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Introduction 

 
[Ryan] Today we’re talking about how children can lead us deeper into the beautiful life 
to which God invites us by showing us what creativity means. This is a topic both 
delightful and profound. Andrea and I especially are thrilled to be sharing with you today, 
together, as brand new parents (and on Father’s Day!). 
 
As a reminder, the theme we’re currently exploring as a congregation within the big 
“Why We Gather” umbrella is called “Creating a Beautiful Life.” In last week’s sermon, 
Dan urged us to “think of all of our lives—our relationships, our workplace, our hobbies, 
our families, our successes and our failures, as… ingredients for making beautiful 
things.” But as we dwell today on the unique role children play in inviting us to spaces 
and moments full of beauty, it’s important to name the fact that not everyone has 
children, either in their home or in their life. There are various reasons for this. In all 
honesty, not everyone really enjoys connecting with children, not everyone has a knack 
for it either (despite good efforts), and that’s OK. Some are called to focus on other 
things in life (maybe just for a season and maybe indefinitely), and we affirm those other 
good things. Some people, on the other hand, would like to have children as part of their 
daily life, but face realities like divorce (and less-than-ideal custody arrangements), or 
unwanted singleness, or infertility, or estrangement from kids and grandkids, or even the 
illness or death of a child.  
 
If your life doesn’t involve children much right now, for whatever reason, we want you to 
know (first) we’ve been there, and (second) there’s nothing wrong with you, and (third) 
we pray God’s beauty touches you nonetheless in the stories and lessons this morning.  
 
[Andrea] So I want to start out, actually, with some sociology (bear with me!). Robert 
Bellah was a sociologist who taught at UCLA Berkeley for many years, and died in 2013. 
In the last book he wrote before his passing,1 he explores the deep history of religious 
practice and belief among humans. In the introduction, he speaks of the human act of 
“beyonding.” Yes, “beyond” is a verb for him, as in, “to beyond”—to engage in activities 
that point us to other realities, realities that transcend ordinary, daily, workaday life and 
connect us to that which surpasses the self. To write a poem, to walk a labyrinth, to dance 
for the joy of movement, to laugh until your belly aches, to seek truth in ways that break 
all the rules, to tell a story, to roll around on the floor with a puppy, to pray, to ask a 
brand new question. Activities like this are not secondary to who we are as humans, 
                                                 
1 Bellah, Robert N. Religion in Human Evolution: From the Paleolithic to the Axial Age. Cambridge, MA: 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2011.  
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argues Bellah. Even more than the “workaday” stuff like tool-making, agriculture, and 
commerce—these acts of “beyonding” have been crucial to human development over the 
eons, and have made us who we are today. They have grown our brains in ways that help 
us integrate thought and feeling. They have helped us bond with one another, and thrive 
in group settings. And, most of all, beyonding has been the vehicle of life-transforming 
meaning, which is one of our most urgent needs and precious possessions as people.  
I want to suggest that creativity is very closely tied with what Bellah spoke of as 
beyonding.  
 
Creativity—at least as we’re thinking and talking about it today—is a“venturing out” 
into spaces of newness, discovery, growth, emergence. It’s something that goes on, that is 
going on. Some Christian thinkers have even spoken of God as sheer creativity. Thomas 
Aquinas, the great 13th century theologian, said God is “actus purus” the pure act of to 
be—in other words, the infinite creative wellspring that’s ever and always bubbling forth 
all that is. This divine creativity is something in which we can participate as we too 
“bubble forth”… as we venture out, as we seek renewal in ourselves and our world in 
imaginative ways, as we dare to “beyond.” 
 
Alright then, you’re asking, what about the children piece of things? Isn’t that what we’re 
talking about today?  
 
If creativity is “a ‘venturing out’ into spaces of newness, discovery, growth, emergence” 
(as I’ve just said) then anyone who has children, or works with children, or knows 
anything at all about children, knows that creativity is something at which children excel! 
In a second, we’re going to explore some of the lessons children may teach adults about 
creativity—about venturing and emergence. But before that, let’s turn to Scripture and 
read about one particularly precocious child venturer.   
 

Scripture 
[Ryan]  
Now every year his parents went to Jerusalem for the festival of the Passover. And when 
he was twelve years old, they went up as usual for the festival. When the festival was 
ended and they started to return, the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem, but his 
parents did not know it. Assuming that he was in the group of travelers, they went a day’s 
journey. Then they started to look for him among their relatives and friends. When they 
did not find him, they returned to Jerusalem to search for him. After three days they 
found him in the temple, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them 
questions. And all who heard him were amazed at his understanding and his answers.  
 
[Andrea]  
When his parents saw him they were astonished; and his mother said to him, ‘Child, why 
have you treated us like this? Look, your father and I have been searching for you in 
great anxiety.’ He said to them, ‘Why were you searching for me? Did you not know that 
I must be in my Father’s house?’ But they did not understand what he said to them. Then 
he went down with them and came to Nazareth, and was obedient to them. His mother 
treasured all these things in her heart. 
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And Jesus increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favor. 
 
- Luke 2:41-52 
 
[Ryan] What does this story of the young Jesus have to do with our topic of learning 
creativity from children?  
 
During Passover in Jesus’ day, Jerusalem was a place set apart. It was a place of fervent 
worship, of profound remembrance, of joyous feasting, of rigorous learning, of elaborate 
ritual. It was a place of relational connection (you reunited with friends and family you 
hadn’t seen since last Passover), and could even be considered a place of play (that is, if 
lively story-telling about God’s faithfulness to Israel counts as play, and we think it 
does!).  
 
Twelve-year-old Jesus, much to the consternation of his parents, ventured to stay a bit 
longer in this place, this place where all manner of “beyonding” was going on. He stayed 
to ask new questions, to listen to new truths, to offer his own God-infused contributions 
to the learning going on at Temple. He stayed to dwell worshipfully in the house of the 
faithful One that he was, more and more, experiencing not as an aloof rule-giver but as an 
intimate parental presence. He stayed to keep the beauty and transformation that was the 
Jewish Passover going; he didn’t want it to end. In other words, it could be said that Jesus 
stayed back in Jerusalem to engage in some serious creativity! The growth and newness 
that resulted was, in large part, the growth and newness residing in his own heart, mind, 
and spirit; he “increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favor.”  
 
[Andrea] Jesus’ mom and dad didn’t respond well to this—at least at first. Really now, 
of course they didn’t, and they shouldn’t have! We think they had every right to be 
consternated. They were just being good parents. We are not advocating runawayism (is 
that a word?), and/or suggesting parents ought to be cool as cucumbers when this 
behavior arises. But we do think it’s significant that Luke the gospel writer emphasizes 
Mary and Joseph’s displeasure, and contrasts it with Jesus’ calm purposiveness. (‘Of 
course I’d be here; couldn’t you have guessed? this is where God is happening! [subtext: 
why didn’t you stay back, too??]’)  
 
The underlying scriptural message seems to be that Mary and Joseph had an important 
lesson to learn from Jesus, here. No doubt the lesson had largely to do with Jesus’ unique 
identity; his special status as the Son of God upon whom divine anointing and wisdom 
had been poured out. But maybe, just maybe, Jesus’ earthly parents also needed a 
reminder about the good of venturing out and dwelling within spaces of beauty, newness, 
discovery, connection, and renewal. In other words, a lesson about the good of creativity.  
 
There was no one better suited to provide this lesson than the child closest to them. And 
so it is, perhaps, with us. 

Main Message 
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With the time that remains to us, we’d like to share a few brief reflections (and tell a few 
stories) about what children have taught us about creativity. [Slide 7] Our own child, 
five-week old Bennett, is just starting to teach us such lessons. But there are several other 
children who’ve been important in our lives over the past four or so years. These little 
ones have taught us so much about the beauty, excitement, and holiness of periodically 
leaving behind what’s ordinary and expected, so as to venture out into the new life that 
God is ever unfolding in our midst. 
 
1. You may have to try it out… or try it on. 
 
[Ryan] Our first reflection: “You may have to try it out… or try it on.” We babysat our 
goddaughter Katelyn one weekend last fall. She was 4 and she was really into make-
believe. I spent memorable hours with her playing ‘magical monster-fighting explorer-
princess-builder.’ We built a hidden castle with couch cushions. Then we’d go exploring 
and come across different monsters, requiring different intervention. We’d run away from 
some. Our magic ring would shoot ice to freeze another. A tiara that rendered us invisible 
let us sneak up to another and make the monster friendly with the special flashlight we 
carried. She also had a lava sword that came in handy for some of the most unruly 
monsters.  
 
Playing make-believe lets kids try things out—to experientially learn for themselves. 
They can try to be who they are not, or be where they are not. It opens up the world. They 
can be mommies or monster fighters, fathers or fashion designers.  
 
This kind of creativity helps us learn empathy as we try walking in other shoes 
(sometimes literally)! Couldn’t we adults use a bit more of that?  
 
[Andrea] And actually, trying out/embodying other personas (even wild, make-believe 
ones) literally builds the structures in the brain that are responsible for empathy or 
“theory of mind”—the ability to understand and connect with the mind and heart of 
another fellow human. Love, the highest commandment, takes practice. And venturing to 
“try on” a new character in creative, imaginative play can be an important part of what 
this practice entails. Through such play, God is working through us to fashion a more 
loving self! 
 
Also, we all “try on” other personas in daily life. This is a normal part of being human. 
You don a different persona at a funeral than you do at a rock concert—and this is as it 
should be. Here again, the creative “trying out”/”trying on” in which children engage is a 
prototype of healthy adult functioning. As Katelyn pretended she was a ‘magical 
monster-fighting explorer-princess-builder,’ as she ventured out in this way, she was 
emerging into the wise and well-adjusted person we hope and pray she becomes. For 
Ryan to join her amounted to him participating in the process of her selving, and “to 
self”, himself, as well. It’s hard to think of anything more beautiful than this kind of 
relational participation in one another’s process of becoming. 
 
2. Success is built on failure.  
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[Ryan] Reflection two is that, “Success is built on failure.” A few years ago, I was in an 
offsite development session with colleagues from work. One of the activities was the 
Marshmallow Challenge. Have you heard of it?  
 
The task is pretty straightforward: in eighteen minutes, teams of 4 must build the tallest 
free-standing structure that holds a marshmallow on top. Teams may use 20 sticks of 
spaghetti, one yard of masking tape, and one yard of string to build their tower. 
 
The person who came up with this—Tom Wujec—has done it a lot, and gathered some 
information about it. He sees regular patterns on who does well and who does not. [Slide 
10] Recent MBA grads do far worse than average. Lawyers (like my colleagues at the 
offsite), also tend to score below average. But who does really well? [Slide 11] 
Kindergarteners! Wujec contends that this is because adults spend too much time 
organizing the team into roles, then planning and strategizing about what they will do. 
They finally start building toward the final few minutes, and the marshmallow is often 
added at the very last seconds. Occasionally, the tower falls and they have nothing!  
 
Children, on the other hand dive right in and build a tower. It might fall over. Then they 
build another one. Maybe that one stands. Then they modify it to make it taller. By the 
end of the 18 minutes, they may have built 4 versions. The entrepreneurial world loves 
the idea of iterations, where—like the successful children—you try things, see what 
works, and improve them. Books like Fail Fast, Fail Often,2 Fail Forward,3 and Fail 
Better,4 advocate what children already seem to know—but we forget as we grow up. 
Success is built on failure; we must try—and likely fail—and try again. Some of you 
know the author Brene Brown. She puts it well, when she says, “There is no innovation 
and creativity without failure. Period.”  
 
 [Andrea] Let’s return for a minute to the scripture passage about Jesus’ visit (/escape!) 
to Temple. Viewed a certain way, Jesus “failed” at a lot, here. He failed to follow through 
with prescribed expectations for children his age. He let his parents down. He cost them 
time and money (they had to backtrack at least a day to go find him!). But although his 
fervent seeking and venturing involved failure (at least failure to meet societal 
expectations), he was joining in the Spirit’s process of creating. How? Here again, the 
last sentence of the passage is telling—“he grew in wisdom and knowledge.” Jesus 
himself was emerging into the One God had called him to become from the foundations 
of the world.  
 
[Ryan] Sometimes you need to fail boldly—including completely failing to meet other 
people’s expectations—in order to bloom and become. Sometimes failing and becoming 
can’t be pieced apart. There is a strange beauty in this, a beauty that children, even the 
child Jesus, can teach us. This is a hard lesson because we adults tend to be afraid of 

                                                 
2 Ryan Babineaux, John Krumboltz 
3 John Maxwell 
4 Mark O'Connell 
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failure. We want to succeed. We’re bruised and battered by shame, and the fear that 
shame brings. And this leads into the third lesson we’ve learn from children, [Slide 13] 
“Creativity takes courage.” 
 
3. Creativity takes courage. 
 
[Ryan] Trying something out means that it may not work. And, succeed or fail, doing 
something new might mean that we look stupid…to someone else, or to our own inner 
critic.  
 
The fear of looking stupid plagues me. I’m not sure why. I suspect shame has something 
to do with it. Perhaps an early and important part of my identity was being the ‘smart 
one’ who ‘has the answers.’ But regardless of the source, this fear has kept me from 
trying things that could be fun.  
 
Last year, though, I responded to an invitation from Carma to help with Kids Adventure 
Week. She asked me to be part of the cast of the skit—to play the Fox in her beautiful 
“Ootopia” scripts. I figured I’d look silly—and I was not mistaken! [Slide 14] But I found 
grace to let go. Perhaps it was because it wasn’t “me;” I was playing a part. Perhaps it 
was because I was with children… [Slide 15] and the young at heart. But the whole 
experience was a gift. It helped set me free a bit more.  
 
Play with kids for any length of time, and you too will look silly. [Slide 16] But only to 
your own inner critic, or to those who have forgotten the courageous creativity of their 
youth. But if you have the courage to climb into a playhouse at the invitation of your 
niece (see the picture), you will discover (or re-discover) another level of freedom.  
 
[Andrea] Paul Tillich was a theologian who talked a lot about courage. He thought that 
fear of failure is one of the “faces of non-being” that confront us in our lives. Fear of 
failure is an anxiety that threatens our deep-down sense of self, our very existence, 
because it hearkens the specter of social alienation and loneliness (which is a kind of 
death).  
 
What is needed to overcome the anxiety about failing and incurring the condemnation 
and cold shoulder of others? What Tillich called “the courage to be.” By this he meant 
(something along the lines of) the gumption to act “in spite of” some threat -- the mettle 
to do something “nevertheless.”  
 
In the case of creativity, we’re talking about the courage “to beyond,” as I talked about 
earlier – the courage to affirm the good of participating in something unknown and larger 
than the self, in spite of the fact that it may mean we fall short of someone’s expectations, 
or “waste time,” or are deemed “incorrect” or “ridiculous,” thereby incurring teases, 
taunts, and pity. Kids can show us the way to this courage, the courage to create (with all 
the risks it entails), because they are not yet (usually at least) tuned into the deep pain of 
social ostracism.  
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Such courage has the ability to reveal God to us, says Tillich, and I agree with him. It 
shows us that God’s Spirit, as the “Lord and Giver of Life,” is at work within us, fighting 
back the forces of torpor, of despair, of loneliness—ultimately, of death. 
 
4. Creativity is Inefficient 
 
[Ryan] Our fourth reflection is that “Creativity is inefficient.” [Slide 19] Last fall, I was 
playing with my niece Elsie; she was two and a half. We were sitting at a table laden with 
Playdoh. It was one of those sets that had molds and tools to make the Playdoh look like 
cakes and pastries. Elsie grabbed different colors as inspiration took her. She mashed and 
rolled it. She made snakes and boxes and free-form little shapes, and felt no obligation to 
make food of any kind. She giggled and talked with me. She played with the Playdoh.  
 
I found myself working with the Playdoh. I tried to determine the correct way to use the 
molds and tools, so as to get the most accurately molded shapes. I was careful not to 
accidentally mix the colors, but properly layer them—as indicated in the instructions and 
photographs on the box. My Playdoh pastries looked nice (that’s Elsie posing with one) 
but were anything but creative. But I found myself getting a bit grumpy.  
 
Why this difference?  
 
My day job is to increase efficiency using technology or processes improvement. “How 
do we do what do, only faster or easier?’ This sort of work is prized in the corporate 
world. Time is money; save time, save money.  
 
But if we always and exclusively focus on getting things done, especially in the “correct” 
or “most efficient” manner, we will miss the completely innovative and novel. The very 
creative paths—that can be so much fun—will be missed. As Pablo Picasso said, “The 
chief enemy of creativity is good sense.” Thankfully for us adults, we have kids to 
remind us to occasionally neglect good sense and be inefficient.  
 
[Andrea] But what’s the good of inefficiency, you ask? It does seem unwise to praise 
inefficiency on its own. However, we’re in a sermon series on “living a beautiful life,” 
and it has to be said that inefficiency is one of the hallmarks of beauty. “A rose is without 
why, it blooms simply because it blooms,” wrote the seventeenth century German mystic 
Angelus Silesius.  
 
The most beautiful things in life are generally not “efficient.” There’s little that’s 
practical and/or useful about, for example, hiking a loop in Superior National Forest, or 
using the good china when a neighbor drops by for tea, or kissing your sweetheart in the 
moonlight on the beach. There was certainly nothing efficient about the 12-year-old 
Jesus’ three-day stay at the Temple after Passover; Joseph lost at least three days’ wages 
in his carpentry business while he searched with his wife for his son. And that’s not to 
mention the added expenses of the lengthened travel, lodging, et cetera. And yet, the 
moments in our lives where beauty interrupts us, stuns us, re-orients us—these are the 
moments we seek out, and treasure in our memories forever.  
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The 20th century theologian Hans urs von Balthasar had this to say about beauty: 
 

Beauty … dances as an uncontained splendor around the double constellation of 
the true and the good and their inseparable relation to one another…. We can be 
sure that whoever sneers at her name as if she were the ornament of a[n] 
[irrelevant] past – whether [this one] admits it or not – can no longer pray and 
soon will no longer be able to love.5  

 
Why, when we’re on our deathbeds, do we develop a melancholy yet joy-infused thirst 
for remembrance of the beautiful moments of our lives (rather than the efficient ones)? 
Because we realize that these are the moments that have taught us about things 
ultimate—things like truth, and goodness, and most of all, love. These are the moments 
when the sweet abundance of which Jesus spoke found us, changing us forever. 
 
5. Children play with elephants in the room. 
 
[Ryan] Our final reflection is that “Children play with elephants in the room.” I read an 
anecdote online that stopped me: “My 4-year-old daughter shouted out in a restaurant, 
‘Look, mom! Those black people are eating lunch with those white people!’ Mortified, I 
whispered, ‘It is not nice to talk about people, especially so loud that they can hear you!’ 
Then my daughter whispered, ‘It’s just like Dr. King’s dream!’ She had been learning 
about Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. in preschool.” 
 
Families, societies, indeed all systems have rules both explicit and implicit. The explicit 
ones (like “No eating in the living room,” or “Stop your car at the stop sign,”) have some 
power. However, the implicit ones—the ones we obey but don’t talk about—have much 
more power. And implicit rules are often pretty nasty. These are rules like, “In our 
family, when Daddy gets sad or angry, people get hurt.” Or, “White people and Black 
people shouldn’t associate with one another.” 
 
Kids in their frankness will point out these rules—these people-made “truths”—often 
loudly and at inconvenient settings. It’s at times hilarious, disturbing, and enlightening.  
 
[Andrea] So, I think the deep and theologically profound lesson here is that kids are a bit 
like cats. They run around and find all the vermin in your home, then proudly leave them 
in a gooey, half-knawed pile for you to notice and admire.  
 
But as unpleasant as this is, we need the cats to do their job. Why? Because a vermin-
infested home is an ugly and unsafe place to live. Likewise, we need kids to “call stuff 
out” in the funny and painful ways they so often do. Why? Because a family or society 
that harbors unstated social “rules” about power, control, and human worth is also an 
ugly and unsafe place to live. It’s hurting people on the sly, and some “good 
housekeeping” is needed.  
 
                                                 
5 Hans urs von Balthasar, The Glory of the Lord: A Theological Aesthetics. Vol. 1, Seeing the Form. 



 9 

One of the powers of creativity is to name what is, the ugly and the beautiful, and to 
dream of what could be. We need creativity to chart a course to a new way of being—a 
way the great prophets of God have always glimpsed, but that the human race has yet to 
live into. 
 

Conclusion 
 
[Ryan] We live in a scary world. We cannot trust authorities, and those who should 
protect us can hurt us with seeming impunity. It’s no surprise that many of us adults work 
desperately hard to tune out—to numb ourselves to the pain around us. We busy 
ourselves in work. We fix our eyes on the many screens around us, letting our skin grow 
thicker. After all, people have tried to make the world a better place, and look where it’s 
gotten us.  
 
[Andrea] This is exactly why divine creativity is important. In the words of Jeff Goins, 
“Creativity brings good things in the world that otherwise would not exist. It’s a noble act 
of pushing back darkness and giving hope to despair.” This hard, exciting, risky, noble 
act of creativity—of venturing out of ourselves—brings hope, not only for ourselves, but 
to others who glimpse the beautiful thing we help create.  
 
[Ryan] When we “beyond,” we risk “wasting time.” We risk failing or looking stupid in 
the eyes of others. We risk seeing uncomfortable truths that are obvious to those who 
have eyes to see them. We also risk finding true joy and meaning, as we are caught up in 
beauty. 
 
[Andrea] Our community here at First Covenant is a thing of beauty for many reasons. 
But one of those reasons is that those of us without children still have opportunities to 
form relationships with them. (Flipside of that: people with children can leave their littles 
with some trusted friends for some time off!) The obvious opportunity on the immediate 
horizon is Kids Adventure Week, and if you’ve got even a smidge of interest in getting 
involved, I hope you’ll speak to Carma Gjerning, Director of Children and Families, very 
soon. 
 
[Ryan] If we let them, children will keep us from going numb (unless we lull them into 
our own screen-induced stupor). They will ask questions that make us think, and may 
point us to try what has not been tried before. They will run up to us, pull our pant leg or 
jump into our lap and say, “Play with me!” And playtime is never wasted time.  
 
[Andrea] 
Let’s close with prayer.  
 
You are the God whose presence is so often experienced in the places we think last to 
look—the places we might be tempted to deem foolish, or unnecessary, or simply not 
worth our time. Open our eyes to the extraordinary gift we’ve been given in the lives of 
children. Open our ears to the wisdom they offer us in their play, in their questions, in the 
joy they take in the smallest things. Open our hearts so that the newness and honesty they 
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embody revives us and challenges us. Open our hands so that “a little child may lead 
us.” Amen. 
 
 
 
Benediction 
 
[Ryan] May the One called Spirit, who hovered over the waters and spoke existence into 
being, bless you with creativity and life. 
 
[Andrea] May the One called Jesus give you courage “to beyond,” to step outside your 
mundane routines and let your entire being be awakened and renewed. 
 
[Ryan] May we all be inspired by the children among us, who teach us about the 
unbridled vivacity of the God we love and serve. 
 
Amen.  


