Introduction
Judy Harris is the Children’s and Youth Work Development Officer
for the National Synod of Wales of the United Reformed Church.
With thanks to Revd Meg Robb and others involved with this publication.
This booklet is one in a series of reflections written from a desire to
offer the United Reformed Church some materials to allow greater
engagement in theological reflection in all aspects of our ministry with
children: as part of our worshipping communities, as part of our families,
as part of our communities.
For the purposes of these reflections we are using the definition of a
child as a person under the age of 18. In doing so, we recognise the huge
variety of experiences that children and young people have in these
formative years.
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This reflection looks at the theology of play, and how it enhances the
Christian journey not just for children but for young people and even
adults!

Theology of Play

All children have the right to play as enshrined in the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 31: “Every child has the
right to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities
appropriate to the age of the child and to participate freely in cultural life
and the arts.”1
The Children’s Play Council defines play in the following way: “Play is
an essential part of every child’s life and vital to their development. It
is the way children explore the world around them and develop and
practice skills. It is essential for physical, emotional and spiritual growth,
for intellectual and educational development, and for acquiring social
and behavioural skills. Play is a generic term applied to a wide range
of activities and behaviours that are satisfying to the child, creative for
the child and freely chosen by the child. Children’s play may or may not
involve equipment or have an end product. Children play on their own
and with others. Their play may be boisterous and energetic or quiet and
contemplative, light-hearted or very serious.”2
1 United Nations (1989): Convention on the Rights of the Child
2 Children’s Play Council (1998):The New Charter for Children’s Play.
The children’s society ISBN 1 899783229
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Children and Play
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Play is an intrinsic part of every one of us. It enables us to develop not
only skills for living and learning, but it provides us with a sense of who
we are and how we interact with the world around us.
By playing, children learn about giving and taking, the complex nature of
our environment, how to solve problems, how to relate to others and
how to be creative. It engages us in experimentation with the new things
we encounter.
It is almost impossible to define what play is and how it fills the spaces
that we cannot articulate as we grow. It has been described as the
natural language of childhood, because it is simply part of us.
Every child should know the joy of discovering the world that God
has created, in no small part, for our pleasure. Children do this quite
naturally through play and, often, in so doing, they encounter the great
Creator, hence beginning their journey with God.
Play has a purpose and in church that purpose is not to keep children
occupied and quiet during worship! Play can be used to great effect to
enhance a child’s theological and spiritual development… and that of
adults as well.

Theology of Play

David Fernie, in an article about the value of play sees the purpose of
play as an opportunity for children to:

“

…expand their understanding of themselves
and others, their knowledge of the physical
world, and their ability to communicate with
peers and adults.3

“

Could this be true for adults in our churches too?

Children play in our churches in all sorts of ways. This happens regardless
of their age. From the time a baby starts to play with a bunch of keys
they are developing skills which will help in their formation as well
rounded human beings. They play in the pews and when exploring the
furniture in church. They play in the crèche, in the hallways and rooms
of our churches. They play while singing and through their dancing to
the music of hymns, expressing their feelings for the music through their
bodies in dance.

3 Fernie,The Nature of Children’s Play, ERICdigest
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As babies, we learn to explore our world through play. Play provides
us with the tools to enable us to explore the full range of motor skills.
Play also enables children from a very young age to explore their own
spirituality, developing emotional well-being and a sense of hope and
trust in a sometimes hostile world. Play offers children the opportunity
to explore their relationships with others as they become part of a
family and a community. It also provides a way of exploring the fascinating
world of which they are a part. The exploration of the world through all
the senses, enables children to wonder about their environment through
their whole being. This can be embraced and used to develop a sense
of wonder as the spiritual environment around us is encountered and
explored. Play is not a childish thing. As adults we play in different ways to
children, but play still brings out a sense of newness in whatever we are
doing, as we learn and grow.
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Within any play environment whether that is the church, a hall, a home
or the park, choice is key. Playwork is about providing children with a
choice of how they play. It is about providing a space where children have
a choice when, how, who and what they play with, or not, as the case may
be. At times children will not want to play and that is also a choice they
have. Playwork respects the child and the choices they may want to make
about how they conduct their play. If we restrict a child’s playfulness
and the way they play we could also be restricting their exploration of
spirituality and the wondering questions which may arise out of their
play.

Theology of Play

Worship and Play

What happens in church during worship can often be seen as play;
the use of symbols and liturgy can be playful. Jesus was someone
who engaged well in play. When he met people, he told stories, used
illustrations and was interactive. The concept of ‘Messy Play’ captures
many aspects of Jesus ministry, by encountering biblical stories through
play.
In the breaking of bread and the sharing of wine during the Last Supper,
Jesus reminds us that simple actions, rituals and symbols can convey
something very deep, far beyond explanation or understanding, yet
made tangible through action. Play, through various means, can have
a similar effect on our theological development and help expand our
understanding of God and his world.
Peter Privett goes further, suggesting that there can be a link between
play and salvation:

“

“

A return to play may bring salvation. One
of the characteristics of play is that when
it happens there are feelings of connection
with the physical materials involved and
connection with the inner world of the self
and others.4

4 p107,Through the eyes of a child, Anne Richards and Peter Privett
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Faith development is not about learning facts. It is about applying wisdom
and making good use of the knowledge that has been acquired, which for
some comes from listening to a sermon but for others comes from the
engagement of all the senses. As Margaret Withers says about learning:

… we gain and remember the least from
just listening, and the most from doing.5

“

“

Play is doing, it isn’t simply about having fun. Play can provide learning
opportunities and in the church it can be used very effectively to help
children (and adults) grow into mature Christians.
When thinking about play the acronym – SPICE – is helpful. It can be
used to ensure that the opportunities for play in a local church context
covers key aspects of child development.

Social: Play engages with the church family across the generations.
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Physical: Play involves the physical environment of the church

including the liturgical movement of worship, as well as the physical
space and other objects which can spark a play response in an individual.

Intellectual: Play involves the ‘wondering’ (Godly Play) which

encourages us to explore the bible through playfulness, encourages faith
development and enables everyone to explore with the knowledge that
no answer is wrong. This encourages a person’s self-esteem.

Creative: Play and creativity go hand in hand. Before, during and
after worship a creative response can arise. This shouldn’t be restricted,
but encouraged in truly playful reflective activities used in response to
worship.
Emotional: Play allows participants to experience a range of
emotions and these are experienced throughout worship within prayer
or as a result of the ‘wondering’ or general experience.

5 p37,Withers, Fired Up… not burnt out, BRF 2001

Theology of Play

The Church as a whole is more playful in worship and beyond in these
days of technology where ‘Power Point’ DVDs and social media can
engage the mind and heart, in new, fresh and creative ways. Jesus lived
at a time long before such tools, but he often used visual aids or stories
about what was happening round about him as illustrations of the points
he was making, or the lessons he was teaching. He was often playful in
his teaching as he engaged people with what he knew they understood
of life rather than with vague intellectual concepts that would have no
real meaning to the vast majority of his listeners. Take, for example,
the parable of the sower, a story he told from within a boat to a crowd
standing on the shore. Did he see a sower out on the terraces of
the hills rising up from the lake? Maybe, maybe not, but he could have
pointed the crowd to those terraces so that they could actually see or
imagine a farmer there. Stories were very much part of his teaching
method and most of us, young and old, enjoy a good story. Children
often enter into stories when they are playing, using their imaginations
to help them learn about the world, about life, about themselves, about
other people and about God.

The initiative in schools called Open the Book
encourages us to explore the bible stories through
role play and storytelling. Is this something your
church could get involved with as an example
for children and adults playing and learning
together?

Theology of Play

9

Godly Play, devised by Jerome Berryman and based on Maria
Montessori’s understanding of an experiential approach to education,
comes into its own here. Used well, it can help children (and adults)
towards deeper insights arising from biblical stories and texts. The
method engages with those watching and listening as the story teller
shares a story using toys, models and pictures, inviting them into the
story so that they become part of it, in the same way as children so
often do in their own play. This is followed by a time of ‘wondering’ in
which the story teller poses questions which begin with the phrase ‘I
wonder…’ which encourages conversation about the story. This can help
children (and adults) develop their own sense of theological thinking. The
process often leads to unanswered questions but instigates a thought
process which can keep children and adults wondering about God and
the great questions of meaning and purpose in life.
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This can happen with very young children. A great example of this came
when young boy in a nursery school who, after interacting with the
Lenten Puzzle lesson from Godly Play, created a drawing consisting of
scribble. The boy shared the meaning of the scribble by using his finger
to trace over the long and messy line had had drawn until he came to
its end, finishing with the words, ‘And then it’s Easter’. His explanation
showed his own understanding of Lent being a time of trial, uncertainty
and waiting before Easter. His understanding was expressed through a
scribble and portrayed his own sense of wonder.

Theology of Play

Children after a Godly Play session continue to wonder in their own
ways through drawing, mime, craft, writing and a whole variety of other
ways where the process of wondering may be of more value than the
finished piece itself. Such play can lead us into deep theological truths
which could so often otherwise be missed.
Margaret Cooling speaks of the difference between deep and surface
learning and states:

“

“

Too often, in the church, we see learning
as just putting more facts into our heads,
when what we really need is help to find
meaning in the Bible and help to discover
new ways of seeing God and the world and
letting them change our lives.6

Even young children can sense a depth of God’s presence and also grasp
deep theological truths. Young children have a tremendous sense of
wonderment and can often feel close to God.
Play may be `doing` but it can bring about a deep sense of `being` too.
Everyone, no matter how old, can learn a lot from play.
6 p24 Cooling, Margaret, Creating a Learning Church, BRF, 2005
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Learning and Play
David Wood cites the psychologists Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky,
respectively:
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… Vygotsky argues that the capacity
to learn through instruction is in itself
a fundamental feature of the human
intelligence – when adults help children
accomplish things that they are unable
to achieve alone they are fostering the
development of knowledge and ability...7

“

“

Piaget through his theories of child
development argues that the foundations
of mental processes lie in action – ‘thought
is internalised action’…children have to be
active and constructive in order to develop
their understanding of the world. Children
who have not yet developed their mental
abilities cannot examine experiences
logically.

Piaget and Vygotsky, remind us that play is about much more than
simply having fun. In both theories, the child needs to want to play, learn
and repeat the experience, if the child isn’t engaged because of a lack
of choice or a sense of being ‘told what to do or think’ development
cannot occur! Teenagers can think in a more abstract way and also enjoy
learning through play and activities rather than in just acquiring facts and
knowledge. God is interested in the whole person and his Spirit helps
us to learn in many ways and through many experiences, one of which is
play.
7 David Wood (1988) How children think and learn, Blackwell, Oxford UK.
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Sadly, so often in the past, learning in the church has been viewed as a
need to impart knowledge and, as such, many adults of today can recite
bible verses learned long ago but cannot explain their meaning or how
they inform current day living. If being playful and experiential, providing
choice and using a variety of media and methods which are in many ways
playful can help children, young people and adults to learn about God
and God’s ways, then that has to be good news indeed.
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Since playfulness and experimentation can also lead children into a
deeper relationship with God, there is value in play that enhances their
wellbeing; physically, emotionally and spiritually. Often when children play,
they are, subconsciously, learning about themselves and about others
and about how to relate to each other, as well as to God. This helps to
build self-esteem and confidence in children, young people and adults.
One of Vygotsky’s great theories is that of ‘scaffolding’, giving people the
tools they need to learn and develop their skills. In churches the idea
of ‘scaffolding’ can be used to good effect with adults enabling children
in their faith development, as well as vice-versa, by playing and learning
together, experiencing growth through mutual cooperation.

Theology of Play

Conclusion
Play is essential for many of us to learn about God, his world and his
ways of being fully human.
This is very clear throughout the ministry of Jesus, who used stories,
illustrations, rituals and symbols as he shared the Good News of God’s
Kingdom.
Playing through the use of Godly Play, Messy Church or storytelling
through a variety of mediums such as craft, mime and action songs,
and many other resources can help children and adults to grow in faith
together through their mutual appreciation of the need for creativity,
freedom and expression in prayer, worship and all aspects of Church Life.
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Discussion Questions
For individuals:

•

Being playful is part of childhood. How did you play when you were a
child? What kind of play did you enjoy the most?

•

Can you recall a time when play has helped your understanding of
God?

For children/youth workers:

•

How can the use of ‘wondering’ in Godly Play draw a child (or adult)
closer to God?

•

How can you encourage children’s understanding of biblical stories
through creative play?

For churches:

•

How can you offer opportunity for children and adults to reflect the
stories they have heard through play and in creative ways?

•

Could a worship space be created which offers a playful spiritual
environment which offers spiritual development and learning to
families, children, young people and adults?
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