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Yesterday afternoon, a dozen of us—six kids and six grownups—gathered for 
one of UUCC’s auction events, a paint-pouring party hosted by Kim Estell and 
Deanna McConnell. In the welcome shade of a large tree in the Estells’ 
driveway—hassled by only a few pesky cicadas (though under the din of their 
screeching the whole time)—we filled cups with various colors of paint, added 
a few drops of a substance that would promote spreading and bubbling (or 
something like that), and then poured the paint over a canvas. No particular 
skill required … just a willingness to experiment and play and imagine what 
might result in something we would enjoy looking at once it dried—whether 
because it would be beautiful or whimsical or strange or funny—but that would 
be fun in the making, regardless.  
 
[show images] 
 
I’m sure there are people who have truly mastered this particular technique 
and can more predictably plan for a resulting piece of artwork by pouring paint 
in this way. But for us beginners—for me—the fun was in the play itself, in the 
mess, in the not-knowing what would result … and in not being invested in a 
particular outcome. 
 
[stop sharing images] 
 
This month, the Soul Matters theme is play, so I’ve been thinking more 
deliberately about what qualifies as play, reflecting on how I personally 
experience play, how we share a sense of playfulness even in our work.  
 
After all, the opposite of play is not work, the experts say … the opposite of play 
is melancholy, worry, gloom. 
 
I’m remembering a few years ago at our Board of Trustees’ planning retreat, 
how we spent a couple of hours using the Lego Serious Play technique to get at 



 
questions of individual skills and group vision. And how revealing it was to share 
an Escape Room experience with our whole staff team one time.  
 
When we get out of our heads, out of our structured, agenda-ed, bureaucratic 
ways of doing things, we learn things about ourselves and each other; we free 
ourselves to engage more fully … even in what we identify as our “work”.  
 
Writer and speaker Leslie Levine asks, “Why is play so elusive for some grown-
ups?” 
 

Because [she says] we are so strongly attracted and attached to a 
profoundly goal-oriented, work-ethic-driven society. Like other forms of non-
work, play connotes wastefulness, a stoppage in the way of what needs to 
get done. Yet often what really needs to get done has more to do with our 
hearts and spirits and less to do with a deadline or longstanding project. Play 
beckons to us, urging us to live in the present moment, a moment that 
becomes more luminous when we disallow interruptions like work and worry. 

 
Similarly, priest and spiritual director Margaret Guenther observes that, “When 
we play, we also celebrate holy uselessness. Like the calf frolicking in the 
meadow, we need no pretense or excuses. Work is productive; play, in its 
disinterestedness and self-forgetting, can be fruitful.” 
 
So, today we are celebrating the value, the importance, of play in our lives. Not 
just for children—we have long known that "play is a child’s work”, as the 
Cradlerock Children’s Center taught me years ago—but for all of us, of any 
age.  
 
Some of us don’t need to be convinced. Whether by nature or by nurture, you 
have embraced playfulness as a high value, a priority in your life. But others 
among us—and I include myself here—sometimes need reminding that play is 
not frivolous, not a waste of time, not a shirking of responsibility. Rather, says the 
research, “play isn’t just about goofing off; it can also be an important means of 
reducing stress and contributing to overall well-being.” … “At work, play has 
been found to speed up learning, enhance productivity and increase job 
satisfaction; and at home, playing together, like going to a movie or a concert, 
can enhance bonding and communication.” (Wallace) 



 
 
And even though religion in general doesn’t often get full credit for the wisdom 
it has been offering for millennia, many of our spiritual traditions have known the 
value of play for a very long time. In researching for his book Games for the 
Soul, Dr. Drew Leder observed,  
 

I realized that the way of play was a part of all religions. St. Paul proclaimed 
himself a 'fool for Christ.' Jews honor the Sabbath, that time to stop working 
and to take pleasure in life. Hindus say that the universe was created as 'lila,' 
divine play. (After all, the Omnipresent Eternal One needed something to 
do.) Muslim Sufis teach through jokes about Mulla Nasruddin, a laughable 
sage/fool. Native Americans celebrate bawdy trickster-figures. (Try attending 
a Cherokee "Booger Event.") Buddhists practice meditative games of 
breathing, attention, and joyful presence. Zen teachers poke fun at dogma, 
as in master Feng's pronouncement: 'The Buddha is a bullheaded jail keeper, 
and the Patriarchs are horse-faced old maids!' It seemed the whole world 
was playing with Spirit in a thousand delightful ways. 

 
So, how do you play? 
 
Psychiatrist Stuart Brown is the founder of the National Institute for Play in 
California. He says that how we play is “as unique to an individual as a 
fingerprint”, but “what all play has in common is that it offers a sense of 
engagement and pleasure, takes the player out of a sense of time and place, 
and the experience of doing it is more important than the outcome.” (Wallace)  
 
The experience of doing it is more important than the outcome. Or, as I heard 
him say in a TED Talk, if the activity’s so-called purpose is more important than 
the activity itself, then it’s not play. 
 
In a few minutes I’m going to invite you to raise hands—using the Zoom reaction 
buttons so I am sure to see you—and share in a word or phrase how you play. 
So, think about that. While you’re reflecting on your own play, we’re going to 
hear from two playful UUCC members. 
 
The first is Lisa Schlossnagle, who has been posting videos on social media from 
her backyard, where she is engaged in what she calls her “let’s-see-what-



 
happens style of gardening”. Some of us who have been following along are 
noticing the playful nature of Lisa’s relationship with this outdoor space—she’s 
hoping for things to grow and thrive, but she’s not overly invested in those 
outcomes. So, I hope you’ll enjoy this short video from Lisa’s garden—the latest 
in the series, filmed about a week and a half ago. After that, we’ll hear from 
Carol Zika! 
 


