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This dog was about to be lunch.  It was in northern Canada and the ice hadn’t fully 

frozen yet, so the polar bears weren’t able to begin their usual seal hunting from the ice.  

Hudson was one of the more rambunctious huskies in his pack, and he had been tied up 

a little ways away from the rest of the camp.  So when a 1,200 pound hungry polar bear 

began his approach, Hudson was in real trouble.  The problem was, he didn’t know it.  

As the bear slowly stalked up, Hudson bowed and wagged his tail.  Look, a new 

playmate! 

Now, here’s the crazy thing.  The polar bear decided that a new playmate sounded like a 

good idea after all.  The two of them romped and played together for the next 15 

minutes.  They wrestled so energetically that at one point the bear laid on his back for a 

time out.  After a while, the polar bear went on his way.  But he liked his new playmate 

so much, that to the astonishment of the growing number of people who had come to 

watch this unlikely pair, the bear came back every evening of the following week for 

more!1 

Play is a powerful thing.  For Hudson and the polar bear, play transcended their physical 

needs for food and survival instincts of fear and flight.  The drive to play blew all of that 

out of the water and united species that had perhaps never played together before.  

Hudson’s invitation to play and both of their play signals were universal enough for both 

the bear and the dog to understand each other.  And they sure had fun! 

Think back for a moment about what play has been for you.  What do you remember as 

one of your most joyful and playful moments?  Where were you?  Who was there with 

you and what were you doing?  Most importantly, how did you feel at the time? 

I imagine that these moments are different for each of us.  It might be a time playing on 

a huge pile of dirt with other kids in the neighborhood.  Or perhaps when a team you 

played on or cheered for achieved a significant victory.  Maybe when you got a new 

personal best in something or explored someplace you had never been before, with 

others or by yourself.  It could be something like building a tree house or enjoying a new 

comic book. 
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Getting in touch with our play memories might be easy or it might be more difficult, and 

remembering them in detail even more difficult for many of us.  So many times play is 

relegated to being a childhood activity and as adults we may find more and more 

distance between ourselves and these unrestrained playful moments.  Since play by 

definition isn’t overtly productive, its value can seem to go down for us as pressures for 

productivity increase. 

There are researchers who specialize in play – doesn’t that sound like the funnest job in 

the world!  They do this by observing people and animals at play, looking at what 

happens to brains during play; they come up with all of these definitions for play – now 

these are really all over the place.  Apparently play defies definition pretty well! 

They also work with people to open up their play histories.  This is a little of what my 

questions were prompting for us.  A play history is a series of questions that’s really a 

journey, a journey back through our entire lives to where we experienced joy through 

playing, to see what our own attitudes towards play are and to identify what are called 

our play personalities.  Usually the goal is less about information and past specifics and 

more about empowering folks to bring joy into their life in the present. 

Now I admit that I’m a bit of a geek when it comes to play.  In my office I have bins of 

toys for kids, bowls of clown noses, hand puppets, and a substantial pile of silly hats.  So 

it’s probably not surprising that as a college student I worked at Toys R Us – during the 

summer and then especially at Christmastime.  Talk about a fun and less stressful place 

to work!  Being at a toy store, it was just understood that fun and play were inherent in 

much of what we were doing.  Even scolding and reprimands from management weren’t 

quite as sharp as they could have been.  Each of us got to find ways to specialize in what 

we enjoyed, at least as much as our positions would allow us to.  The folks for whom 

building things was play were the ones who assembled the bikes.  For the competitive 

folks, we were all sorted into different teams and could earn points for improving the 

workplace and deliveries in various ways.  One of the things that I love is puzzles, so 

when one of the managers asked me to work on learning how to identify the bikes just 

from their boxes, I jumped at the opportunity.  Now, the problem with bike boxes is that 

they all look ALMOST identical, especially when they are stacked on super-tall shelves 

with only the smallest end showing, labeled with mostly just black and white text.  It 

was one big puzzle to me though, and after a couple of hours one day of working out 

many of the patterns between brands and different types of bikes, I had them pretty 



well down.  Now after the store was closed is when we really came to life – the people 

that is, not the toys.  I remember races to put carts of toys away, and sometimes folks 

would get into the floor samples of power wheels vehicles and ride around in them as 

they cleaned up the store. 

More than just activities, play is a state of mind.  When asked to work on learning the 

bike boxes, it could have felt like just another task to do, and a difficult one at that, but 

instead I took it as a challenging puzzle and it turned into a game.  For the folks who put 

the bikes together, it could have just been a required number to assemble and be done 

with their work for the day.  Instead they’d race against each other, joking around the 

whole time, and we’d have exploratory surgeries on toys that had stopped working, like 

a Tickle Me Elmo that came in during the season that my job was processing the broken 

toys.  Elmo didn’t laugh and we just had to figure out why! 

Play is a state of mind.  Dr. Stuart Brown who has done a good amount of research on 

play and founded the National Institute for Play tells about a time when he was 

interviewing Nobel laureate scientist Roger Guillemin and was being given a tour of his 

lab.  He seemed like a kid showing off all of the exciting things in the most expensive 

playground he had ever played in.  “Releasing factors, Stuart,” he said with joy.  “We 

have discovered releasing factors!”2 

Aside from just being by its fundamental nature joyful and pleasurable and fun, play 

does a lot more.  Dr. Brown experienced this poignantly in his work together with Bob 

Fagen, a leading expert in animal play behavior.  Fagan was working on a long-term 

project observing play in a group of grizzly bears and invited Dr. Brown to come along.  

Here’s his story of that day: 

We were about an hour’s light plane ride into the pristine wilderness.  The feeding bears 

we had been watching over those two weeks were round-bellied and high-spirited.  Two 

juvenile grizzlies were approaching each other and began a playful wrestling match that 

proceeded over several minutes across the whole field, splashing, circling, pirouetting, 

and embracing. 

Fully aware of his encyclopedic knowledge of animal play, I asked him, “Bob, why do 

these bears play?” 
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Without looking up, he said, “Because it’s fun.” 

“No, Bob, I mean from a scientific point of view, why do they play?” 

“Why?  Why do birds sing, why do people dance – for the pleasure of it.” 

“Bob, you have degrees from Harvard and MIT, and an in-depth knowledge of bears.  

You’re a student of evolution, and you’ve written the definitive work on mammals at 

play—I know you have more opinions about this.  Tell me, why do animals play?” 

After a long silence, he reluctantly answered the question: “In a world continually 

presenting unique challenges and ambiguity, play prepares these bears for an evolving 

planet.”3 

In a world continually presenting unique challenges and ambiguity, play prepares us for 

an evolving planet. 

What kinds of challenges and ambiguity do we face?  In our lives, in our workplaces, in 

our families, here in our church… and in the work that we feel called to do in the world… 

how can we not only survive but thrive, growing stronger instead of being worn down?  I 

propose that joy and playfulness foster transformation and resilience.  Play is a vehicle 

for transformation in the face of trials and challenges.  And play strengthens our own 

resilience and sense of hope. 

Play is transformative.  When the hungry polar bear approached the playful huskie, that 

moment was transformed from a fight for survival into a trusting friendship.  The 

grizzlies are transformed through their antics and romping, making a difference even 

when they are not playing – animals who play more are found to have higher survival 

rates than those who do not. 

Play transforms the way that we think about what we are doing.  There are plenty of 

studies that look at what happens to our brains when we are playing – and nothing 

lights up the neurons and pathways like play does.  Einstein could have imagined light in 

a variety of ways.  But he was playful about it.  He imagined himself riding and chasing 

the light, and that helped to open up his intuition and conclusions about it. 

Imagining things differently is a key component in transforming them in reality.  There 

are a couple of urban trickster-like practices that challenge reality this way.  Yarn 

                                                             
3 Brown, 27-29. 



bombing and then an extension of that called Lego bombing.  They’re not violent – I’m 

not sure why those particular names stuck with them.  Lego bombing involves putting a 

wall of Legos into a crack in the exterior of a building, shaped into the crack the way that 

only Legos can do.  This makes it look as if the building may actually be made of Legos 

with bricks or stucco covering them up and only because of the crack does one get to 

see the real building.4 

Yarn bombing involves putting knitted or crocheted covers onto just about anything in 

public space – park benches, bike racks, parking meters, statues, and even trees.5  

Looking at some of the photos of these, one really stood out to me.  Underneath the 

yarn creation, it was a military tank, on display in Copenhagen, Denmark.  But the tank 

had been transformed by an enormous custom-shaped sweater that had been knitted 

on top of it.  Instead of being a tank, it’s shaped like a tank but is a fluffy pink sculpture, 

with pink pom-poms dangling all over.  In this playful way, it is transformed into a piece 

of art that doesn’t seem capable of hurting anyone.  This playful trickster-action 

transformed the tank and what it represents into something easier to cope with. 

Play is a primal action, one that is fundamental to not only humans but many other 

animals too.  It is one of the purest expressions of life.  To play is a sacred act. 

There is a concept in the Hindu tradition that codifies play as the source of reality.  The 

word Lila (“li-lay”) in Sanskrit represents pastime, sport, and play.  This isn’t just any play 

though; it’s the creative activities of Brahmin, the absolute divine being.  The creative 

work of the gods is play and results in the creation of reality.6 

Playing is sacred work.  It generates joy, like in our story earlier of the lethargic dog who 

played himself into a joyful whirling hurricane.  And not only did he create joy for 

himself but he brought along the animals and people present also! 

Play brings people together and unites them, in ways that I think nothing else can.  I 

think of team sports, for the players and those who cheer for them, and I think of teams 

for any sort of other activities.  One of my own favorites is cooperative board games, 

where working together isn’t just a byproduct but is essential for fulfillment in the 

game.  Cooperation and interconnections grow through the playing. 
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Play can prepare us to cope with and engage with our continually evolving planet.  In 

fact, play can even be the agent that allows us to question the way things are and 

imagine them differently.  The creation of a pink fluffy sweater is a playful and loving 

action that transforms a hallmark symbol of violence into an artful sculpture.  Are the 

buildings made of Legos or are the Legos added onto the building?  What are the 

structures of our society made from anyways, and what can they be made from? 

My challenge for us today is to find ways to let go and to play, in whatever form feels 

truest to each of us.  Play is both life bringing and life giving.  It brings us to life, and it 

shares that life between each of us.  May we find ways to infuse our lives with play, 

making it not only a regular practice but a spiritual practice.  I hope for play to empower 

us to challenge our realities, either intentionally or just through the mischief of our 

inner-tricksters.  And I hope that through play we may more fully realize our potentials 

and our possibilities.  May we seek to make the most of the joy and transformation that 

playful spirits inspire.  And may we seek to increase play in our world.  May it be so. 


