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OVEMBER 2014 MARKED THE 25TH ANNIVERSARY of the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(C.R.C.). Calling for a “culture of participation,” Kirsten 
Sandberg, Chair of the UN Committee on the Rights of the 

Child noted, “The right of children to participate is wider than their 
right to be heard in matters affecting them. I am speaking about the 
right of all children to be active agents in the lives of communities at 
every level, whether it be in the family, in schools or in the broader 
community.”1 Recent work on children’s moral agency and participa-
tion in social and family life has focused on children’s roles as workers 
and consumers and their rights to be protected in these contexts. This 
work is urgent given the status of millions of the world’s children who 
work in inhumane conditions that infringe upon the right to primary 
education and the exploitation of children’s agency in privileged con-
texts by advertising media. Children’s right to play, found in Article 
31 of the C.R.C., has received less attention in Christian ethics and 
could provide a lens through which to envision a more dynamic cul-
ture of participation for children that honors their dignity in the present 
as much as it values their potential future contributions as adults. 

Many children of privilege play games and sports where the stakes 
are high for children, parents, communities, and corporations. These 
activities make children visible in their communities, but they may 
also constrain children’s full participation in the common good be-
cause they frequently cater to adult desires and expectations. Many 
children and their parents also live in an environment saturated with 
commercial advertising that promises happiness with the acquisition 
of a new game or toy. Children living in poverty and working children 
often lack safe time and space for play. The right to play must respond 
to children as embodied, relational, developing, and spiritual persons; 
it must have some concrete measures that include time, space, and ac-
cess to playthings, and it must have a broad network of guarantors. A 
culture of participation that welcomes children is enhanced by an eth-
ical vision of their right to play that challenges cultural trends toward 

                                                           
1 Kirsten Sandberg, Statement at the 69th General Assembly, High Level Session, No-
vember 20, 2014, www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx 
?NewsID=15327&LangID=E. 
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competition and consumption. Thinking about play as a form of par-
ticipation in the common good and playfulness as a virtue may en-
hance child well-being and adult flourishing.  

My argument begins with some working definitions and descrip-
tions of play. The children’s rights framework takes shape amidst a 
number of paradoxes in how we think about the nature and meaning 
of play, keeping them in creative tension. The C.R.C. rightly has its 
primary focus on the global picture and the situations of children in 
low income countries and countries marked by political instability and 
violent conflict. This essay focuses primarily on play in the United 
States, even though the ethical argument about play, participation, and 
the common good will have implications for thinking about play in 
global perspective. Even a focus on the U.S. context raises questions 
about play in resource poor communities and communities that strug-
gle with high rates of crime and violence. The “signs of the times” 
with respect to play in the U.S. reveal an ambivalence about play on 
the part of adults, the domination of competitive consumerism in this 
sphere of children’s lives, and structural injustices that impact who 
plays and who is left out. 

Theological reflections on play within the Christian traditions have 
tended to focus more on God’s playfulness, on Jesus as a player, or on 
homo ludens (the human person as one who plays) and less on the 
social ethical implications of play among children. A trend in contem-
porary Christian and secular spiritualities frequently advocates recap-
turing playfulness on the part of adults as an ingredient for “whole-
hearted” living and an antidote for the stresses of adult responsibilities. 
Pope Francis has encouraged, even admonished, parents to take time 
to play with their children both for the good of the children themselves 
and as a way to resist a culture of work that is dehumanizing and un-
dermining family life.  

What is missing in the ethical treatment is a consideration of play 
as a matter of Christian virtue for children and adults as well as an 
issue for social ethics. The C.R.C.’s “right to play” moves in this di-
rection. Thinking about play through the lens of the common good 
tradition within Catholic Social Teaching, with its insistence on the 
connection between rights and responsibilities, the claims of solidar-
ity, and the role of subsidiarity, opens a way to think about play very 
concretely as a form of participation for children and as a virtuous 
practice of resistance and transformation for all people. 
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DEFINITIONS AND DESCRIPTIONS: “THE OPPOSITE OF PLAY IS NOT 
WORK. IT’S DEPRESSION.”2 

Play according to one historian is “the spontaneous, joyous activity 
of children.”3 It is “a child’s free, open, boundless, and self-controlled 
activity.” Play is self-chosen and pleasurable. It can be “chaotic” and 
“transformative.” Creative play is open-ended and more about the pro-
cess than any particular activity or object of amusement. Play is an 
avenue of experimentation and exploration without real-world conse-
quences in a “relaxed field.” A working paper on the right to play pre-
pared for the International Play Association (I.P.A.) describes two im-
portant roles for play, “As they play, children rearrange their worlds 
to make them either less scary or less boring.”4  

According to psychologists Dorothy and Jerome Singer, “Play, 
then, is an inherent capacity of children, but it is often also a set of 
behaviors adults expect of children, especially when they are relatively 
free of the immediate need to find food or avoid life-threatening dan-
ger.”5 These adult expectations can serve to enhance a commitment to 
children’s play on the one hand, or they can restrict children’s play on 
the other. I.P.A. researchers Stuart Lester and Wendy Russell note, 
“Play offers opportunities to move beyond existing ways of being, to 
transform structures and cross borders… and it appropriates, inverts 
and subverts adult cultural expectations of children. While adults may 
desire children’s play to act as a socialisation process, at times it trans-
gresses this, giving rise to adult concerns that play is disruptive, threat-
ening or of no value, which leads to sanctions and prohibitions.”6 They 
also claim that children can play in most places.7 Nevertheless, some 
environments are more conducive to play than others. Play requires 
time, space, and often partners and props, which may include but are 
not limited to commercial toys, play structures and playgrounds. The 
emphasis is on whether a space is hospitable to play more than on 
whether it contains particular objects. 

Though descriptions tend to focus on freedom and open-endedness 
in play, play also includes games with rules that may be set and ac-
cepted by the players or may be made up and repeatedly reworked by 
                                                           
2 James H. Evans, Jr., Playing (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2010), 57. Evans is citing 
play theorist Brian Sutton-Smith. 
3 Howard P. Chudacoff, Children at Play: An American History (New York: New 
York University Press, 2007), 1. 
4 Stuart Lester and Wendy Russell, “Children’s Right to Play: An Examinations of the 
Importance of Play in the Lives of Children Worldwide,” (Netherlands: Bernard van 
Leer Foundation, 2010), 10.  The working paper is available at ipaworld.org/ipa-work-
ing-paper-on-childs-right-to-play/. 
5 Dorothy G. Singer and Jerome L. Singer, The House of Make-Believe: Children’s 
Play and the Developing Imagination (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990), 
42. 
6 Lester and Russell, “Children’s Right to Play,” 10. 
7 Lester and Russell, “Children’s Right to Play,” 10. 
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players as the game goes along. Playfulness may be thought of as 
something akin to meta-play or playing with playing.8 Players might 
know established rules, but half the fun is in bending and breaking 
them in new ways. Playfulness disrupts cultural dichotomies between 
work and play, school and play, and between childhood and adult-
hood. Play can happen in the context of work, education, and other 
mundane activities of daily living.  

The list of what might be considered play for many scholars is de-
liberately expansive.9 This expansiveness may allow us to consider the 
playful aspect of many activities performed by adults. It may also 
make it more difficult to assess whether children’s right to play is be-
ing compromised or denied. Does the right to play require certain 
forms of play and exclude others? When is something that looks like 
play on the surface a mere imitation of play that is serving another end 
entirely, either for its participants or other often unseen actors? How 
do we tell the difference between play and ersatz play? The common 
criteria in the literature are freedom and fun. 
 
CHILD’S PLAY: RIGHTS AND RHETORIC 

Article 31 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child states,  
 
1. States Parties recognize the right of the child 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. 
 
2. States Parties shall respect and promote the right of the child to 
participate fully in cultural and artistic life and shall encourage the 
provision of appropriate and equal opportunities for cultural, artistic, 
recreational and leisure activity.10 
 

This article appears between articles on children’s right to participate 
in their cultural, linguistic and religious communities, especially if the 
children are members of minority communities, and their right to be 
protected from exploitative labor. Article 31 seeks to recognize, re-
spect, and promote several interrelated but distinct basic needs: rest, 
leisure, play, recreation, cultural life, and the arts. Though the focus 
here is on play, this basic need depends, at least in part, on ready ac-
cess to rest, leisure, culture and art. 

Rights outlined in the C.R.C. fall into three general categories: pro-
vision rights (to food, shelter, healthcare, etc.), protection rights (from 

                                                           
8 Brian Sutton-Smith, The Ambiguity of Play (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1997), 147-150. 
9 Sutton-Smith lists practices like daydreaming, hobbies, collections, listening to mu-
sic, writing, art, gardening, watching movies, games and sports, playing tricks, etc. 
10 United Nations, Convention on the Rights of the Child, www.ohchr.org/ EN/Pro-
fessionalInterest/Pages/CRC.aspx. 

http://www.ohchr.org/
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exploitative labor, conscription, trafficking, etc.), and participation 
rights (to be included in decisions that affect them, to exercise reli-
gious and cultural traditions, to affiliate, etc.). It is important to note 
that the C.R.C.’s vision is of interrelated and indivisible rights. Since 
they are indivisible, certain rights ought not be obtained at the expense 
of others. One right should not be sacrificed in pursuit of another. As 
we will see in some U.S. trends around practices like recess during 
school hours, eliminating play should not be a means to providing 
quality education and assuring future success in a highly competitive 
global marketplace. Play and recreation should not be considered lux-
uries that can be obtained only once other more basic rights are se-
cured.  

Play is a protection right in the sense that “Children’s play can be 
seen as a self-protecting process that offers the possibility to enhance 
adaptive capabilities and resilience…. Play acts across several adap-
tive systems to contribute to health, well-being and resilience. These 
include: pleasure and enjoyment; emotion regulation; stress response 
systems; attachments; and learning and creativity.”11 The I.P.A. also 
maintains that the “persistent absence of play may disrupt emotion-
regulation systems, which in turn will diminish children’s physical, 
social and cognitive competence.”12 This language emphasizes the “a-
daptive value of play” and the desirable outcomes for children who 
have ready access to play experiences, rather than maintaining a strict 
“play is good in itself” approach. However, authors of the working 
paper insist, “Rather than simply being of value for becoming a better 
adult, play exists to enable a child to be a better child in their unique 
and complex environments, and thus enhance their chances of survival 
as a child…. Play enables children to try out their environments and 
develop a wide repertoire of responses to the situations they create.”13  
These claims challenge the “deficit” model of childhood which fo-
cuses on what children lack and need to develop in order to mature 
and shifts toward the “asset” model which highlights the abilities that 
children have, as children, that they can bring to the challenges they 
face in the present.14 

Play also figures among provision rights. According to the I.P.A. 
“Provision implies much more than providing play facilities. It re-
quires wider consideration of children’s rights to ensure that the social 
and physical environment can support children’s ability to play. When 
children’s rights to survival, development and well-being are in-
fringed, this has an impact on their capacity to play.”15 Again, we see 

                                                           
11 Lester and Russell, “Children’s Right to Play,” 11. 
12 Lester and Russell, “Children’s Right to Play,” 12. 
13 Lester and Russell, “Children’s Right to Play,” 26. 
14 Lester and Russell, “Children’s Right to Play,” 29. 
15 Lester and Russell, “Children’s Right to Play,” 12. 
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how interrelated children’s rights are. When other basic needs are 
compromised, so too is children’s play. Making provision for play is 
linked to multiple provisions but is often neglected in policy with re-
spect to children’s rights. Play facilities, like playgrounds and other 
props and equipment are only a piece of the puzzle. The notion that 
children can play anywhere, with anything, is an important corrective 
to some cultural assumptions about what “the right kind of play” re-
quires, but it should not be used to deflect demands for concrete sup-
port and resources. As the I.P.A. claims, “Rather than requiring a spe-
cific designated location, a play space is created through children’s 
shifting and dynamic interactions with each other and the materials 
and symbols present in any space; children’s performance of play both 
takes and makes place.”16 

Play is also a participation right. According to Lester and Russell, 
play is “a primary form of participation, being interwoven into every-
day life.”17 Children can combine work, education, and play. Play fa-
cilitates participation in social groups and may be an avenue to pursue 
a desire to be part of a community like a neighborhood or school. 
However, Lester and Russell also note, “Adults generally define the 
purpose and use of space and time; children usually find ways to play 
that appear within the cracks of this adult order.” Play advocates are 
concerned about “the growing institutionalization of children’s time 
and space, and an associated reduction in children’s independent ac-
cess to public space.”18 Playing in public spaces keeps children visible. 
Play that involves adults and children may provide insight into who 
children are as individuals, what frightens them, what gifts they might 
bring to the community, and how adults and children envision the 
world we live in together. Play in which children and adults are play 
partners is not the same thing as play organized and moderated by 
adults. Children remain the primary agents and directors of the activ-
ity.  

Another framework that is used to distinguish among human rights 
is the distinction between economic rights (which correspond to the 
provision rights in the C.R.C.) and political rights (which correspond 
to the participation rights). Critical here is whether one considers 
rights primarily as claims that individuals or groups can make on the 
wider community for concrete support and resources or rights as im-
munities which protect the right’s bearer from undue interference on 
the part of the state. The latter are in a sense, rights to be left alone to 
pursue religious practice, to affiliate with others, to voice opinions, 
etc. The right to play also sits within this latter category of immunities. 
Children’s play rights advocates are clear, “play belongs to children.” 
                                                           
16 Lester and Russell, “Children’s Right to Play,” 25. 
17 Lester and Russell, “Children’s Right to Play,” 11. 
18 Lester and Russell, “Children’s Right to Play,” 11. 
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Ensuring children’s right to play does imply that adults provide time 
and space for play and protect children from contexts that undermine 
this right. It may also imply that children ought to be left alone to play. 
This immunity from interference is limited, as other immunities are, 
by concern for children’s health and safety (the “best interests of the 
child standard”) and for the common good. Unless the safety of the 
children or the community is threatened, children should be left to play 
even when their play challenges or subverts adult expectations of the 
social order or about children’s place in that order.  

Turning again to the I.P.A. researchers, Lester and Russell, “Adults 
should be aware of the importance of play, and promote and protect 
the conditions that support it. Any intervention to promote play must 
acknowledge its characteristics and allow sufficient flexibility, unpre-
dictability and security for children to play freely. However, children’s 
play belongs to children; adults should not destroy children’s own 
places for play through insensitive planning or the pursuit of other 
adult agendas, or by creating places and programs that segregate chil-
dren and control their play.” When adults control play, play is less free 
and may be less fun. Furthermore, “The urge to play represents a trans-
forming rather than conforming stance… a belief in being able to 
change and have control over external conditions. In play, order (as a 
representation of dominant adult organization) is opposed, inverted 
and subverted.”19 

Play is at once in the “real” world and also beyond or “out of” this 
world. In play, other worlds can be created, new rules and relation-
ships can be imagined. Psychologist Susan Linn reflects on wonder as 
an aspect of play that must be protected so that “children’s unique way 
of seeing – whatever they notice about the world that the rest of us 
pass over” might alert adults to what is being taken for granted as the 
way the world works.20 Leaving children alone to play implies that 
among adult responsibilities is resisting the urge to impose order on 
play and recognize that children may have a different lens on reality. 
That lens may be illuminating for the community. This is not to ideal-
ize children nor to deny that children can and do replicate the existing 
social order in their play— older children having power over younger, 
boys having power over girls, and a priority on winning when it comes 
to who “gets picked” first and last. However, the possibility exists that 
those who are powerless in their day-to-day lives can become power-
ful in play. 

Advocates for children’s right to play see play as both good in itself 
and good for the ways in which it advances children’s health and well-

                                                           
19 Lester and Russell, “Children’s Right to Play,” 11. 
20 Susan Linn, The Case for Make Believe: Saving Play in a Commercialized World 
(New York: The New Press, 2008), 196. 
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being. As a right, play creates an obligation on the community to pro-
tect and promote that right by providing an environment that is con-
ducive to play and playfulness. The rights and responsibilities of play 
are in a dynamic relationship in which children are the primary agents 
and through which they engage with their environment and participate 
in community. 

 
SIGNS OF THE TIMES: ARE WE HAVING FUN YET?  

U.S. culture is ambivalent about play. On the one hand, there is 
tremendous pressure on schools to perform in terms of high standard-
ized test scores, and this has led to cuts in time for recess and physical 
education and funding for programs in the arts. In some communities, 
this pressure also requires more homework for students, and the ripple 
effect is less time for fun and play. If play is going to be squeezed into 
the schedule, the path of least resistance is play through electronic me-
dia.  

On the other hand, the blogosphere is fraught with worry about 
children who no longer know how to play on their own, without com-
mercial toys, without adult supervision and intervention. Even when 
the opportunity presents itself, children are playing less outside with 
flesh and blood friends and more on screens with others in the “virtual 
world.” Some of this anxiety is warranted and some of it may be over-
blown, fueled by legitimate concerns about child health (in particular 
with rising rates of childhood obesity and diabetes) and by nostalgia 
for the ways that the adults of today remember (or imagine) playing 
as children.  

Parental anxiety is also keeping children from various kinds of 
play. Some argue that parents have become overprotective and risk 
averse, hence the “helicopter” and “snow plow parent.” Again, some 
of these fears are realistic responses to things like the mounting evi-
dence that athletes in some sports (football is not alone) are more vul-
nerable to concussion and other forms of repeated head and brain 
trauma that may have lasting effects on a child’s health and ability to 
learn.21  

Other fears are linked to the environment. In Our Kids: The Amer-
ican Dream in Crisis, Robert Putnam (who we remember wanted us 
to be out bowling and bowling together22), notes that parents of privi-
lege, though they harbor their own anxieties, tend to use “promotive” 

                                                           
21 See American Academy of Pediatrics, “Sports-Related Concussion: Understanding 
the Risks, Signs & Symptoms,” www.healthychildren.org/English/health-issues/inju-
ries-emergencies/sports-injuries/Pages/Sports-Related-Concussion-Understanding-
the-Risks-Signs-Symptoms.aspx.  
22 Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Commu-
nity (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2000).  
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strategies in raising their children. These strategies seek to nurture tal-
ents and expand opportunities for children (which may involve play, 
but may also involve less fun activities and programs). While promo-
tive strategies can foster an environment for play, the emphasis tends 
to be on pursuing activities for the sake of future success and ad-
vantage. Putnam continues, “Impoverished parents, by contrast, use 
‘preventive’ strategies, aimed at keeping their children safe in rough 
neighborhoods where dangers far outnumber opportunities.”23 This is 
not a personal moral failing on the part of either group of parents but 
rather a bellwether pointing to ways in which poverty and privilege, 
along with racism and other forms of discrimination, are undermining 
the ecology of play. 

Children’s play in the U.S. is also being influenced by the rise of 
social media, gaming apps, and other video games, many of which 
have violent content and are intended for adults (but marketed to ap-
peal to children). It is beyond the scope of this essay to explore the 
complexity of electronic media’s role in play and the common good, 
but according to Common Sense Media (a non-profit organization that 
rates various media including films, games, and apps), 8- to 12-year-
olds average nearly six hours a day on entertainment media and for 
13- to 18-year-olds the time increases to nine hours. They also note 
that though 45% of young people may use social media every day, 
only one third of them say that they enjoy it “a lot.”24 Are children 
having fun? Not so much. Do they feel free to play or not to play with 
social media when the fear of missing out compels children to keep 
devices near and on 24/7? 

Another significant arena of play is organized sports including 
school teams, Little League, and Pop Warner. In suburban America, 
these teams are ubiquitous and life in many families and local com-
munities revolves around sports. Practice and competition take a lot of 
time and a lot of driving. Sports can indeed enhance health and well-
being. When combined with high academic expectations, they can also 
divert time from other activities, like family meals and sufficient rest 
that also enhance well-being. Though learning about cooperation 
through teamwork is a stated goal of many sports, competition is the 
dominant framework of relationships.  

Play is good for children, and yet, even in the United States, many 
children do not have access to safe spaces for play, props like toys or 
other objects, and partners and teams. Many communities are not in a 
position to provide avenues for play, like recreation programs, camps, 
or organized sports. In communities with ample resources, play may 

                                                           
23 Robert D. Putnam, Our Kids: The American Dream in Crisis (New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 2015), 121. 
24 Common Sense Media, “6 resolutions that every family with tweens and teens 
should make in 2016,” www.commonsensemedia.org/. 
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lose some of the fun and freedom that are constitutive of play as chil-
dren specialize in single sports, hobbies, and activities, and their 
“practice” becomes regimented preparation for competition. 

In The Case for Make Believe: Saving Play in a Commercialized 
World, psychologist and founder of the Campaign for a Commercial 
Free Childhood Susan Linn argues that creative play is counter cul-
tural and that the “dominant culture so strongly dictates against crea-
tive play that we have to take active steps – at home, in our communi-
ties, and at a policy level – to ensure its presence in children’s lives.”25 
According to the Toy Industry Association, the U.S. market in toys 
exceeded $20 billion dollars in 2016, with estimates that may reach as 
high as $26.5 billion.26 Creative play on the other hand is not a 
“money-maker” because according to Linn, “the satisfactions gleaned 
from it rely more on the person playing than on what’s being played 
with.”27 Creative play is a person-centered, though not individualistic, 
activity. 

Many toys do enjoy a “halo” effect because they bear trusted brand 
names and advertise their educational and developmental benefits for 
even very young children (under the age of two).28 Parents who resist 
commercialization may invest in more creative or “open-ended” toys 
like blocks, balls, or art supplies. Organizations like the Center for a 
New American Dream, whose motto is “more fun, less stuff,” admit 
that these kinds of toys and playful experiences may not save money 
or make play any more affordable.29 These halo toys and experiences 
may remain available only to parents who have the financial resources 
to access them. Even the sticks just waiting to be imagined into light 
sabers are more readily found in suburban locales.  

For Linn, many commercial toys short-circuit creative imagina-
tion. Without imagination, we lose our capacity for meaning making 
and a sense of our deepest desires. The results are not inconsequential, 
“if we can’t hang on to a sense of ourselves in the distractions of blind-
ing glitter, deafening noise, and psychologically sophisticated come-
ons – then we are less likely to know the difference between what we 
want and what we are told we want. We are less likely to question and 
unlikely to resist societal coercion, even if it is ultimately harmful to 

                                                           
25 Linn, The Case for Make Believe, 202. Information on the Campaign for a Com-
mercial Free Childhood can be found at www.commercialfreechildhood.org/. 
26 Toy Industry Association Inc., “Annual U.S. Sales Data,” www.toyassociation.org/ 
tia/industry_facts/salesdata/industry-
facts/sales_data/sales_data.aspx?hkey=6381a73a-ce46-4caf-8bc1-
72b99567df1e#.VowegK6rTEY. 
27 Linn, The Case for Make Believe, 3. 
28 Juliet B. Schor, Born to Buy: The Commercialized Child and the New Consumer 
Culture (New York: Scribner, 2004). 
29 The Center for a New American Dream, www.newdream.org/. 

http://www.toyassociation.org/
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ourselves or other people. We may be good consumers but lousy citi-
zens.”30 According to Linn, what adults must provide for children can-
not be bought in a store: “time, space, and silence.”31 This is not to say 
that these “must haves” do not come at some cost. 

In Overwhelmed: How to Work, Love, and Play When No One Has 
the Time, Washington Post journalist Brigid Schulte tackles time use 
research to try to make sense of what she names “time confetti” and 
life in the “overwhelm.” Adults do not use time well and so fritter 
away time or attempt multitasking convinced that it is possible, even 
in the face of evidence that proves it is not. We have a culture of work 
that is at odds with our personal health and the health of our families. 
We have a culture of perfect parenting and family life that is draining 
rather than enriching our lives, particularly for women. Part of her pro-
posal is re-envisioning the notion of leisure and committing time to it, 
which demands both individual and structural changes. 

Schulte cites Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, known for his theories 
about peak experiences he calls flow, “The popular assumption is that 
no skills are involved in enjoying free time, and that anybody can do 
it. Yet the evidence suggests the opposite: free time is more difficult 
to enjoy than work. Having leisure at one’s disposal does not improve 
the quality of life unless one knows how to use it effectively, and it is 
by no means something one learns automatically.”32 Adults may ac-
cept that play comes naturally to children, but they also know that a 
playful spirit and playing well need to be nurtured. Implicit in this is 
that, without that nurturance, the ability to play may be lost. U.S. cul-
ture may advocate play for children, but the habits of nurturance seem 
to wane as children and adults age. What Csikszentmihalyi is suggest-
ing is that adults need to relearn how to approach leisure. Adults need 
to relearn how to play.  

Is play making a comeback? There has been pushback on the elim-
ination of recess and physical education for children but not neces-
sarily because they are good in themselves. The argument is more 
pragmatic and continues to build on adult desires and expectations. 
Recess and team sports are seen as antidotes to or vaccines for child-
hood obesity, illness, stress, and depression. Play is good for child 
health and may even be good for test scores, testing the assumption 
that in a high stakes testing environment recess and physical educa-
tion, along with music and arts, must be sacrificed in order to improve 
test scores. Some argue that children who get out and move around a 
bit, who have access to activities that enrich their imaginations, who 
have team experiences that build self-esteem and a sense of belonging, 

                                                           
30 Linn, The Case for Make Believe, 200. 
31 Linn, The Case for Make Believe, 204. 
32 Brigid Schulte, Overwhelmed: How to Work, Love, and Play When No One Has the 
Time (New York: Harper Collins, 2014).  
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may perform better academically and enjoy overall well-being that 
will reach into adulthood.33 We might wonder that adults too might 
work better if they know how to, and have time for, play.  

Are U.S. children free and having fun? Or are they working on their 
passing game, their jump shot? For themselves? For parents and 
coaches? For toy and media corporations? Are they playing? Some-
times. Our review of the signs of the times has revealed ambivalence, 
ambiguity, and even paradox in how we think about the nature, mean-
ing, and goals of play. Play comes naturally but must also be taught. 
It is good in itself, just for the fun of it, but children should play be-
cause it leads to desirable outcomes. Play should be free and sponta-
neous, and yet children’s play is frequently organized and moderated 
by adults. 

 
THEOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS ON PLAY: “CHRIST PLAYS IN TEN 
THOUSAND PLACES”34 

Theological reflections on play have tended to arise in the context 
of systematic theology (how God plays or is playful) or spirituality 
(how playfulness is a mark of life lived in the spirit or how the practice 
of liturgical worship might be playful). In God and Games, David Mil-
ler noted that like discourse on play in other disciplines including so-
ciology, anthropology, and psychology, theologians attempt two dif-
ferent projects, either “to analyze accurately the serious (i.e., cultic 
and sacred) aspects of man’s play” or “to analyze the playful aspects 
of man’s serious activity, a task whose purpose is best fulfilled when 
the dichotomies of sacred and secular, serious and nonserious, etc., are 
transcended in a unified scheme of human meaning.” There are, he 
claimed, “theories that attribute to the play of children a serious func-
tion” and “theories that attribute a playful function to the seriousness 
of adults.”35 

The more things change, the more they stay the same. In an intro-
duction to Hugo Rahner’s 1967 Man at Play, Walter Ong, S.J., noted, 
“Play should interest our contemporary world more than perhaps it 
does. Not only in the United States, but all over the world man today 
is much concerned with freedom, and the world of play is the world 
of freedom itself – of activity for its own sake, of spontaneity, of pure 
realization. Today, however, we seldom associate freedom with 

                                                           
33 April Brown, “Why Recess and Physical Education are Making a Comeback,” PBS 
Newshour, www.pbs.org/newshour/updates/why-recess-amp-physical-education-
are-making-a-comeback/#.VoWY8-8iKQk.email. 
34 Gerard Manley Hopkins, “As Kingfishers Catch Fire.” The complete poem can be 
read at www.poetryfoundation.org/poem/173654. 
35 David L. Miller, God and Games: Toward a Theology of Play (New York: Harper 
and Row, 1970), 22 and 37. 
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play.”36 Part of his concern was that play was considered “inconse-
quential” and beneath adults, “childish” rather than “childlike.” 
Nearly fifty years ago, Ong and Rahner sensed that an appreciation of 
the role of play and playfulness was losing ground, though the concern 
seems less about the impact of this trend on children, but rather on 
adults, who, so desirous of freedom in many other aspects of their 
lives, were not cultivating a habit of play that could be a touchstone 
for the experience of authentic human freedom. Freedom is serious 
business. Freedom is for adults. 

Rahner turned to Thomas Aquinas to inspire his investigation of 
the human person at play and play as central to the Christian life of 
virtue, “Therefore unmitigated seriousness betokens a lack of virtue 
because it wholly despises play, which is as necessary for a good hu-
man life as rest is.”37 Rahner continues, “It is this humane and Chris-
tian philosophy of man at play that is my subject here, and for us men 
and women of today some knowledge of it is a healing necessity, 
trapped as we are on the hopelessly wrong road of idiotic earnestness, 
or on the senseless one of exclusive preoccupation with the things of 
this world.”38 He sees in children at play the human person’s “deep-
seated longing for a free, unfettered, eager harmony between body and 
soul.”39 Play is an “anticipation of heavenly joy” and a “playing 
Church” is made up of “those who have found gladness in Christ.”40  

Play for Rahner is free and unfettered activity that allows the per-
son to more readily experience God’s glory. Yet, he also relies on the 
language of virtue, recalling eutrapelia, which for Aristotle was char-
acterized by wit in conversation, a sort of mean of playfulness that 
kept one from being a stick in the mud on the one hand and a clown 
on the other. Rahner observed that the virtue “has led a miserable ex-
istence in the standard books of moral theology, scantily adorned with 
the same quotations that Aquinas knew, tired and reduced to a virtuous 
neutral attitude, upholding the mean in recreational play and joking.”41 
Clearly play had lost some of its playfulness. Perhaps Rahner’s insight 
might lead us to something more like “re-creational” play that does 
not observe a mean in terms of the amount of a particular kind activity, 
but rather becomes ever deeper, ever more free. The playful person, 
guided by prudence (imposing reason on play), then would know 

                                                           
36 Walter Ong, “Introduction,” in Hugo Rahner, Man at Play (New York: Herder and 
Herder, 1967), ix. 
37 Rahner, Man at Play, 2, citing Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Ni-
comachean Ethics, 4, 16, 854. 
38 Rahner, Man at Play, 3. 
39 Rahner, Man at Play, 7. 
40 Rahner, Man at Play, 8 and 51. 
41 Rahner, Man at Play, 91. For more on eutrapelia, see John Morreall, Comic Relief: 
A Comprehensive Philosophy of Humor (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009). 
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when to play more and when to play less, but perhaps more im-
portantly how to infuse freedom and openness into all aspects of life. 

Jürgen Moltmann would continue the theological conversation in 
his 1972 Theology of Play. He was also concerned about the inability 
of adults to immerse themselves in leisure and thereby “play the game 
of the new creation” in the freedom opened to us by the Resurrection. 
Without play and imagination, he claims, “the new obedience deteri-
orates into legalism” and “Christian living would become a matter of 
watching out for the things one is not allowed to do.”42 This latter point 
resonates with Rahner’s comment about the manuals of moral theol-
ogy and more recent endeavors to reunite moral theology and spiritu-
ality with attention to virtue ethics.43  

Moltmann sees in adult leisure the tendency to “replay the very 
same things we have endured in our work and business, only without 
coercion and necessity.” He continues, “In fact, most of our compen-
sating and relaxing sociability reflects our work in society and occurs 
in conjunction with it…. We cannot turn off after all and are unable to 
make ourselves talk about something entirely different.”44 Moltmann 
paints a picture of work and leisure remarkably similar to twenty-first 
century assessments, long before phones, and tablets, and laptops be-
came extensions of ourselves. It is not merely their existence that has 
caused work to bleed into leisure and family time. They are the pros-
theses of the moment, devices that we are using to replace something 
that is missing or injured.45 What is that missing or injured thing? Per-
haps it is the spirit of playfulness and the virtuous habit of play ani-
mated by the offer of freedom in Christ, “The steps leading from a 
reproduction of the working world during leisure to the production of 
new conditions in leisure are difficult but must be attempted if we are 
to live our freedom actually.”46 

James Keenan’s retrieval of virtue ethics is instructive for how to 
think about play ethically. Keenan outlines three important keys to 
Aquinas’ view of moral action: first, every act is a moral act; second, 
we become the things that we do; and third, the moral life requires a 
proactive plan.47 As the Christian sets out a plan of action, she asks 
herself three questions. Who am I? Who do I want to become? How 
will I get there? As person-centered and goal oriented, virtue ethics 

                                                           
42 Jürgen Moltmann, Theology of Play (New York: Harper and Row, 1972), 32 and 
43. 
43 See James F. Keenan, Moral Wisdom: Lessons and Texts from the Catholic Tradi-
tion, Second Edition (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2010). 
44 Moltmann, Theology of Play, 69. 
45 For definitions of “prostheses,” see Merriam Webster, www.merriam-web-
ster.com/dictionary/prostheses. 
46 Moltmann, Theology of Play, 69. 
47 James F. Keenan, “Ten Reasons Why Thomas Aquinas is Important for Ethics To-
day,” New Blackfriars, 75, no. 884 (1994): 354-363. 
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has called Christians to be just, faithful, and self-caring people. In this 
schema, playfulness too would be a virtue, and might be viewed as an 
auxiliary virtue like temperance and fortitude, a virtue that helps us in 
our striving to care well for ourselves, to be faithful to particular oth-
ers, and to be just toward all people. Playfulness might keep us from 
burnout, might deepen physical and emotional intimacy, and provide 
the creative imagination needed to continue to challenge unjust social 
structures, particularly those that have excluded children from the 
practices of play. 

Playing is a moral act; it shapes who we are and helps us envision 
who we want to be. While play is free, open, spontaneous, it also re-
quires planning, particularly on the part of adults – but not over-plan-
ning. Adults need to plan time, space, and silence for children’s play. 
They have to think well about how to respect, protect, and promote 
play for the children for whom they bear particular responsibility and 
for other people’s children. They need to plan time, space, and silence 
for their own play. This means that they must also have a habit of pay-
ing attention to children, and taking the child’s eye view. Paying at-
tention includes but is not limited to supervising children. It is also 
being willing to be a play partner.  

This is only possible if adults can play a bit themselves and model 
play that is free, fun, and also fair. Susan Linn admits, “Remembering 
to play with our children, and hanging on to our own playfulness in 
the throes of raising them, can be difficult.”48 It is made more difficult 
when we think of playfulness primarily as a feeling that we have some-
times, or we don’t, or a face that we need to put on as we make abrupt 
shifts between work and home. Like virtue, play is person-centered 
and requires habits that exercise the spark of playfulness in freedom 
that play theorists and theologians alike suggest is present in all peo-
ple. 

Play is then an element of personal moral striving for all people, 
but is of particular importance for children as children. Play is also a 
profoundly social practice, in part because people play not only in sol-
itude but also with others. Play is also social because it relies on social 
structures and the mediating institutions of social life to make play 
possible. Play and playfulness are among the “conditions of social liv-
ing” that make the flourishing of individuals and communities more 
readily accessible. It is on this point that the common good tradition 
within Catholic social teaching can provide direction.49 The common 
good requires broad participation from all people, including children, 
who do not merely draw on a community’s resources but who also 
contribute important assets.  The common good requires that people 
                                                           
48 Linn, The Case for Make Believe, 203. 
49 Thomas Massaro, Living Justice: Catholic Social Teaching in Action, The Class-
room Edition (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2008), 84-87 and 89-91. 
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pursue goals beyond their own self-interest and share the risks and 
burdens required to meet the community’s needs, especially of its 
poorest and most vulnerable members. Children are counted among 
the most vulnerable, but again, this is not their only place. The com-
mon good requires the just distribution of the fruits of common en-
deavor. The common good is best secured when guided by the princi-
ple of subsidiarity. Multiple sectors of society, at various levels of or-
ganization, can contribute – from the family to the school and church, 
from local business to global private industry, from local, to state, and 
national governments and international bodies. However, larger and 
more distant institutions take their lead from the smaller and more lo-
cal ones. Adults take their lead from the children. 

With regard to play, and the right to play in particular, this insist-
ence on participation is crucial. The right to play creates an obligation, 
a responsibility on the part of others to help secure it when persons 
cannot do this on their own. Adults have a responsibility to promote 
and protect this right in various ways – as parents, teachers, neighbors, 
ministers, voters, worshippers, and as people who work in the public 
and private sectors. This is a mark of intergenerational solidarity as 
much as a commitment to education is. They have a responsibility to 
protect and promote play for all children especially children in re-
source poor regions and for particular groups of children who might 
be excluded from play due to racism, sexism, or discrimination against 
persons with disabling conditions. 

Children have responsibilities too. While they rely on adults for 
time, space, and silence, they also create and re-create time and space, 
roles and relationships. They make noise that can be disruptive and 
joyful, chaotic and transformative. They have a growing responsibility 
to make play possible for others, just as adults do. A Christian vision 
of play would mean that children’s play would need to become ever 
more inclusive and welcoming. Adults can model this practice for 
children in their interactions with others and in basic practices like 
sharing. However, children can also be models of solidarity for adults 
especially in creative play as they adapt to welcome new players. 

A “playground,” the time and space and silence for play, is a com-
mon good. It may be protected and provided by adults, but it is re-
ceived as and transformed into something new by children. It is not 
time and space and silence set apart from life but is happening in the 
midst of life, in every sphere. It happens in homes among families, in 
communities and schools among friends and strangers, at work among 
colleagues, and in church communities as well. Worship and ministry 
can be playful for everyone in a “relaxed field” where everyone can 
dare to envision new life in Christ. 
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TAKING CHILDREN AND CHILDHOOD “PLAYFULLY” 

In recent years Christian ethicists have been taking childhood 
“more seriously” as a subject of critical intellectual inquiry, and chil-
dren “more seriously” as moral agents who contribute to their families 
and communities. Scholars in the fields of psychology, sociology, an-
thropology, history, and education have long been taking play “seri-
ously” as a vital ingredient for child well-being and growth. Corpora-
tions involved in the multi-billion-dollar toy industry in the U.S. cer-
tainly take play very seriously. Increasingly, adults are taking play 
more seriously as a way to cope with stress. Unfortunately, some of 
this attention has resulted in play becoming one more thing on the 
checklist of things to do, do well, and do better than someone else. We 
work at playing. 

I have argued that Christians must take play seriously as a right of 
children and, indeed, a human right, albeit one that adults have a par-
ticular responsibility for respecting, protecting and promoting. Play is 
an important avenue of children’s engagement with the world around 
them and participation in the common good of their communities. The 
I.P.A. researchers caution, “A common feature of adult rationality of 
play is the drive to imbue childhood with some significance for the 
future. Yet, this future perspective, and its utopian message of hope, 
needs to be balanced with an appreciation of children’s own sense of 
hope in their current and near future.”50 As participation in the com-
mon good, it also is a way to engage in the process of world-making 
or what Christians might call kingdom-making. Play is both an “al-
ready” and “not yet” activity. Play has the potential to be both a sign 
of a future world transformed by God’s love, justice, and mercy as 
well as an embodied instantiation of that world here and now. 

As a virtue, playfulness and play require practice. It is less about 
what we have (material goods or advantage) and more about who we 
are, what we do, and with whom. If we catch glimpses of the kingdom 
in children and in those who welcome them, might we expand reflec-
tion on this insight to include not only children’s innocence, vulnera-
bility, and low social status but their play and playfulness as well? 
Even, and perhaps especially, when their play is transgressive and 
transformative of social norms and expectations? Could we take chil-
dren and childhood more playfully? I do not intend the shift from “se-
riousness” to “playfulness” to suggest trivializing the concerns of chil-
dren or the very real demands that caring for children entails. Rather, 
cultivating a habit of playfulness and being attuned to the very practi-
cal play requirements of time, space, silence, props, and partners could 
open a way to imagine and re-create new, more welcoming, more just, 
and more compassionate ways of living.  

                                                           
50 Lester and Russell, “Children’s Right to Play,” 15. 


