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“A View from the Church Playground” 

Text: Romans 15:7-13 
 
Although I have been looking forward to delivering this sermon, I had a moment this week 
where I thought it was going to take an unexpected twist.  We received a call at the office saying 
that there had been a suspicious charge on my church credit card.  The caller said that someone 
had charged a $1200 drone to my credit card.  Now, so far, we this sermon series has talked 
about a view from the steeple and a view from the church library.  But for a brief moment, I 
pondered taking this newfound drone into the church parking lot and preaching about a view 
thousands of feet above Columbus.  But, alas, there were no charges and the phone call appears 
to have been a scam.  So, I will stick with the intended sermon, which is to consider our message 
this morning from the church playground.  We won’t soar as high as we might with a drone, but I 
think it provides some interesting perspectives.  Let us begin with a prayer. 
 
Beloved God, like children longing to play on the playground, we have come here this 
morning.  Refresh us with the joyfulness that comes from playing and laughing and 
enjoying one another’s company.  Help us throughout our daily lives to set aside time to 
play and to experience your loving presence in such moments.  Amen. 
 
One of the things I like about my office is that it is located right beside the church playground.  
On pretty days, it is common to hear the sounds of children laughing and playing outside my 
window.  I don’t know this for certain, but I would like to believe that this helps set the mood for 
some of the things I face throughout the week.  Maybe a bit of the playfulness and laughter seeps 
into my daily activities. 
 
As a child, it was common to walk to the nearby community playground where we could spend 
what seemed like hours.  Like other children, I could go down the slide and immediately get in 
line to do it again.  Once ensconced on the swing, I could spend lots of time feeling the breeze in 
my hair, the tingle of stretching my legs to reach the highest point possible.  Or maybe if my 
parents weren’t there to see it I would jump from the swing to see how far I could fly.  The time 
spent on the playground was filled with delight. 
 
Earlier this spring I took my grandson to a park near his home.  What a wonderful day it was.  At 
the end we were both equally exhausted.  But I also remember that throughout the course of the 
time, he developed new friends that he would tag along with.  They had never met before, would 
likely never meet again.  But for that brief moment, they were able to share in the fun experience 
of playing on the playground. 
 



But as I reflect upon these time, I am aware of a mystery.  At some point, I was too old to play.  
And it wasn’t just at the neighborhood playgrounds.  It was as if some unknown voice was there 
saying that adults shouldn’t spend their time on such frivolity.  It’s ok to take your kids or 
grandkids to the playground, but once you reach a certain age, you aren’t supposed to do this 
anymore.  It is time to set aside such lighthearted things and attend to more serious matters in 
life.  There is work to be done, bills to be paid, important decisions to be made.  And without 
ever being explicitly told, we become exiles to a very important part of life.   
 
I always go back to a short quote from a second century Christian bishop named Irenaeus who 
said, “The glory of God is human beings fully alive.”  And what that means to me is that God 
enjoys seeing us having fun.  It brings a smile to God’s face to imagine us playing and laughing 
and smiling.   
 
And that is why I think a playground at church is an important piece of the architecture.  It 
beckons us to come play.  It calls out to us to stop and enjoy the sounds of laughter.  If we don’t 
have the courage to sit in the sandbox and make things, at the very least, it invites us to slow 
down and remember such moments from our childhood.   
 
Just over a year ago we sent a group from this church to work at Mission Guatemala.  Every 
morning, we loaded a van with people and supplies and traveled up and down steep mountains to 
work at a rural school.  Our task was to help build new restroom and shower facilities for the 
school.  Other groups had started the project and we would continue that work.  It would take 
many groups before it was completed. 
 
We saw the existing bathrooms and understood why it was important to build these new 
facilities.  We also learned that some of the teachers and the principal traveled great distances to 
be there.  Having a place to shower when they arrived would be a nice benefit.  And so our team 
went to work making plaster and applying it to the walls, digging trenches for the pipework, 
preparing the space for its intended use.  We worked hard.  At the end of the day, we could look 
back at our progress and see the results of our labor.   
 
But the goal of Mission Guatemala was not just to build facilities. It was to build relationships.  
Because our group was so hard working, they had to encourage us to stop and tell us to go play 
with the school children.  And so with a bit of encouragement, we put aside our tools and went to 
play with the young children.  We played soccer in the open space, we joined in relay races, we 
gave piggy back rides until our backs were sore and we lifted them high into the air to the 
delightful shrieks of joy as they asked us to “Do it again!”   
 
We worked hard in the week we were there.  But some of the best memories were the times spent 
playing with the children.   
 
Where did we get the notion that when we became adults we had to stop playing?  Who is this 
Grinch who told us that such moments were a waste of time?  Along with the smiles of the 
children, I also think God was smiling down on those moments, grateful to see us all playing 
together. 
 



This morning’s reading from the book of Romans is one indication of this.  Paul doesn’t 
specifically tell the Romans to go play on the playground.  But what he does say is that they 
should welcome one another, despite their differences, in the same way God has welcomed them.  
Specifically, Paul is addressing the tensions between Jews and Gentiles and saying that we are all 
a part of the same family.  God smiles upon the Jew just as surely as God smiles upon the 
Gentile.   
 
In 1992, Vivian Gussin Paley published a powerful book about changes she brought to her 
kindergarten classes in Chicago.  The book is entitled, “You Can’t Say You Can’t Play.”  Filled 
with brilliant observations, she noticed that her students often excluded one another from their 
game playing.  Although the excluded kids didn’t articulate it, they knew who they were and that 
they didn’t fit in.   Paley wanted to address this.  So she instituted a new classroom rule.  
Everyone gets to play, no one is excluded.  She stated, “Play flows out of friendship and 
friendship flows out of play.  The relationship works both ways and equally well….”   
 
What this experiment showed was that when all children were included and accepted in the times 
of play, it had an overall positive effect upon the whole classroom and all their interactions.  As 
Paley wrote, “we all rise in stature.” 
 
The ability to play together is essential to our well-being and to our overall relationships with 
one another.  And, although this statement delves into the realm of next week’s sermon, one of 
the things I have witnessed about this congregation is a healthy spirit of playfulness.  From the 
Ugly Tie Contest, to laughter and playfulness at the church picnic or just the general spirit of joy 
that is prevalent when we gather together, that is an important part of our community of faith.  
To be a loving community means there are times when our hearts are moved to tears and we 
weep with one another.  And there are times when our spirits delight and we are filled with joy 
and laughter and playfulness.   
 
The reading from the book of Romans ends with a statement that might be summarized as a 
prayer Paul has for the church there.  He wrote, “May the peace of God fill you with all joy and 
peace in believing, so that you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.”  May God 
fill you with joy.  Paul may not have been able to coax the congregation to sit on the swings or 
slide down the slide, but he prayed that their community gatherings would be filled with joy.   
 
Some of you may recall the story about the biggest lie I ever told from the pulpit.  And what 
made it worse was that I knew that I was lying and so did almost everyone in the congregation.  
But I said it anyway. 
 
A very kind soul named John would soon be celebrating his 80th birthday.  His wife Dorothy 
wanted to throw a surprise birthday party for him.  She asked if they could use the church 
Fellowship Hall.  The party was to happen at 2:00 in the afternoon.  Guests had been told that it 
was a surprise and up to the week prior, no one had given it away.  John had no idea.  They had 
even told the guests when they arrived to part away from the church so that John would not know 
why he was coming. 
 



But early that week Dorothy called and she was nearly in tears.  She was not a big race fan and 
was unaware that the party was being held on the afternoon of the Indy 500.  John was a big fan 
and would be seated by his radio listening intently to the race.  She didn’t think she could get 
him to leave until the race was concluded.  How could she get him to come to the church while 
the race was still going on? 
 
We talked a bit and came up with a plan.  I wasn’t sure if it would work, but we agreed to give it 
a try.  So, on Sunday morning, the day of the surprise party, I gave the morning announcements 
and said that we had an emergency meeting of the Board of Trustees that afternoon at 2:00.  John 
was a Trustee.  He was a very faithful member, always in attendance.  
  
From my vantage point, I could see several people in the congregation smiling because they 
knew that I was lying.  There was no emergency and there was no Trustees meeting.  But for the 
sake of Dorothy, everyone went along with it.  And after the service, when John asked what the 
emergency was, everyone said they didn’t know, but figured we’d best be there to find out. 
 
So, while the race was still going on, John and Dorothy got into their car and went to the church.  
And when he walked through the doors he was greeted with lots of smiling faces crying out, 
“Surprise!”  John got a tear in his eye.  And then he scanned the room, pointed his finger at me 
and with a broad smile exclaimed, “You lied!”  And I had.  I couldn’t deny it.  But it had worked 
and it was a wonderful afternoon. 
 
I know I have told you that part of the story.  I don’t think I have told you what happened later.  
It was late summer, maybe even early spring that I went to visit John and Dorothy at their home.  
Nothing was going on, I just stopped by to see how they were doing.  We had a good 
conversation, even reminiscing about the big lie I had told from the pulpit.  Then John asked me 
if I like persimmons.  He was going to send me home with some persimmon pulp from their tree 
in the back yard.  And with a big of a wry smile he asked, “You ever eat a fresh persimmon?”  I 
had to admit that I hadn’t.  If I had been more perceptive, I might have seen Dorothy roll her 
eyes.  But I didn’t 
 
We went into the back yard and John plucked a persimmon off the tree and handed it to me.  I 
had tasted persimmon pulp and thought I was being handed a great treat.  I chomped down on the 
persimmon and immediately my cheeks puckered and my mouth went dry.  It was the sourest 
taste I ever recall.  And while making a face, John bent over laughing.  He had gotten his revenge 
for telling a lie.  For those who may not know, you don’t eat persimmons off the tree.  You wait 
until they fall on the ground, let them soften a bit.  It is only then that they become the sweet 
treat we know here in Indiana.   
 
I look back at that with fond memories.  We were able to laugh together, to play an occasional 
prank on each other, to share the experience of joyfulness.   
 
I think the presence of a playground, invites us to remember all the biblical moments of laughter 
and joyfulness.  How it was that David danced with delight.  How it was that Sarah laughed 
when told that she was going to have a child.  How it was that Jesus said, “I have come that you 
might have life and have it abundantly.”  Part of that abundance is found in the ability to laugh 



and play together, to delight in the beauty of our humanity, to experience the joy of a loving 
community.  I may not be able to convince you to take a moment to play on the playground, but I 
hope that its presence calls us to play well together and to find reasons to laugh and smile 
together.  I believe this truly does bring joy to God as well. 


