Chris Lee and Jordan at Play Day 2021
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PLAY AS 
theological work

While the concept of play seems rather new in application 
to adults in a ministry setting, play is not new in 
theological community. In fact, several books go over the 
spiritual concept of play like Stuart Brown’s “Play: How it 
Shapes the Brain, Opens the Imagination, Invigorates the 
Soul.” While these aren’t new concepts, to enact play as a 
ministry with adults, and convince an entire congregation 
that play is just a part of a healthy spiritual diet, is quite 
another thing entirely.

Julie Gruber Delezenne, pastor at First Presbyterian 
Church of Warren, Michigan, strives to convince the 
congregation about the value of play on a regular basis 
during her sermons — including a recent worship service 
for adults using puppets. Play, it seems, is woven into 
the DNA of the church already. Case in point: One of the 
church’s members, Waunita Flint, at age 94 started a 
water gun fight in the church parking lot after a baptism. 

Of course, Delezenne, described Waunita as “having the 
biggest grin on her face.”

While play initially might seem like just having fun 
and being silly, at its core it’s deeper than that, reminds 
Lee. “We need it now more than ever,” he says. We have 
lost so much the past year that perhaps, play, although 
seemingly the antithesis of what we need at the 
moment, is the path back. Play, it seems, can bring a joy 
and lightness to everything it touches, while at the same 
time striking a deeper chord within all who interact and 
play together.

“Play and joy go hand in hand,” Lee adds. And, play 
“is where our sanity lies with other human beings and 
perhaps, medicine.”

In a world where we’re rethinking everything and 
creating anew after a long year of grief, loneliness and, 
perhaps, exhausted resilience, perhaps play and playful 
Christians will be just what this weary world needs.

LIZ RASLEY is an elder and occasionally leads children’s 

moments at her church in Richardson, Texas. Her latest book 

is “Levity: Humor and Help for Hard Times.”

Play Day 2021 at Canyon Creek Presbyterian Church in Richardson, Texas.
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MY INTRODUCTION TO PLAY HAPPENED DURING A SEASON OF 
EXHAUSTION. As the solo pastor of one church and session moderator of five others, I drove 
all over central Illinois to keep the promise I had made to my colleagues at my ordination: “Will 
you be a friend among your colleagues in ministry, working with them, subject to the ordering of 
God’s Word and Spirit?”

In my attempt to live into the “I will” with my colleagues, I began to neglect saying “I will” to 
myself. Exhaustion starts small. Then it begins to creep into other areas of our lives. Not only 
were the energy, intelligence, imagination and love waning in my ministry, but they were also 
becoming more absent in my personal life. My busyness (a temptation I’m prone to fall into to fit 
in with my peers) left me unmotivated to exercise, disinterested in hobbies and creatively dry. By 
constantly comparing myself with others, I left little space to love myself. In my attempt to be the 
best moderator in the Midwest, I somehow forgot my identity as a child of God.

On the brink of burnout, I approached my therapist for some insight. My therapist asked me 
a question that shifted my perspective: “What does little Adam need?” In addition to bringing 
tears to my eyes, this question stopped my overthinking. My answer was as simple as her inquiry: 
“Little Adam needs to play.”

The creative spirit of play 
in congregational life

by Adam Ryan Quine

Youth at the Center share 
laughter and play together.



AUGUST 23,  2021   |   19

What does it mean “to play”? My response came 
from a stanza in Thomas Merton’s poem, “Hagia 
Sophia,” a work that celebrates Divine Wisdom as 
the feminine manifestation of the Holy One. In the 
poem, the Divine comes to us without reserve and 
enters the stream of our humble tasks, decisions and 
everyday commitments. Merton scholar Christopher 
Pramuk puts it this way: “Such a God – Sophia – 
would ignite our hope, the capacity to breathe and to 
imagine again.”

Merton poignantly describes Sophia, our collective 
inner child: “We do not see the Child who is prisoner 
in all the people, and who says nothing. She smiles, 
for though they have bound her, she cannot be a 
prisoner. Not that she is strong, or clever, but simply 
that she does not understand imprisonment.”

Within each of us is an inner child: a youth that 
does not know imprisonment. Over time, in our 
attempts to be the best adults we can be, we forget 
this child. For me, this inner being is who I am at 
my core: a beloved child who is fully known and 
welcomed by God.

How then do we return to this child? By playing.
Play is integral to human development; children 

learn primarily through play. Play accomplishes 
something unique: it creates a space for us to be 
honest with ourselves about what we don’t know and 
to practice new things (and fail!) without interference 
from our egos. Play represents a safe space — a 
padded room with low stakes where we can create, 
make a mess and explore new ways of doing things.

For adults, play accomplishes an even more 
important task: it takes us to realms that are 
preconscious and prejudgmental. We return to the 
wildness of our inner child and enter once more our 
creative identity as children of God. Play allows us 
to let go of our restrictions and frees us to tap into 
our imagination. In this way, play stands in direct 
resistance to our adult expectations. It challenges 
our impulse to stay busy, to fret about how others 
perceive us, to maximize commitment and structure 
in all areas of our lives. Play is natural. It is the 
mechanism for exploring our imagination by tapping 
into Sophia, the divine inner child living within all 
of us.

We return to the 
wildness of our 
inner child and 

enter once more 
our creative 
identity as 

children of God.
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So how do we create space for play in 

a very adult world? The congregation I 

pastor contemplated (and subsequently 

answered) this question by creating the 

Center for Creativity and Community. 

Through a grant from the Presbytery 

of Great Rivers, we became home to a 

space that focuses primarily on creating 

community through creativity, inclusivity 

and – ultimately – play.

The Center is a ministry for middle 

school-aged students (grades 6 through 8). 

While all students are certainly welcome, 

the Center is designed specifically as a 

space for those who may not fit in with the 

athletes, thespians and musicians, or with 

any other group society tends to define as 

the “in group.” The Center has evolved to 

respond to common, negative and untrue 

narratives that we consistently hear from 

students: that because they may not excel 

at the arts, they are not creative people — 

and that creative validation is derived from 

likes, comments, followers and feedback on 

their social media platforms. Particularly 

in this age group, we realized students 

had become consumed with living up to 

standards that defined them based on 

validation through competition.

To counteract this narrative, we invited 

the students to play. We bought art supplies, 

found old magazines and books for black-

out poetry, and gathered a variety of items 

to create games. It didn’t take long for 

the students to realize what author Brené 

Brown reminds us, “There is no such thing 

as creative and non-creative people, only 

people who use their creativity and people 

who don’t.”

Our makeshift art studio was transformed 

into a creative space where community 

naturally formed. As the students began 

filling their blank canvases, they also 

Our makeshift 
art studio was 

transformed into 
a creative space 

where community 
naturally formed.

top: A Martin Luther King Jr. Day activity at the Center 
encouraged creative expression with words to tell dreams; 
bottom:  The first event for the Center was working with Lincoln 
College students in the jazz program to create a Langston 
Hughes musical.
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genuinely connected with one another. Students who thought they were alone began 

to see that they had companions in their journey. Play allowed them to remove their 

culturally imposed masks and create a new narrative — one that was empowering 

and enlightening.

Laughter accompanied the students’ playfulness, and as the walls began to fill up 

with art, their hearts began to expand for each other and the community. Providing 

space for students to play – without grades, scholarships or other incentives – 

opened them to their creative natures. They began to learn how to meet challenges; 

that they were enough, and that their story was beautiful. Play liberated our 

students from the imprisoning idea that they somehow weren’t creative people, and 

it led them to a place of true community. In their play, they embodied the reality 

that we are co-creators — a people with a creative 

spirit that seeks mercy and love. All it took was space 

to explore their curiosity and interests, tools to play 

and a place for them to be themselves. Sophia could 

not be imprisoned; she would not be restrained.

The theology of play also found its way into the 

life of the congregation. I realized that if I became 

overwhelmed with the demands of life and the 

struggle to live from my baptismal identity, surely 

others must be struggling, too. We began to integrate 

practices from the Center into the worshipping life of 

the church. For the prayer of praise, we held space for 

people to compose their own prayers in haiku form. 

During Bible study, we began writing acrostic poems 

as we studied Lamentations. As we played with words, 

our hearts were freed to share the things that were 

currently breaking them.

The theology of play gave way to a theology of 

witness — showing up and listening to one another. 

Last spring, during the pandemic, we wanted to find 

a way to connect with each other and have fun while 

doing it. We purchased basic watercolor sets for every 

household and invited them to paint whatever they felt that week leading up to 

worship. Eventually the bulletin board in our parlor became a beautiful tapestry 

of creativity, and when we finally returned to in-person worship, the works of art 

became conversation starters — and community happened.

The process of integrating play into the life of the church didn’t come without 

reservations. Some folks wanted to know why we were creating, and their biggest 

concern was often what we would do with the final product. “This is a great idea, 

preacher, but what are we going to do with them in the end? Will they be bulletin 

covers or what?” These sentiments spoke to how conditioned we are as adults to be 

perpetually focused on tasks and deliverables. We forget that not all we do needs 

The theology 
of play gave 

way to a 
theology of 
witness — 
showing up 

and listening 
to one 

another.
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to be about production. In the face of our capitalist impulses to 
be busy all the time for the sake of consumption, play slows us 
down. Yet, play in community brings us back to the foundation 
of who we are as God’s people: creatives.

The congregation’s renewed focus on play has also yielded 
unexpected outcomes. Despite being geographically positioned 
in a rural community with little population density, we 
have seen a steady growth in attendance and an increase 
in membership over the past three years. Many of our new 
members were specifically drawn in by our playful and creative 
approach to ministry. One family found their way to us through 
the Center, where their children experienced firsthand how safe 
spaces can become brave spaces through creativity. Another 
family found the playful art prompts helpful in keeping them 
grounded during the pandemic and brought them together as a 
family. We inadvertently discovered, as part of our own creative 
congregational journey, that when we created a space to engage 
the child who lives in all of us, we drew in others who were 
seeking to explore their own creativity and humanity.

Each Sunday, we pour the waters reminiscent of our baptisms. 
We make it a point to play in the water — to splish-splash 
and make a mess. We do this to remind ourselves of the way 
God played in the waters of creation: delighting in everything 
that was being created, especially humanity. The water of our 
baptism is where God claims us and where we are known. From 
the waters, we receive our original name; Sophia invites us to 
join her as she plays in creation. The play she inspires isn’t one 
of domination or competition. Rather, she invites us to play with 
mercy and gentleness, tenderness and love! When we play, we 
put down our expectations and set aside our fears. When we 
remove our masks and let go of our restrictions, we enter deeper 
into the mystery of the Trinity and receive a renewed sense of 
God’s nearness and friendship.

We do this to remind 
ourselves of the way 
God played in the 
waters of creation: 

delighting in everything 
that was being created, 

especially humanity.
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I am slowly beginning to see how the theology of play opens us 
to the creative Spirit —the Wisdom of God. Our time together is 
rooted in creativity not as a verb or a noun, but as a place where we 
can be ourselves, existing at the intersection of God’s creativity and 
our imagination.

It is at that intersection where I find my identity, as a playful, 
creative, beloved child of God. It is there where I find little Adam at 
play and where I find the mercy and love I need to say “I will” to my 
colleagues, congregation, community and to myself! Take time to 
play; that’s when we encounter God pouring God’s self into us. Play 
is where love emerges.

ADAM RYAN QUINE is pastor of the First Presbyterian Church in Lincoln, 

Illinois. He is a dog dad, seeks to live into the questions and reflects creatively 

upon community. Whether he is at the church or not, one often finds him 

with a cup of good coffee, a book in hand and a desire to listen to the stories 

that make people sing hope.

www.menucha.org

Menucha is open for
• Personal retreats
• Programs in faith, art and music
• In-person and online learning

Feed Your Soul

A ministry of First Presbyterian Church, Portland, Oregon

Menucha Retreat & Conference Center – 
Just 30 minutes from the heart of  
Portland in the Columbia River Gorge 
National Scenic Area

turn on their smiles 

Join us at
Solar School and

we’ll show you how
to change lives forever.

solarunderthesun.org

Take time to 
play; that’s 
when we 

encounter 
God pouring 

God’s self 
into us.opposite page, top to bottom: Collaborating with a local creative as a way to 

learn how movement can help cultivate our creativity; Pour painting creations 
invited us to discuss the process or becoming; Students show their creative 
expressions after being prompted to use their nondominant hand.
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WORLDBUILDING
IN FOCUS

by Sarah Curtis

GROWING UP AS AN ONLY CHILD ON A REMOTE TENNESSEE CATTLE FARM, MY 

SUMMERS WERE SPENT LARGELY WITHIN THE CONFINES OF MY OWN MIND. I 

roamed green pastures until the humidity – or the threat of copperheads – drove me inside. I 

watched hours of “Leave it to Beaver,” followed by “The Brady Bunch.” Sometimes my mother 

drove me to the library or, if I was lucky, the pool. With the exception of a few Girl Scout 

camps, my summers were as boring and unstructured as those of my storybook heroes: 

Anne of Green Gables, Mary Lennox in “The Secret Garden” or, my favorite, the siblings in 

Edward Eager’s “Half Magic,” who discover a magical coin that grants their wishes, but only 

by half (was there ever a better metaphor for childhood?).

“Play is the exultation 
of the possible.”

Martin Buber
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To make up for my own lack of siblings, I conjured fairies, elves and leprechauns, giving 
them the most exotic names I knew: Ambrose, Demeter, Vodka. I cleared out drawers to 
house them: in the china cabinet, the guest bedroom dresser, my mother’s antique hutch. 
Inside I glued down bits of scrap, bright felt rugs and crayoned paper daisies. I built beds out 
of toothpicks and cotton balls. I sewed blankets from old lace.

One could argue that this type of play was the result of gender socialization, that I 
was conditioned to practice motherhood from an early age. True enough. But I was also 
engaging in what fiction writers and video game developers call worldbuilding: constructing 
an imaginary universe, one I could rule over like a benevolent god. There is power in 
motherhood, after all.

On mornings after rains, I occasionally looked out my second-story bedroom window 
to see a large, dark green circle on the yard, maybe 10 feet in diameter, where the grass 
had grown taller. My mother, a natural worldbuilder, told me they were pixie rings where 
the fairies had danced the night before. She didn’t give me some scientific answer about 
underground fungi, as I would give my own children (she also didn’t have the 
power of Google). She preserved my sense of wonder, my faith in 
the unseen. If fairies were real, and if they were dancing under 
my window at night, then surely, I believed, the universe was 
wider than my mind.

Managed play
I look back on those long, green days on the farm 
with mixed emotions. On one hand, my imaginative 
worldbuilding shaped my consciousness, and 
probably led me to choose a writing life. But on 
the other, I was bored, and often lonely. So when 
I had three daughters of my own, I gave them 
the things I’d once craved: siblings, geographical 
access to a city and hours of scheduled play. My 
husband and I became, like so many modern parents, 
Co-directors of Play, overseeing school sports, nature 
camps, piano and tennis lessons, pottery classes and 
swim meets. I made calendars to keep our activities straight. 
So many calendars. If my children were bored, it was hard not to 
take it as a personal affront.

Don’t get me wrong; I know how privileged I am to be able to offer my kids these 
opportunities, even if something is lost in the shuffle. In her book “All Joy and No Fun: The 
Paradox of Modern Parenthood,” journalist Jennifer Senior contends this managed play 
is a fairly new development, born of children’s increasing isolation. Modern middle-class 
children are raised in smaller families with larger houses, often located in suburbs far from 
city centers. According to the Pew Research Center, around a quarter have no siblings. They 
are more likely to have their own bedrooms, or even playrooms. This isolation is challenging 

I was engaging in 
what fiction writers and 

video game developers call 
worldbuilding: constructing 
an imaginary universe, one 

I could rule over like a 
benevolent god.
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for parents, and partly why we overschedule our kids; for we worry if we didn’t, they 
would have no friends. I would add that technology too plays a role, as increasingly busy 
parents use activities as hedges against screen time, that ever-present beast, ready to 
pounce the minute we turn our backs.

What is play?
Child psychologist Jean Piaget called play “the work of childhood.” But what exactly 
constitutes play? And what about adulthood?

I asked myself these questions recently on a vacation to northern Michigan I took with 
my family, along with two female friends from college and their families. Here we were, 
three couples, five teenagers and two tweens, living blessedly unscheduled for an entire 
week. The house we shared was like a petri dish of recreation, where I could observe the 
different ways people played.

The first thing I noticed was the men were better at relaxing than the women. Though 
they are evolved dads who share in the cooking and childrearing, they didn’t seem to 

have the same “mindscroll,” that invisible to-do list that plagues most 
women I know. While the men read in the hammock or fly fished, 

my friend Shelley spent each morning planning that night’s 
dinner, obsessively ordering groceries from Instacart. My 

friend Shannon swept the kitchen approximately 500 
times. I was forever unloading the dishwasher and 

collecting the wet towels and managing my kids’ play 
so much that I forgot about my own.

One morning over coffee, I asked a few of the 
adults for their definition of play. Shelley glanced 
up from her grocery list and mumbled something 
about how she couldn’t separate play from 
watching her kids play sports. Her eyes had that 

hundred-yard stare I knew well: the mindscroll. “Do 
we need more wine?” she asked, returning to her list.
Yes, I nodded.

Shannon, a middle school teacher, stopped wiping 
down a countertop to compose her thoughts. “It’s the 

ultimate vehicle for inquiry learning,” she said. “It tells me so 
much about children. Give me 30 minutes watching them on the 

playground, and I’ll know more about their place in the world than watching 
them at their desks all week.”

Next I asked my husband Neal, who works in investments for a foundation. “I think it’s 
about curiosity, the ability to ask why,” he said. “It’s one of the most important things to 
look for in the hiring process. It’s what humanizes people in the race against automation.”

Just then, Shannon’s husband Matt walked into the kitchen holding a fishing rod. I 
posed the question to him. “All I know is it means something very different to me than it 
does to my dog,” he said.

It struck me 
that the adults 

had radically different 
definitions of play, and 

that everyone approached 
play from their own 

worldview.
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It struck me that the adults had radically different 
definitions of play, and that everyone approached play from 
their own worldview. Shelley came at it as a mother, Shannon 
as a teacher, my husband as a manager. And Matt … well, 
Matt’s response itself was playful, which reveals something 
about him. He doesn’t take life too seriously.

Later that day, the men took the kids out on the pontoon 
boat while the three women kayaked. We needed a break. 
As I pushed off the bank, my mindscroll lifted and I was able 
to appreciate the beauty of my surroundings: the unwrinkled 
surface of the water, the feathery clouds in the bluebird sky, 
my old friends paddling beside me, more beautiful to me 
than they were in their youth. A pair of mating dragonflies 
winged low across my lap. I entered a state of flow, marked 
by the rhythm of my oar parting the celadon water.

Eventually we reached an opening in the lake, and turned 
our kayaks to explore. We rounded the shore and gasped. 
Before us lay a blanket of lily pads, as if we had accidentally 
floated into a Claude Monet painting. I remembered reading 
once that water lilies were one of the first flowering plants 
to evolve on earth, dating back to the dinosaur era. That’s 
one of the reasons paleontologists believe they’ve survived 
so long — where hungry herbivores decimated land plants, 
water lilies remained safe in their aqueous cocoons. As I 
reached out and cupped my hand around a supple yellow 
bloom, I wondered if these flowers would outlive us all. I 
wondered about the worlds they’d seen, and the ones yet 
to come.

Look! whispered Shannon, pointing to an aloof sandhill 
crane eyeing us from the perch of a downed tree. The three 
of us set down our oars and sat in stunned silence, drinking 
in the wild majesty. The only sounds came from the water 
lapping the sides of our kayaks and the rumble of a distant 
boat. It dawned on me that it was probably our boat, the one 
we had rented, and our children were probably screaming 
their heads off enjoying the ride. They were at play, but so 
were we. That afternoon, we named our new world: Lily  
Pad Cove.

Maybe that’s it, I thought, my own definition. For me, play 
has something to do with worldbuilding. Just as it did when 
I was young, filling drawers for my fairies, or getting lost 
in a book, or imagining tiny creatures dancing under my 
window while I slept. Every vacation we take as adults is 
in itself a form of worldbuilding. I think that’s why it can 
be so hard to return to our normal lives afterward — not 
because vacations are so relaxing (let’s face it, they can be 
exhausting), but because it’s always difficult to transition 
between worlds.

The three 
of us set down 

our oars and sat 
in stunned silence, 

drinking in the 
wild majesty.
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Noticing moments of play
Children’s brains are wired for worldbuilding. But as our prefrontal cortexes mature, we become better 
at focus, at the mindscroll. In her book, “The Philosophical Baby,” philosopher and psychologist Alison 
Gopnik likens this shift to the brain going from being a lantern to a spotlight. A spotlight brain allows 
us to live functional adult lives, to pay the mortgage on time and get the kids fed. But also makes it 
harder to play. Play requires a freedom of consciousness. Play exists in opposition to the mindscroll. 
Play demands surrender to a greater power, one wider than our minds.

Modern parents are not very good at surrender. In our defense, we’re up against a lot. Colleges are 
brutally competitive and expensive. The wealth gap is widening. Social media is frankly terrifying. Maybe 
this is another reason we fill our children’s calendars with scheduled play: because it gives us the illusion 
of control in an unstable world. But can play be assigned? Can it be forced? Or are we just delegating 
our own mindscrolls to our children?

I don’t have the answers. In case it’s not clear by now, I don’t even have a working definition of play. 
But I’m paying more attention to it, and whatever we focus our attention on has a way of expanding 
beneath our gaze. I’ve begun noticing play everywhere, in the thump of my daughters’ footfalls above 
my head as they film an iMovie. In the whisk of my husband’s fly fishing rod furrowing the air. In my 
teenager’s raucous laughter coming from behind her bedroom door. Some days even in the tapping of 
my keyboard as my physical surroundings fall away, and I enter the flow of language. These moments 
rarely occur when we’re harried and overscheduled. They happen on languid Sunday afternoons, or in 
the evenings, when the sun sinks behind the pines and the day’s work is done.

As a parent, I’m getting better at leaving blank spaces on the calendar. This summer, I’ve been letting 
my teenager sleep in later than I care to admit in print. And recently I allowed my youngest daughter to 
quit the swim team because she, too, hated waking up early. Now she wakes up later but happier. She 
can’t do a butterfly stroke, but she’s taught herself how to make a mean smoothie bowl. To quote Joni 
Mitchell, something’s lost, but something’s gained.

It’s summer, after all. The world can wait.

SARAH CURTIS’ essays have appeared in The Los Angeles Review of Books, Creative Nonfiction, Salon, The 
Colorado Review and the anthology “River Teeth: Twenty Years of Creative Nonfiction.” She lives in Michigan, 
where she is at work on a biographical memoir. More of her writing can be found at sarahcurtiswriter.com.

Whatever we 
focus our attention 

on has a way of 
expanding beneath 

our gaze.
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CONCERNED WITH REPORTS OF INCREASING NUMBERS OF PASTORS 
EXPERIENCING BURNOUT AND DEPRESSION DUE TO EXHAUSTION DURING 
THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC, McCORMICK THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY IN CHICAGO 
INVITED CHURCH LEADERS TO SOPHIA’S THEME PARK: RECESS TIME 2021. This 
virtual retreat, held from June 8 to June 12, 2021, offered church leaders a 
chance to experience rest, renewal and spiritual direction, nourish their 
inner child and gain Divine Wisdom.

The virtual retreat was an example of the power of play in Christian 
life. The retreat began and ended with playful worship services. Each 
day, participants engaged in spiritual practices, the serious work of play, 
reflection, improvisation, movement, imagination, fellowship, interaction 
with biblical stories and ongoing vocational discernment. These gatherings 
helped participants to rest and renew themselves in a supportive 
community. Play was the main strategy driving the activities, which were 
designed to connect participants with each other and with the Divine.

The power 
of divine 
play at 
Sophia’s 
Theme 
Park
by Lis Valle-Ruiz
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Playful worship
Worship was playful in many ways during the virtual 
retreat, however this article focuses on an improvised 
communal sermon and a joyful feast that was part of the 
closing worship.

This service demonstrated the power of play through 
a communal sermon composed of collective improvised 
storytelling. The facilitator invited worshippers with these 
words: “With an anointed imagination we invite one 
another to join in labor; to play together, to co-create the 
kin-dom of God that is already among us … the ‘Childom’ 
of God” (“childom” was used to suggest a community of 
children under God’s leadership).

A popular improvisation game: “Yes, and…” served as 
the structure that guided the communal sermon. Using 
the game, the participants described the Childom of 
God: how it looks, sounds, tastes, smells, feels and the 
emotions it elicits.

The closing worship included a joyful feast in which 
participants celebrated a meal ritual. After the sermon, 
one woman invited worshippers “to a celebration for 
the co-creation of the delightful Childom of God, right 
here, right now.” Another liturgist invited participants 
to sit at the table. A minister blessed a star-shaped 
cake (in reference to Daniel 12:3) and a cup of milk with 
honey (God’s provision in the Promised Land), cut the 
cake and poured the milk, and distributed them among 
those present in her household. Meanwhile, everyone 
consumed what they had brought to the ritual meal in 
their own homes. Rihanna’s song “Diamonds,” played 
in the background, encouraging worshippers to shine 
brightly. The meal ended with impromptu expressions of 
joyful praise and thanksgiving.

Playing with tradition
The improvised communal sermon and the closing 
feast of the virtual retreat reinforced the Reformed 
tradition’s emphasis on Word and sacrament. The 
communal sermon was the Word proclaimed. The 
collective improvised story was full of imagery from 
Scripture. During the retreat, participants “met” and had 
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conversations with an array of biblical figures, which brought Scripture to 
vivid life. These reflections filled participants’ thoughts with God’s kingdom, 
kin-dom, Childom. With the emphasis on the inner child as a framing 
element, the participants’ description of the Childom of God was focused 
on the well-being of children. According to the worshippers, it was a place 
where children were safe from harm: from being caged, separated from their 
parents or even drowning in a river while swimming toward better living 
conditions. “Childom of God” was just another name for the heavenly realm 
that, according to the synoptic Gospels, Jesus proclaimed.

Similarly, the joyful feast resembled the sacrament of Communion. As 
participant Brenda Montgomery noted, the joyful feast “looks like a new way 
to do Holy Communion.” She “saw equivalence between the bread and wine 
of the Eucharist and the cake and milk and honey beverage served at Sophia’s 
Theme Park,” and she typed in the chat box during the conference that she 
“heard some of the Scriptures – [including a] paraphrase of Luke 13:29 – that 
are read when we celebrate Communion. It was a unique experience.”

However, instead of saying, “People will come from north and south and from 
east and west,” the minister said, “People will come from India and Puerto 
Rico, from the United States and from all over the world,” thus honoring the 
places of origin of those present in worship.

Another participant, Magdalena García, a pastor in the Presbyterian Church 
(U.S.A.) and alumna of McCormick Theological Seminary, recalled a 
story in the conference chat that served as a warning. She told of the 
objections that the “watchdogs of the denomination” often had to 
reimaginations of religious rituals. She shared that some time 
ago, Presbyterian Women were criticized for a ritual similar to 
the joyful feast of the retreat. In spite of the painful memory 
and possible negative consequences, she stated, “Yay for 
the courage to re-envision God and God’s blessings for 
the people of God.”

As part of the Reformed tradition, the PC(USA) has 
a mixed history with play. In the words of German 
Reformed theologian Jürgen Moltmann, “The 
Puritans used to tell their children, ‘You haven’t 
come into the world for pleasure.’ ” In “Theology 
of Play,” he goes on to explain, “The notion 
that enjoying God implies enjoying our own 
existence has been obscured by our Puritan 
training in self-control.”

Still, play is an important part of being a 
healthy human being. Sophia’s Theme Park 

“Yay 
for the 

courage to  
re-envision 

God and God’s 
blessings for the 
people of God.”

— Magdalena García
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intended to reassert the value of joy against the absolute claims of deontological ethics (the emphasis 
on rules without consideration of context, mitigating factors or the values that the rules are trying to 
protect) and against the puritanical traditions that attempt to keep us from enjoying and thanking 
God in new and creative ways (as the Shorter Catechism encourages).

The joyful feast at the Sophia’s Theme Park retreat intentionally avoided using the words: Eucharist, 
Communion, Lord’s Supper or the words of institution. However, it also intentionally used the structure 
and much of the language from the Book of Common Worship’s Eucharistic liturgy. This was a way 
to live into the liberation of Easter. As Moltmann explains, “Easter opens up the boundary-crossing 
freedom to play the game of the new creation.” The serving of cake and milk “played” in celebration 
of the new creation and was also a new creation itself. Making the feast celebratory – like a child’s 
birthday party – rather than a solemn and serious Communion that feels like a funeral, was a preview 
of the heavenly banquet we imagine each time we celebrate the Eucharist.

God’s Childom
The concept of “God’s Childom” is an expansion of the language used in reference to the divine realm. 
According to the Gospels of Mark and of Luke (for example, Mark 4:30 and Luke 17:21), Jesus spoke 
of the kingdom of God. According to the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus spoke of the kingdom of Heaven 
(Matthew 18:4). The Gospel according to John omits the topic.

Feminist and mujerista theologies have expanded the language around God’s kingdom. In her book 
“In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Christian Origins,” theologian Elisabeth 
Schüssler Fiorenza consistently prefers the term basileia to “kingdom.” Though she notes that the 
term translates as “kingdom” or “empire,” she explains that Jesus’ vision of the basileia is a practice 
of inclusive wholeness, of equals sharing a festive meal as the central image of the community.

Mujerista theologian Ada María Isasi Díaz, drops the “g” in kingdom and proposes the use of “kin-
dom.” In her book “Mujerista Theology,” Isasi Díaz views the language of kingdom today as sexist, 
hierarchical and elitist. Instead, kin-ship conveys that people are kin for one another, that they are the 
family of God, “when the fullness of God becomes a day-to-day reality in the world.”
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Expanding the work of Schüssler Fiorenza and Isasi Díaz, “Sophia’s Collective,” a network 
of artist-theologians in the U.S., proposed “Childom of God.” Through collaboration, the 
planning team of the virtual retreat focused the closing worship on the human condition as 
children of God. This emphasis of the worship service, which was also present throughout 
the retreat, was the catalyst for coining the phrase “Childom of God.” One participant stated, 
“Thank you for reminding us of our status before God: children.” The phrase conveys the 
heavenly realm of the synoptic Gospels, where God is parent and people are all children in a 
Christian discipleship of equals sharing a festive meal.

Playing purposefully
As children of God, church leaders gathered to renew their energies. They attended the virtual 
retreat, seeking rest and wholeness. They played games that nurtured the inner child and 
enjoyed the presence of Spirit.

All this play would have been in vain if participants did not worship and connect with 
God, others and self. By God’s grace and the power of play, they did. In the words of one 
of the participants: “I feel so free … this was effective in naming our pain, and improving 
self and our relationships with the community and God. I am grateful for the experience!” 
During their virtual retreat at the Sophia’s Theme Park, the retreat facilitators offered many 
opportunities to play, but the key was to adapt the games to accomplish an objective: whether 
that is connecting with the Divine, self and others; worshipping, growing in knowledge of 
Scripture; or nurturing one’s spirituality.

May God’s play be with you!

LIS VALLE-RUIZ is assistant professor of homiletics at McCormick Theological Seminary in Chicago. 

Her research interests lie at the intersection of preaching, worship and performance studies.



Photography as play
We pastors need creative outlets amid the often stressful demands of parish ministry.  Some pastors I know enjoy 
pottery, woodworking or playing a musical instrument.  Photography is my creative passion, and I’ve been taking 
photos since I was around 11 years old.  Though photographic technology has changed dramatically in the ensuing 
years (for the better!), admiring a beautiful landscape and triggering the shutter at the right moment will always be a 
highly satisfying way for me to enjoy God’s creation.  But it’s not all technique.  The fun of photography involves having 
a sense of adventure. 

My experience capturing this image of the Seattle skyline is a good example. I’d 
researched this location – a park above a busy freeway interchange – for a few years before 
attempting the shot.  Because I learned it had a reputation for criminal activity, I decided 
not to go it alone. One summer evening, while visiting the city on vacation, I invited a 
longtime friend and local resident to accompany me.  We found the park, and as you can 
see from the second image, the perfect angle was obvious. My friend and I still talk about 
the adventure of capturing this image. (We were perfectly safe, by the way.) Blessings on 

your creative adventures!

IN FOCUS

JONATHAN C. WATSON is pastor of Cape Fear Presbyterian  
Church in Wilmington, North Carolina. 

For more photos, visit: JonathanCWatson.com
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LESLIE SCANLON is Outlook’s national reporter. 
She lives in Louisville.

His name is Dave, and most summer mornings, from dawn until 9 a.m., you can find him in shorts and 
black knee-high rubber boots digging and fertilizing and pruning and weeding, drawing magic and 
sustenance from the dirt. I think of him as one of the ushers of the congregation of the community garden.

He knows that we are new, and clueless. When I come early one morning to water, he greets me with a 
smile, opens the door of the shed and fetches from the cab of his old pick-up the liturgy of this place: a green 
booklet titled “Home Vegetable Gardening in Kentucky.”

“Study up,” Dave says. “In a month, there’ll be a test.”
This spring, to our surprise, my husband got an email that we were being offered a spot in a community 

garden about 10 minutes from our house. We’d tried once before, in a too-big plot too far across town, and 
it did not go well. Our backyard is guarded by two huge maple trees that throw extravagant shade — we’ve 
tried and failed growing tomatoes in the ground, in drywall buckets moved strategically around the deck to 
catch the sun, hanging upside down from the swingset.

We’d been told it would take years to work our way off the waiting list for a community garden spot 
nearby, but this spring we got lucky — although too late to start plants from seeds. But we’ve learned 
there’s grace and generosity in this communion. At the garden, people share easily: tools, expertise, seeds, 
encouragement, stories of bumper crops and lessons learned through failure.

This place has space for all sorts: for newbies like us; hipster gardeners; mother-daughter teams; an 
immigrant physician whose plots are meticulous; and a trio of sisters, short on formal education but with a 
collective doctorate in horticulture.

Each plot is different — some pristine, some with trellises, some haphazard. One has the gift of broccoli 
and okra, another raspberries and flowers. It’s like the fruit of the spirit in real life.

And there’s no pretending. You are what you are. You know what you know (or don’t). You do the work, 
or you slack off and the weeds take over. Sometimes you do your best, and then comes the freeze or the 
flood or the rabbits. The garden – at least our plot – is a daily lesson in imperfection. We screw up, but we’re 
always welcome.

When my husband and I stood hovering over our plot, uncertain whether the newly-emerging plants in a 
particular row were vegetables or weeds, the physician just shook his head. Weeds, he said. Every one. But 
that, he said, pointing to a straggler at the very end of the row. That is kale.

I love this new season, where miracles sprout from the earth, where hope and cabbage abound, 
where you can make mistakes and still keep digging. Last night we feasted on salad featuring 
our own soft green lettuce. We have not yet killed all the tomatoes.

by Leslie Scanlon

THE gardengarden …
I COME TO  
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These challenges are all good deeds, but I never 
would have thought of them as “play.” However, 
this view changed after I heard the participants 
reporting back each week. They shared how they 
reconnected with members of former churches 
and laughed when remembering the times 
they had shared, such as homecoming feasts 
laid out on tables in the shade of oak trees or 
Sunday evening prayer services when they sang 
old, familiar hymns. One person told us how his 
children made thank-you cards for the men who 
drove the recycling truck. The next week, the 
men dropped off toy trucks made out of recycled 
milk bottles and the kids hadn’t stopped playing 
with them.

Another person described how, after she paid 
for the groceries of the man behind her in the 
checkout line, he burst into a jig right in the store! 
After she shared this story, our friend stepped 
back from her computer so that we could watch 
her demonstrate his joyful two-step!

God laughs and plays in good deeds. Just 
ask the children delighting in their new toys. Or 
the man dancing in the grocery store. Or the 
reinvigorated church members clapping with 
delight in their tiny Zoom squares.

The 
dance 

of good 
deeds

by Andrew Taylor-Troutman

ANDREW TAYLOR-TROUTMAN 

is the pastor of Chapel in the 

Pines Presbyterian Church in 

Chapel Hill, North Carolina.

The medieval mystic, Meister Eckhart, claimed, “God 
laughs and plays in good deeds.” Laughter and play call 
strong and specific images to mind, such as my young children 
splashing with delight in the ocean on our family’s recent 
vacation. “Daddy!” they shout, “Come and play with us!”

But what is playful about good deeds?
I would like to tell all the members of the church I serve that 

God laughs and plays. It’s true! And right now, I feel like we 
could all use a lighthearted message and a holy playtime.

During the pandemic, many church members have worked 
incredibly hard. They have supported our ministry, even when 
it was exclusively online. They have taken care of one another 
— from the sick and heartsick to widows and widowers, from 
the parents of newborns to middle school students. They met 
the needs of the larger community by creating a meal delivery 
program. To accomplish this, they worked in partnership with 
a family-owned restaurant that cooks nutritious meals from 
locally grown food and a nonprofit that assists adults with 
special needs. Our members volunteer to deliver the meals. 
With the help of our community partners, we hope to expand 
this food assistance ministry to feed even more people, 
including a community living in tents in the woods.

All of this is meaningful, yet it is also taxing on body and 
spirit. The “dance of good deeds” is to balance caring for 
ourselves while taking care of others. Though I believe that 
“faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead” (James 2:17), I have 
looked at my own weary face in the mirror and wondered if I 
was facing burnout. Instead of fatigue, could good deeds bring 
laughter and play?

Yet another initiative we took on during the pandemic was 
for our predominantly white church to meet over Zoom with a 
neighboring Black congregation for a weekly Sunday afternoon 
prayer meeting. Following the murder of George Floyd, we 
wanted to do something more than just a book study on 
antiracism. When I called the church, the pastor invited us to 
join them in prayer.

The call always begins with one of their deacons singing a 
hymn, usually one of the spirituals. With a holy twinkle in his 
eyes, their pastor then issues a monthly challenge for all of us, 
inviting us to put our faith into action.

One month, we were instructed to reconnect with someone 
we hadn’t seen for 10 years or more. Another month, we were 
told to leave a gift of appreciation for either a sanitation worker 
or mail carrier. The most recent challenge was to pay the 
grocery bill of the person behind us in the checkout line.
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What I appreciate 

about Mandy 

Smith’s approach 

is that she not 

only compellingly 

deconstructs the 

ways the Western 

church has been 

co-opted by 

Western values, 

but also offers 

a compelling 

reconstruction of 

the church and 

the gospel based 

on childlikeness. 

BOOK IN REVIEW

Unfettered: Imagining a Childlike Faith beyond 
the Baggage of Western Culture
Mandy Smith
BRAZOS PRESS, 224 PAGES

Reviewed by Rachel Young

Western culture, Mandy Smith says, is obsessed with productivity and is 
uncomfortable with human limitations. The Western church has adopted the 
culture’s focus on control and domination, and so “we do kingdom things in empire 
ways, which doesn’t look like good news.” The antidote, according to Smith, is to 
follow Jesus’ command to become like little children (Luke 18:16-17). When we 
were children, we knew how to live as our whole selves, while embracing our 
limitations. Since we relied on adults to provide for our needs, our posture was to 
“rest and receive” before responding to the world around us.

Smith writes whimsically about childlikeness and it makes for a compelling 
read. Some might think she romanticizes the gifts children bring to bear on 
the world — I’ve experienced too many temper tantrums to be completely 
convinced that children fully embrace their limitations! Yet, I find myself drawn 
to her argument, in part because she brings her own story to bear on it. She has 
experienced what it is like to choose a childlike posture and how it changed the 
way she lived and worked in the world. As a pastor who is close to burn-out 
after a year and a half of adapting to a global pandemic, I soaked in Smith’s 
exhortation to rest and receive from God.

One of the things I like most about Smith’s book is how she defines childlike 
receptivity against childish passivity as well as “adultish” domination against 
adultlike action. Too often, we face a false choice of saying either “It’s all up to 
God” or “It’s all up to me.” But the life of faith is a life of daily partnership with 
the God of the universe who is already at work in the world. It’s a way to be small 
without shame and powerful without oppressing. An essential part of the cycle of 
resting and receiving is that we recognize and respond to God’s nudges.

Smith is quick to note that responding to God’s nudges will cost us something. 
Sometimes it will make us uncomfortable, while, at times, others will not be 
receptive to those nudges. And yet, responding to the nudges that cause us 
discomfort can be part of our own healing. Obedience to God is an aspect of 
childlikeness that may make our “adultish” selves feel uneasy. Still, Smith has 
experienced how obeying God’s nudges has produced good fruit in her own life 
and in the lives of those around her. She’s seen enough of God in action to trust 
that God is actually at work in the discomfort. Many books have been written 
assessing the decline of Christianity in the Western world; what I appreciate 
about Smith’s approach is that she not only compellingly deconstructs the ways 
the Western church has been co-opted by Western values, but also offers a 
compelling reconstruction of the church and the gospel based on childlikeness. 
Resting before responding is a gift all of us can receive.

RACHEL YOUNG is the associate pastor of congregational health with Clear Lake 
Presbyterian Church in Houston.
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If God Is Love Don’t Be A Jerk:  
Finding a Faith that Makes Us Better Humans
John Pavlovitz
WESTMINSTER JOHN KNOX PRESS, 248 PAGES

Reviewed by Emily Berman D’Andrea

John Pavlovitz writes using provocative language and phrases, lacing his 
sentences with humor and everyday anecdotes and encounters. You may have 
already sensed that just by the title; if you didn’t, you will definitely pick it up 
when you encounter chapter titles such as: Love Your Damn Neighbor; Oh, 
Hell No!; and The Sh*t Is Never Getting Together (which he confesses should 
probably be the title of the book).

In the introduction we learn the author’s intent: “This book is about the 
walking: about imagining what love should or could look like if we take that 
mandate seriously … . It’s about the ways a bigger God is going to yield a greater 
capacity to love more people, and about what that will cause us to confront 
and confess and jettison.” While Pavlovitz addresses many of the doctrines that 
are core to the Christian faith, he looks at them in new ways, particularly at the 
actions that result from our theological beliefs.

Pavlovitz holds nothing back in his writing — which is engaging, conversational 
and often distracting. I’d find myself tittering or looking behind me to see if anyone 
was peeking over my shoulder, and would have to stop reading and wonder why 
I was reacting this way. I think my reactions were mostly because of the author’s 
phrasing and word choices rather than his ideas. Or, perhaps Pavlovitz intended 
to grab the reader’s attention and make us reflect on ourselves and phrased 
ideas in a way to help readers rethink the ideas themselves. If this was his intent, 
he succeeded!

In chapter four, Pavlovitz shares his own spiritual journey as well as his 
theology that, as it turns out, is summed up in the book’s title. “My meandering, 
five-decade pilgrimage as a theological mutt — from obedient Catholic altar 
boy to disenchanted teen to hopeful agnostic to defiant atheist to overconfident 
United Methodist megachurch pastor to deconstructing progressive to 
humanist Christian to whoever and whatever I am today . . . [has led me to] 
the sole universal truth I can hold onto — that faith shouldn’t make you a jerk. 
That’s it.”

Many of the issues that so-called progressive Christians are wrestling with 
in faith communities, homes, families, neighborhoods and personal lives are 
addressed. There’s a discussion guide with questions specific to each chapter, 
making this a strong choice for a group in which issues of justice, evangelism, 
tolerance and diversity are desired discussion topics. The author’s unique 
phraseology lends itself to further unpacking and conversation. Pavlovitz writes 
about “pocket-sized theology when there is an expansive space waiting” and 
challenges Christians to “stop living so small.” These and many other challenges 
emerge, making this a great selection for an established small group seeking to 
delve deeper into some of the thorny areas of liberal Christianity.

EMILY BERMAN D’ANDREA serves as pastor and head of staff at Potomac 
Presbyterian Church in Potomac, Maryland.

“This book is about 

the walking: about 

imagining what love 

should or could look 

like if we take that 

mandate seriously 

… . It’s about the 

ways a bigger God 

is going to yield a 

greater capacity to 

love more people, 

and about what 

that will cause us to 

confront and confess 

and jettison.”

— JOHN PAVLOVITZ

BOOK IN REVIEW
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BOOK IN REVIEW

“My reason to tell 

my version of this 

story at all … is to 

teach (or remind) 

everyone what 

can happen when 

simplistic, naïve, 

caustic versions 

of religion get 

lived out by 

people who miss 

the generative, 

wholesome, loving 

point of religion.”

— BILL TAMMEUS

Love, Loss and Endurance: A 9/11 Story of 
Resilience and Hope in an Age of Anxiety
Bill Tammeus
FRONT EDGE PUBLISHING, 244 PAGES

Reviewed by Christine Chakoian

The story of 29-year-old Karleton Fyfe’s death on September 11, 2001, is personal 
to me. I learned of it through the author’s sister; Karleton’s Aunt Mary is a member 
of the church I served. (Bill Tammeus is Karleton’s uncle.) Yet even without that 
connection, readers will be deeply moved by Tammeus’ vivid sharing of their family’s 
loss — not a distant disaster eliciting “thoughts and prayers,” but a particular grief that 
ripples across time. Through the story of his nephew’s death, Tammeus deliberately, 
thoughtfully reveals family relationships in their fragility and endurance; poignant 
memories revisited again and again; and joy that is savored, even as trauma is reignited.

All of this would be enough to warrant attention. But Tammeus – a well-regarded 
journalist – chooses far more: weaving the threads of his family story into the larger 
fabric of religious extremism: “My reason to tell my version of this story at all … is to 
teach (or remind) everyone what can happen when simplistic, naïve, caustic versions 
of religion get lived out by people who miss the generative, wholesome, loving point of 
religion. None of the world’s great religions is immune from this kind of distortion, so 
it’s up to each of us to recognize spiritual craziness when we see it and to do what we 
can to stop it or, at minimum, point it out. If we fail, the result may be more 9/11s, more 
attacks on synagogues, more white supremacists acting out their distorted ideology 
in murderous ways.”

While it is easy to point fingers at radical Islam, Tammeus cites chilling parallels 
between the rise of Nazism and the emergence of the neo-Nazi white nationalists 
at the deadly 2017 Charlottesville rally. Now we would add the targeting of Blacks 
by police, and the rise of anti-Asian violence. He reminds us, “Sometimes ancient 
extremist thinking doesn’t die, it merely hibernates for a time and then, rested and 
ready for renewed evil, it slouches toward Pittsburgh, Poway, Jersey City, Monsey, 
Kansas City.”

If we squander this painful awakening, we will watch extremism grow. Instead, 
Tammeus invites us to get out of our bubbles, describing his own deep-dive into 
other religions, including his work with Jewish leaders to write about the Holocaust. 
He confesses his prior containment of faith to private life, and his move from the 
editorial desk to pressing for a place at the religion desk at The Kansas City Star. 
And he explores theology – Christian and other traditions – with openness, honoring 
the murkiness of faith.

Tammeus reminds us of the real human cost, his beloved nephew and so many 
others, “erased by a bleak and bloody theology.” He charges us to “go and be part of 
the solution, offering marching orders that served him well:

1. Respect (and love) others.
2. Become more religiously literate.
3. Get outside your comfortable religious and worldview surroundings.
4. Engage in interfaith dialogue and cooperation.
5. Teach your children and grandchildren well.
6. Deepen your knowledge of both American and world history.
7. In this remarkably divisive time in our nation, become competent in 

civil discourse.
8. Spend time with people who have experienced profound grief.

CHRISTINE CHAKOIAN is the pastor of Westwood Presbyterian Church in Los Angeles.
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UNIFORM LESSON FOR OCTOBER 10, 2021

A cry for justice
by Richard Boyce

Scripture passage and lesson focus: 
Psalm 9:1-12

In this series, we have already 

worried about worship offered up 

by those who have no needs. Praise, 

true praise, in the Psalms is often 

preceded by cries for help and the 

plea for deliverance. While Psalm 

9 does not fit the form of a lament 

(indeed it has no discernible form 

other than being an acrostic poem 

based on the Hebrew alphabet), 

it is rooted in a cry for justice. The 

petitioners are identified as the 

poor (verse 18). Their enemies 

are classified as the nations. This 

people’s only apparent hope lies 

in being heard and rescued by the 

God who sits “enthroned forever” 

and who judges “the world with 

righteousness.” Where might we 

find ourselves, and our worship and 

service, in the pleas of this psalm?

The poor
The poor (ani in Hebrew) is a broad 

classification in the Psalms. Even here 

in Psalm 9 it includes other terms 

like “the oppressed,” “the needy” 

and “the afflicted.” Though it clearly 

includes those who lack material 

resources, it expands to include all 

who find themselves on the wrong 

side of justice and power in this 

broken world. The key shift in this 

psalm is the way that the solitary 

person of praise who sings at the 

beginning of this psalm (“I will give 

thanks to the Lord with all my heart”) 

merges with the community of criers 

singing as the psalm progresses (the 

Lord “does not forget the cry of the 

afflicted”). As James Luther Mays 

puts it in his commentary “Psalms,” 

this psalm becomes a “class action 

appeal” on behalf of all those who 

are being ground down and used up 

by the powers of this world. They are 

the weak who appeal to a God who 

is strong.

As we interpret this psalm, we 

must first examine our social location 

vis-à-vis the psalmist. We are used to 

placing ourselves in the first-person 

role in the Psalms — in the role of 

those who identify as God’s people 

both in praise and in petition. But 

while this psalm includes some of 

the language of God’s chosen ones 

(“those who know your name” and 

“in the gates of daughter Zion,” 

verse 14), most categories in this 

psalm align with those whose blood 

has been wrongly spilled and who 

therefore desperately seek justice. 

Dare we say it: this is a congregation 

akin more to those in a debtors’ 

prison or a detainment facility than 

to typical Presbyterians in the pews. 

The Psalms invite all humanity to join 

in God’s praises, but some portions 

of humanity may have a more direct 

purchase on this psalm’s petitions 

than others.

The nations
Even more pointedly, the enemies in 

this psalm should give pause to any 

nation that calls itself a superpower, 

or more pressingly the “greatest 

nation on earth.” If we Presbyterians 

have to stretch to understand and 

join the cries of the abused and the 

powerless, we might be less inclined 

to try to fit in with those who think 

they are immortal and have little 

need of God. When the psalmist 

urges God to “rise up” and judge 

the nations, the sentence centers 

on forcing a rediscovery of proper 

awe (“Put them in fear, O Lord”) 

and a recognition that all nations 

are dust (“Let the nations know that 

they are only human”). Get out of 

the way of this psalm! It may require 

a reformation and a repentance or 

conversion more costly than the 

walking of an aisle.

The Lord reigns
The hope and the fuel that inspire 

this psalm do not stem from an 

easy optimism that the strong will 

be humbled and the weak lifted up. 

There is a waiting in the psalm that 

is all too familiar to the poor of this 

world (“the needy shall not always be 

forgotten, nor the hope of the poor 

perish forever,” verse 18). This psalm 

must be linked with some of the royal 

psalms of the psalter to ground its 

hopes in something beyond worldly 

reformation (compare verse 8 with 

Psalm 98:9). If we listen to this 

psalm as a song of God’s people 

from both before and after the exile, 

we may learn to sing it in new and 

transformative ways. In some ways, 

we are the weak and the poor. In 

others, we are those who have been 

and will be judged. Maybe, if we’re 

willing, we can also become part of 

the inbreaking of God’s reign in a yet 

weary world.

For discussion:  
Where do you place yourself in this 

psalm? With the poor, the nations or 

the “wonderful deeds” of the Lord? O
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UNIFORM LESSON FOR OCTOBER 17, 2021

God’s costly and  
creative love
by Richard Boyce

Scripture passage and lesson focus: 

Psalm 107:1-9, 17-22

We started our unit on the Psalms 

with Psalm 100. That old favorite calls 

God’s people to praise based on a 

simple but profound motivation: “for 

the Lord is good; his steadfast love 

(hesed) endures forever” (verse 5). At 

the risk of oversimplification, Psalm 

107 puts flesh on the bones of God’s 

goodness. Just as Paul teaches us that 

love is a verb in 1 Corinthians 13 (love 

“bears all things, believes all things, 

hopes all things, endures all things”), 

so the Psalms celebrate the constant 

activity of God’s goodness and love. In 

this psalm, a comprehensive collection 

of human crises (individual and 

communal) serves as the canvas upon 

which the psalmist paints a picture of 

God’s costly and creative love for all 

who cry out.

Then they cried to the Lord
We’ve stressed this theme before, but 

we encounter it again in the several 

scenes of Psalm 107. Where does true 

praise begin? And where do we most 

clearly see the steadfast love of the 

Lord? We see it when human beings 

are in need: deep and desperate need, 

need from which we see no way out. 

We can be lost in a desert — either 

real or metaphorical. We can be 

trapped in prison or in the bonds of 

slavery — with no escape clause. We 

can be sick — from sin or disease, 

individually or collectively. We can 

be lost at sea — either the chaos of a 

boat amid a storm, or the crisis of a 

community battered by the winds of 

the raging nations. All human beings 

have encountered all these situations. 

God’s people certainly have. And 

what do human beings do in such 

situations? We cry out. And if we are 

wise, we cry out to the Lord.

While it may be typical for people 

in Scripture to cry out to God on 

the basis of past promises and 

relationships, Psalm 107 has little 

of that language. Instead Psalm 107 

testifies to a God whose character 

is grounded in attentiveness toward 

all those who cry out. As the king’s 

character is most clearly revealed by 

the way in which the king responds 

to the cries of the poor and the 

desperate (see Psalm 72:12), so the 

Lord (from Exodus onward) is a God 

who hears the groaning of humanity, 

sees the affliction of God’s creatures 

and then comes down to deliver (see 

Exodus 3:7-8). Surely, once more we 

must worry over the fact that timid 

prayers may lead to tepid worship. If 

Psalm 107 accomplishes nothing else, 

it invites us to bring our heartfelt cries 

to God. Imagine the liturgist climbing 

into the pulpit, simply cupping her 

hands and crying: “Help! For God’s 

sake, and for the world’s sake, help!”

And God delivered them from  
their distress
Cry and deliverance go together in 

Scripture like a hand and a glove, or 

an alarm and an all-points response. 

When creatures cry out in Scripture, 

God comes down to deliver: those 

lost in the wilderness, those bound 

in captivity, those near death, those 

sinking beneath the waves. Psalm 107 

characterizes creatures as those who 

cry out, and God as one who delivers. 

This is the basis of God’s goodness. 

This is the fruit of God’s steadfast 

love. This is the inspiration for true 

praise. “O give thanks to the Lord, 

for he is good; for his steadfast love 

endures forever.”

God redeemed them from  
their trouble
Love that is abstract and actionless 

is not love in the Bible. True and 

faithful love requires costly action. 

When God becomes manifest in 

Jesus of Nazareth, God is revealed 

to be a God who feeds the hungry, 

sets the prisoner free, heals the sick 

and calms the storms that threaten 

God’s creatures. Furthermore, all of 

this deliverance comes at a cost. Just 

as the exiled nation of Israel could 

look back on its return from Babylon 

as a costly act of God’s love, so the 

disciples came to recognize Jesus’ 

death and resurrection as an act of 

costly redemption from trouble. So the 

simple recital of Psalm 107 might lead 

God’s creatures toward both more 

hearty worship and more sacrificial 

service. The closing verses of Psalm 

107 point toward a kind of cosmic 

reclamation effort on God’s part which 

cannot help but grab our attention 

today. Creatures cry out. God comes 

down to deliver. Deserts turn into 

“pools of water”; parched lands turn 

“into springs of water” (verse 35). 

These are indeed “wonderful works 

to humankind” (verse 31). Might 

we be called to participate in such 

reclamation — in the sanctuary, and in 

our cities and seas?

For discussion:  
God’s love is revealed in the way God 

hears cries and moves toward costly 

deliverance. How about our love? O
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UNIFORM LESSON FOR OCTOBER 24, 2021

Temple, travel and trust
by Richard Boyce

Scripture passage and lesson focus: 
Psalm 84

For a person who has spent a good 

hunk of life in Presbyterian sanctuaries 

(I’m the son and grandson of 

Presbyterian preachers), I can’t help 

but hear this psalm as a celebration 

of Sunday worship. While I might not 

have sung some of these stanzas with 

much gusto when I was a teenager 

(“for a day in your courts is better than 

a thousand elsewhere”), its image 

of the temple as home continues to 

resonate in a quite visceral way (“even 

the sparrow finds a home … at your 

altars, O Lord of hosts”). Though I only 

occasionally have experienced actual 

birds in the sanctuaries where I’ve 

worshipped (mostly in camp settings), 

I still have a real sense of the sanctuary 

as a place where all God’s creatures 

can find rest. But where is God’s temple 

today for Christians, Jews and peoples 

of other faiths or no faith?

The Temple
Much of the joy of this psalm is the 

simple, yet profound joy of the pilgrim’s 

first sighting and subsequent perusal 

of the Jerusalem Temple. To have 

heard about this sight since childhood, 

to have traveled to this place over 

dusty and dangerous paths and then 

to glimpse this Temple’s walls and 

hear its worship must have thrilled 

the psalmist in ways that only poetry 

and song can capture. This is the place 

where the God of Hebrew Scripture has 

promised to dwell. These are the courts 

from which the reign of this invisible 

God explodes outward throughout the 

cosmos. The songs and the sacrifices 

and the smells of this holy place must 

have overwhelmed God’s people 

amid the chaos and confusion of their 

ordinary lives: “My soul longs, indeed it 

faints for the courts of the Lord.”

It is therefore appropriate to transfer 

much of this joy and experience to 

those buildings and spaces where 

the presence of God has become 

most tangible for us, through shared 

experiences of worship and weddings, 

baptisms and burials. To catch the sight 

of a familiar steeple after spending a 

long time away from the sanctuary 

beneath it is to enter into the joy of 

the psalmist. The space doesn’t have 

to be a beautiful place by the world’s 

standards. Indeed, many Reformed 

worship spaces are intentional in 

their simplicity, marked essentially by 

means of table, font and pulpit. But as 

creations of time and space, places of 

brick and mortar do carry a particular 

weight in our experience of God’s 

presence through the generations. The 

sight of this place, and the sounds and 

smells of this place, can bring us joy.

The travel
Nevertheless, while some of the 

psalmist’s joy comes from arrival, it 

is interesting that much of the joy of 

the psalm is grounded in anticipation. 

Happy are those “in whose heart are 

the highways to Zion.” This is a matter 

of orientation as much as architecture. 

“As they go through the valley of Baca 

they make it a place of springs.” The 

transformation begins well before 

the arrival. “They go from strength to 

strength,” perhaps because the God 

of Gods will be seen not only in Zion 

but all along the way. At the heart 

of this psalm’s joy is not only the joy 

of a pilgrimage to a particular place, 

but the recognition that all of life is a 

journey home. Jesus knew this when he 

bade farewell to his disciples (“In my 

Father’s house there are many dwelling 

places. If it were not so, would I have 

told you that I go to prepare a place for 

you?”). John the seer knew this when 

he described a new Jerusalem without 

a temple. Why? Because “its temple 

is the Lord God the Almighty and the 

Lamb” (Revelation 21:22). All of life is a 

pilgrimage toward this place.

The trust
As beautiful as the temple or our 

sanctuaries may be, the real beauty 

comes from the God who is revealed 

there: “My heart and my flesh sing 

for joy to the living God.” If life is a 

pilgrimage, its destination is not just 

some heaven on the other side of 

death, but rather the gift of God’s 

presence here and now: “For the Lord 

God is a sun and shield; he bestows 

favor and honor.” True happiness is 

found not just by getting to Jerusalem, 

but by trusting in the goodness of this 

Lord every step of the way.

For discussion:  
You’ve heard the saying “It’s not the 

destination, it’s the journey.” How does 

this help us hear Psalm 84?

RICHARD BOYCE is the dean 

of the Charlotte campus of Union 
Presbyterian Seminary, and 
associate professor of preaching 
and pastoral 
leadership. He is a 
minister member
of the Presbytery
of Western North 
Carolina.
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• CALL 
OPPORTUNITIES

PASTOR. The First Presbyterian 

Church is seeking someone with 

the enthusiasm and energy to help 

us instill more vitality in our church 

program, community activities and 

small, but remarkable congregation. 

The church is located in the small 

town of Bandon on the scenic 

southern Oregon coast. Our town 

has gained national recognition as 

one of the “best beach towns in 

America” with great recreational 

opportunities, including world 

class golfing at Bandon Dunes. We 

have also been identified as one of 

the safest and friendliest towns in 

Oregon. The position will include a 

charming, family-friendly manse. 

For more information, check the 

presbytery listings (MIF #07114) 

and the Chamber of Commerce 

website: bandon.com.

PASTOR. We are Barnet 

Presbyterian Church in the 

beautiful Green Mountains of 

northern Vermont. We are a small, 

inclusive, financially stable, active 

congregation reaching into the 

community with two campuses and 

a retreat house. We are technology 

savvy, utilizing social mediums to 

communicate with each other and 

the community. We are looking 

for a pastor to partner with us 

in our ministry. Get to know us 

at pcbarnetvt.org and our MIF 

#11490.AB0 at the CLC website.

PASTOR. Trinity Presbyterian 

Church, Starkville, Mississippi. 

We are a small congregation in a 

fabulous university community 

(Mississippi State University). We 

are active in the community with 

helping hands and inviting and 

accepting to all in worship. Get to 

know us at  

trinitypresstarkville.org and view 

our MIF #20720.AC0. Join us in 

ministry by sending your PIF to 

vschramm624@gmail.com.

DIRECTOR OF CHILDREN AND 
FAMILY MINISTRIES Located 

in downtown Spokane, First 

Presbyterian Church of Spokane 

(spokanefpc.org), a caring and 

warm congregation committed to 

reaching Spokane with the love 

of Christ, is in search of their next 

Director of Children and Family 

Ministries. This person will provide 

primary leadership for children 

and families at First Presbyterian 

Church, be responsible for leading 

a robust volunteer and staff team, 

equip and inspire children as they 

begin a lifetime of discipleship and 

adventure in following Jesus into 

his Kingdom, equip parents and 

serve as a liaison for family ministry 

to the congregation and larger 

community. For job description 

please see hireayouthpastor.

com/churches/2514/jobs/3370. 

Candidates should send their 

résumé along with a cover letter to 

search@ministryarchitects.com. 

PASTOR IN RESIDENCE  

(part time). Meet God in the beauty 

of Montana! Survey the stars in 

big sky country, fish, hike Glacier 

National Park, write a book. Glacier 

Presbytery is seeking a retired 

pastor or a pastor on sabbatical 

who would like to serve one of our 

most beloved congregations for one 

or two years. Whitlash Community 

Presbyterian Church is a small 

congregation with a great heart. For 

more than a century, this church 

has served as the ecumenical 

presence of Christ. For details, 

contact Beth McCaw at 

beth.glacierpresbytery@gmail.com 

or 406-871-2135.

• TRAVEL 
OPPORTUNITIES

SCOTLAND TOURS. Pastors: Let 

us arrange a wonderful experience 

for your church. Visit Edinburgh, 

Iona, Scottish Highlands. History, 

scenery, Presbyterian heritage.  

Free places for group leaders. Fall 

2022 dates available. Questions?  

We’ll be glad to help. Website: 

scotustours.com.  

Contact our Director – Rev Jim 

Wallace: office@scotustours.com

• CURRICULUM

SUNDAY SCHOOL CURRICULUM 
Original six-week curriculum for 

adults from the Presbyterian Outlook. 

Visit pres-outlook.org/vof for 

more information or to order.

http://pres-outlook.org/
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PASTOR/HEAD OF STAFF
Orchard Park Presbyterian Church
Orchard Park, New York
Do you pastor because it feeds you? From the pulpit, do you 
evoke rather than prescribe, summon rather than explain? 

Do you preach a lesson that cannot be taught, only learned? Do you believe 
mission proclaims a collaborative eschatology? Do you know who you are and 
whose you are? Are you an old friend it won’t take us long to recognize? Our 
MIF #05378.AD0. View website oppchurch.org.

ASSOCIATE PASTOR FOR NEXTGEN
Burlpres Church (First Presbyterian Church)
Burlingame, California

We are a church for all in the heart of the San Francisco 
Bay area. Join us in our exciting ministry! This is a 

full-time position to help children and youth become followers of Jesus 
through a dynamic children and youth ministry program.

To learn more visit: burlpres.church/en/events

To apply, send cover letter and résumé to burlpresapnc@gmail.com.

CONTACT AD MANAGER, 
GEORGE WHIPPLE:

1-800-446-6008
gwhipple@pres-outlook.org

PRINT 
WEB
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WEBINARS
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TALK 
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RACISM
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Healing the Wounds of Privilege

90-MINUTE OUTLOOK WEBINAR 

PRESENTED BY AMY JULIA BECKER

Miss one of the 
Outlook’s webinars? 
FIND IT in our online 
library! These webinars and 
more are available for purchase 
and immediate viewing today.
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Welcoming refugees and immigrants:Loving others because God first loved us

A LIVE 
90-MINUTE WEBINAR

PRESENTED BY KENT ANNAN 

SCALING WALLS: 

Leading the way into faithful 

conversations in divided times

90-MINUTE OUTLOOK WEBINAR 

PRESENTED BY DON MEEKS
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That the people of 

God may flourish: 

Serving as a deacon 

or ruling elder
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At exactly 4:17 a.m., a wet dog nose nudges me in the 
face, eager to begin the day. She is an unfailing alarm 
clock. Once driven by necessity (Get up or clean up my 
mess!), these early morning hours have become sacred. 
Some things – including evidence that the world and all 
of us in it really are going to be okay – are easier to see in 
the dark. A book, a cup of coffee and the slow pendulum 
of a wagging tail greet the sun as it rises.

There is a crash in the kitchen, followed by suspicious 
silence. Come here, I call her, and she comes running, 
smelling strongly of the peanut butter she just pulled 
down from the counter. She is 
unapologetic, utterly certain that 
something so good was never 
meant to be denied her. She licks 
me in the face, happy to share the 
remains of her transgression.

I vacuum the rugs and sweep 
the floors for the fifth time this 
week, unclear how she can give 
up so much fur and still have such 
an abundance. She never gives it a 
second thought, refusing to worry 
about something she was never 
meant to keep for herself. The task 
becomes more of a miracle and 
less of a chore.

She accompanies me to the office, where she 
greets everyone with equal enthusiasm. You’re here! 
her smiling eyes and tapping toes say to each visitor. 
Thank goodness. I have been waiting my whole life for 
the chance to meet you. Everyone feels better about 
themselves today, except for the teddy bear that is 
hers to play with. She chews through the seams and by 
lunchtime, white stuffing is spread across the floor. She 
protests when I gather the pieces and push them back 
inside. She understands on a visceral level that there is 
something healing about spilling your guts.

Outside, on a walk, she roams as far as the leash will 
let her. She examines the sidewalk, the lamppost, the 
street sign and each blade of grass. We need to go back 
to work, I tell her. She pulls me in the other direction: 
We have all the time in the world. She sniffs some 

daisies planted around a tree. She is gentle at first, 
then plunges her whole head into the flowerbed. I am 
worried for the neighbor’s handiwork, but not a single 
bloom is bothered. Beauty is sturdier than I realize.

She needs a bath, and she protests mightily. We 
do not agree on the value of this activity. I attempt 
a bribe with treats, but she sees through me and 
runs in the other direction. I chase her into a corner, 
pick up her front legs and drag the rest of her to the 
bathtub. She surrenders to the inevitable, sitting still 
but whining in protest the entire time. Think of it like 

a baptism, I say to her, and she 
gives me a long, exasperated 
look before commencing a 
mighty shake. She does not trust 
the water, and I fail at converting 
her. Faith cannot be forced.

I stare at my laptop, where 
too many open tabs reflect 
my divided attention: county 
vaccine rates, a running list of 
livestream troubleshooting and 
a sermon with no conclusion in 
sight. She drops a ball in my lap; 
I toss it aside. We repeat this 
ritual a dozen times before I sigh, 

get up from the table, and take her outside to play. 
Interestingly, the world does not end.

While my back is turned, she slides under the planks 
of the deck, where she has hollowed out a deep, dark 
hole. I call her name repeatedly, and she eventually 
emerges, trotting back toward the house with flecks of 
mud falling from her paws as if to say, Rising from the 
depths is never easy, but my God, it is such delight.

Dog life

Rising from the 
depths is never 

easy, but my 
God, it is such 

delight.
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During this challenging season, the Presbyterian Outlook 
has created resources to support virtual and in-person 
worship and Christian formation. You have free access 
to full weekly liturgies, commentaries on lectionary 
passages (including discussion questions), prayers, 
hymns and resources for Christian education as a family. 
These resources are available on our website as well as 
on our Facebook and Twitter feeds.

pres-outlook.org/worshipresources
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Forget the stereotypes.
 Poverty is a lot more widespread than 
you probably thought. Especially since the 
pandemic.
 Poverty looks like the food service worker 
who can’t a�ord to put food on their own 
table.
 It looks like the health care worker who 
can’t a�ord their own prescriptions.
 Or the child care worker who can’t a�ord 
child care.
 Being poor in America is not just about a 
lack of money. It’s about working hard and 
still not having access to the basic things so 
many of us take for granted. Like a decent 
wage, housing, a�ordable medical care, 
educational opportunities, and so much 
more.

Introducing Matthew 25 
in the PC(USA): 
A bold vision and 
invitation 
 
 In Matthew 25:31–46, the call is loud and 
clear: we must work boldly and strategically to 
eradicate systemic poverty in our communities 
and our country. 
 We must work together to act on our 
beliefs to change laws, policies and structures 
in our society that perpetuate economic 
exploitation of people who are poor.
 �is is your invitation to take action and 
make a di�erence. We have the tools and 
resources to help you get started on this 
righteous path.
 Please join us on this journey by choosing 
to become a Matthew 25 church. 
 Learn more today at pcusa.org/
matthew25.

Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)

Poverty in America
doesn’t look like what 
you think it looks like


