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“God does not play dice with the universe.”

Albert Einstein

 

All the world's a stage,
And all the men and women merely players;
They have their exits and their entrances,
And one man in his time plays many parts.

William Shakespeare

from As you like it.
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]The hell of divine playfulness:
Sacred forsakenness


Figure 1. The Hell of Divine Playfulness:  Forsakenness as a paradox of divine comedy and sacred tragedy wavering between Divine Delight (very good!) and Divine Regret (sorrow and change) (Genesis 6:6: God regrets creating humanity due to their wickedness before the flood.)


The drama of undeserved suffering1 gives rise to a paradoxical form of ‘play’ – a performance fashioned within the tension between the comforting presence of the divine and the disfiguring realities of human vulnerability and mortality. It is for this reason that the spirituality of play in Christianity reached its dramatic culmination in the moment when the dying Christ uttered the most tragic and unanswered cry in human history: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?  (Eloi, Elio. Lama sabachthani?) Due to language confusion, calling on ‘God’ sounded like an appeal to the prophet Elijah (“Listen, he’s calling Elijah”, Mark 15:35). 

From a hermeneutical perspective, the moment of forsakenness (dereliction) becomes the stage for a divine tragedy, enacting a Godly play (drama): 


	
(a) Between divine presence (“My God, my God …” expressing the need for proximity and intimacy while facing death) set against the perceived divine abandonment (“Why have you forsaken me?”) – the tension between the anxiety of rejection or exclusion and the search for identity and justice and acceptance within the ‘hospitable space’ of humanity.


	
(b) Between Fatherly care and inhumane exposure – the tension between the assurance of paternal protection and the reality of an agonising death exposed to radical anonymity, evoking the anguished question: “Am I still your Son?” “Who am I?


	
(c) Between prophetic suffering of the ‘Son of Man’ and the dehumanising mockery at the hands of the Roman soldiers – the tension between the absolute seriousness of reconciliation through divine substitution (atonement:  “He in my place, for me”), and the spectacle of casting dice, turning the playfulness into demeaning ridicule under the injustice of Roman law.


	
(d) [image: Lots Cast for His Clothes | Bible Universe]Between truth and humiliation; In the Praetorium, the governor’s soldiers stripped Jesus, clothed him in a scarlet robe, twisted a crown of thorns and set it on his head, kneeled in feigned reverence, and mocked him – transforming truth into a grotesque scarecrow of humiliation. At Golgotha (the Place of the Skull), his garments are divided by casting lots (Matt. 27:27-37), reinforcing the theatrical nature of this suffering.




Figure 2. Lots Cast for His Clothes. Bibleuniverse.com. Online:

https://www.bibleuniverse.com/articles/prophecies-fulfilled-by-jesus-first-advent/id/1909. Accessed 28 July 2025.

At first glance, the flower arrangement pictured above (installed by the author for Passover in the Saldanha Dutch Reformed Church) appears most attractive. Yet, upon closer inspection, one discovers a rather strange, contradicting aesthetics: the unsettling presence of divine suffering, symbolised by the sharp sheaves of the Spanish Dagger Yucca Tree placed at the heart of the [image: Yucca plant bloom Free Stock Photos, Images, and Pictures of Yucca plant  bloom]arrangement. 

In deliberate contrast, the dry, deformed bark of a palm tree (an ancient symbol of hope and flourishing in the Old Testament) captures a profound sense of abandonment and desolation. Its twisted form represents the anguished cry of dereliction uttered on the cross: “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me!”  (Mark 15:34).

At the centre is a white blossom of the Yucca Gloriosa, also known as Spanish Dagger or Adam’s Needle. It symbolises both the crown of thorns pressed upon the head of the suffering Christ and the betrayal of Judas. Yet even in the shadow of Christ’s death, the promise of Resurrection and everlasting life begins to bloom. The white flowers, reminiscent of small bells, echo the triumphant proclamation of 1 Corinthians 15:55: “Where, O death, is your sting?”

Passover, therefore, should not be understood spiritually and theologically solely from the perspective of Good Friday and the Crucifixion but rather from the third day (Resurrection Sunday) – a moment of awe and wonder. Christ is risen. This event exemplifies what the divine drama of Deus ludens entails: a lived experience of divine interventions and comforting presence central to Christian spiritual healing. It is a wondrous journey from grace to disgrace, from vindication and victory to the depths of unspeakable suffering. 

A theology of the cross – the supernatural drama of divine substitution and atonement – can only be understood in light of a theology of the Resurrection. The Resurrection is the theological hermeneutics of the cross. In this divine theatre of salvation, the exclamation precedes the lamentation.

In architecture, the Gothic form of a completed structure points heavenward, resembling the spiritual yearning for the Ultimate – to a life beyond human frailty and mortality.
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The appealing and rather adamant character of homo ludens in expressing the spiritual impotency of anger in the presence of God

To conclude:

The challenging playfulness of dispositional repositioning: Shift from becoming a paralysing victim to a wise victor (decision-making and goal-setting)

9 - SPIRITUAL GRAVITY

Seesawing with God in the gambling game of a cancer ward

Pit experiences

Is your ‘God’ too small or too big?

Is your ‘God’ fit enough to keep your feet from flying off the Earth?

Finding spiritual and religious stability by seesawing

Is my God ‘too small’ or ‘too big’?

Seesawing in a cancer ward between bargaining and acceptance: From: Why God? to How God?

Encountering Deus ludens: Why me? Why not me?

By grace (gratia; τῇ χάριτί): Pick-and-pay gambling?

Seesawing with God: ‘Graceful’ ropewalker, acting with ‘hope’ under the pressure of unbearable suffering

From theodicy (cul de sac of explanatory positivism) to theopaschitism (vision of a compassionate, caring model)

Sacrificial love: The cost of caring within the ‘Hell of passio Dei’’?

The cost to care: The carer tipped by sola gratia

SECTION E

SPIRITUAL AND COSMIC ADVANTAGE OF DIVINE PLAYFULNESS

Religiously impassible and unfeasible?

10 - BENEVOLENCE OF A CRAFTING GOD

The golden ratio – divine proportion for maximum exposure to light

From spiritual claustrophobia (Deus otiosus) to spiritual blossoming (homo aestheticus)

The spiritual claustrophobia of an impassible iron will

Playful craftmanship: Deus faber – homo faber

Fibonacci traces: The crafting of divine cosmic playfulness and spiritual awe

Playfulness as careless relaxation: After action … satisfaction!

Deus otiosus: Does God play hide-and-seek with his Creation?

The paralysing deistic option of Deus absconditus

But what about considering an alternative?

Deus ludens: The risk of theological conceptualisation in the discipline of Pastoral Care

11- AESTHETICS OF PLAYFULNESS

Poetic crafting

The existential realm of civilisation: Toward a culture of playfulness in the public of marketplaces

Playfulness as struggle (agōn): Between agony and ecstasy in the moral quest for virtue

Playfulness in sensemaking and the beautification of life (homo aestheticus): Probing the ultimate in life

Homo festivus:  Benevolence – aesthetics in Christian faith and anthropology

In conclusion:

Deus ludens as Creator: Divine eudaimonia (Very good (מאד, meod)

Homo spiritualis: Soulfulness (nēphēsh) as the playfulness of wise judgment (phronesis)

Praxis thinking: Telic commitment (intentionality) to human well-being (wholeness through true discernment). (Theologia practica)

Determining a ‘good soul’: habitus as phronesis. Toward the how (disposition) of homo ludens in Christian thinking – shalom

12 - THE PLAYFUL INTERPLAY: HOMO SPIRITUALIS – HOMO RELIGIOSUS

Mythopoetic speech: Probing signals of transcendence

Religious speech: Ligature – tying together of significance

Mythopoesis: The playful poetic speech of imagination – ‘seized by an ecstasy’

Playfulness as signifying signals of transcendence (beyond and not-yet): Toward a new vision of things (homo spectans)

Probing the Ultimate by means of chiffre: Playfulness in spiritual poetics

The religious dimension of divine playfulness: Tying together significances (ligature) within sacred spaces

African spiritualities: All things are interdependent (gutri gigatuirie kingi) 

The playfulness of icons (epiphaneia): The iconic gaze

13 - CUSTOMISED PLAYFULNESS: GREAT OPTIMISING

Homo ludens as homo electronicus: Wild west of a ‘second life’

Toward the playfulness of netizens in the playground of cyberspatial metaphysics (cloud computing)

Avatar: The Wild West of a second life

Homo electronicus: Toward the cloud-computing gaze of netizens playing in Azure Space

Ludens as an act of multiple forms of downloading

Cyberspatial metaphysics: Netizens and the virtual online hope

Homo electronicus: Playful minecrafting

14 - THE MORAL INTERPLAY: DIGNITAS – HUMANITAS

Anthropological riddle in the public of civil society

The benevolence of toyi-toyi: Joy, freedom, dignity, justice and responsibility within a normative framework

Homo libero: Playfulness as freedom – ‘throwing off the bonds’

The interplay between homo libero and homo spiritualis. Toward the praxis of theo-centric thinking in public theology

The meta-realm of life: From homo spectans to homo spirituali

Healing as the display of cura vitae and cura terrae: Toward embodied forms of cosmic wholeness and human wellness

Cura animarum as cura terrae: Land as territory for spiritual playfulness

The public politics of dignity and humanitarian campaigns: The Wild West playground of immoral, bewildered cowboys and seductive pole-dancing girls

To conclude:

SECTION F

A THEOLOGY OF PLAYFULNESS

Sheer foolishness?

15 - DEPLETED GOD: BURNOUT and COMPASSION FATIGUE?

Impassibilitas Dei

Theological realm of empowerment: Toying with God-images?

Calvin’s humanistic view of life: The main purpose of life (la principale fin de la vie humaine) is glorifying God (pour estre glorifi‚ en nous) through cosmic beauty

The empowering playful God versus the impassable cathedral God

Divine ludens: Seeking and catching the ‘Hound of God’

Punishment rather than delight: Deus puniens?

16 - MARVELLOUS EXCHANGE: A COMFORTING GOD

Peristalsis of bowel categories (theology of the intestines)

Superman, Batman, Spiderman or Son of Man?

The theological realm of El Shaddai: Deus misericos

The infiniscience of a presencing God: The playfulness of hjh (divine verbing – to be with)

The God-question: From Deus dominus to Deus ludens

A marvellous confession: You are my heart’s delight (Da Deus fortunae). Theology of oiktirmos: The misericordia of ta splanchna – theology of the intestines

The holocaust of divine dereliction (Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani). Toying in the realm of human mortality and frailty with a divine ‘to be’ : Infiniscience of Deus ludens

The praxis of weakness in pastoral and practical theology within the practice of caregiving

Kenotic love: The divine categories of ḥēsēd and rāḥam

Finding and outcome:

17 - GEHENNA: EVEN GOD HAS HIS ‘HELL’ (WHERE?)

The playful tragedy of divine foolishness within the seesaw hell of pity and abhorrent mockery

Gehenna: God’s hell amongst smouldering garbage dumps outside Jerusalem

Deus ludens and the encounter with ‘Black Death’: Danse Macabre with skeletons as partners for the waltz of life

18 - DANSE MACABRE (THE DANCE OF DEATH)

All must die! But to kill a mockingbird?

Longinus: causing ‘holy wounds’ – The spear of destiny

The mocking of Deus ludens: The playfulness of a divine comedy. The abhorrent paradox: Divine forsakenness – Roman indifference and ridicule of gambling

Pablo Picasso’s Crucifixion: To Kill a Mockingbird

Deus ludens seesawing within township life on the Cape Flats during the struggle against apartheid: Crossroads – the place of cruel necklacing

The divine spectacle of suffering (vulnerable Incas) within the imperial abuse of power (King of Spain): Disdaining the cultural playfulness of oppression (grassroots suffering in the open marketplace)

To conclude:

19 - LORD OF THE DANCE: SACRAMENT OF EUCHARISTIC PLAYFULNESS

The liturgical realm of faithful rejoicing

Play as a mode of spiritual rejoicing: Liturgy as sacred dancing?

The zigzagging of spiritual playfulness: A time to mourn and a time to dance

20 - HOSPITABLE COMPASSION: DIVINE PLAYGROUND OF ENTRAILS

The playful rhythm of caregiving and pastoral healing (well-being)

Divine intervention and encounter with custom and culture: Play as hospitable civilisation

The caring networking of spiritual wholeness in spiritual well-being: The telos of hoping

Embodied wholeness as soulful embodiment

21 - WORKPLACE AND GRASSROOTS PLAYFULNESS: PAVEMENT AND STREETWISE CARING

Deus ludens as the incognito sacralisation of the ‘secular smart city’ and dread of daily existential happenstances of life: The praxis pietatis of workplace and grassroots spirituality

The beneficial networking interplay: Human capital, social capital and spiritual capital

Deus ludens – homo patiens: The incognito violin in Auschwitz – The Holocaust of Arbeit Macht Frei (Freedom of a marketplace)

Homo festivus: Celebrating the sacramental exponent of Deus ludens amidst the tragic rhythm of inhumane suffering

Verifying you are human. The grassroots request and challenge: Homo patiens and homo electronicus should not overshadow Deus homo. Playing the art of life: “Stand a little out of my sun.”
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OVERTURE

 


THRILLING PLAYFULNESS WITHIN AN ODE OF JOY DESPITE THE SAD UNDERTONE OF REGRET

Can playfulness be merged with divine faithfulness? 

At first glance, playfulness seems to suggest light-heartedness – a kind of divine facetiousness or levity, alluding to a sacred laissez-faire principle that associates divinity with careless eudaimonia (happiness). Laissez-faire essentially means ‘leave it alone’ or ‘let it be’, a stance of limited intervention and external regulation, intimating a spirituality of individual libertinism, where people are presumed best equipped to make their own decisions with minimal divine direction (intervention) or external meta-guidance.

But what if playfulness implies more than mere pleasantness, enjoyment, or instant gratification? What does ‘play’ in playfulness really mean when caught in the ups and downs of life’s emotional rollercoaster?

Could play, in this sense, perhaps point toward a divine encounter, a sacred drama akin to what Dante Alighieri called a Divine Comedy? Such a ‘play’ would not trivialise suffering but would capture the tumultuous journey of life, reflecting the unpredictable nature of existence with sudden losses, painful disappointments, and moments of suffocating spiritual wounded-ness and, at the same time, ascents that suggest resilience, the possibility of healing, and glimpses of hope.

My contention is that ‘play’ represents a crafting mode of signification. It creates meaning in the midst of contradiction.

[image: Roller Coaster Dream Explained With 25 Examples and Reflective Questions]Figure 6. This rollercoaster image symbolically captures the tumultuous journey of life, where sharp twists and steep descents represent the emotional and spiritual challenges we face, unfolding through a series of sudden and extreme mood swings, oscillating between the ‘sharp curves’ and ‘steep inclines’ posed by life’s divergent challenges. (Trevar Katina. 2023. Roller Coaster Dream – A Bumpy Ride Ahead in Life? Online: https://thepleasantdream.com/roller-coaster-dream/. Accessed 27 July 2025).

Play in playfulness affirms human dignity and destiny. Within a praxis pietatis, play refines and purifies our understanding of what is meant by ‘amazing grace’’ (ḥēsēd)  and the steadfast continuity of divine faithfulness, especially as expressed through caring comfort.

[image: William Shakespeare]

 

Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player,

That struts and frets his hour upon the stage,

And then is heard no more.

It is a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing. 2

 

 

Figure 7. William Shakespeare. We are tragic players acting a ‘role’ on the stage of life framed by nihilistic events. 

For Shakespeare, play in playfulness involves enacting life’s meaningful directions through symbols, metaphors and rhetoric which shape our sense of destiny. This is accomplished through different modes of play:


		
Comedy: Narrating life with humour and entertainment, a dramatic work where the central motif is the triumph over adversity, culminating in a successful or happy conclusion.


		
Tragedy: Portraying events of great existential suffering, destruction, and distress, such as serious accidents, crime, or natural catastrophes; a play with an unhappy ending and often the downfall of the main character caused by human hubris.

		
Drama: A performance with conflicts, emotions, and human experiences staged through dialogue and action, while wrestling with discrepancies and intriguing paradoxes. 3




Plays, therefore, function as vital elements in narrating life, particularly when confronting unexpected and undeserved suffering due to the fateful reality of improbability. It is closely related to the improvisation of new perspectives through imagination and poetic speech rather than to mere recreational relaxation and pleasant amusement. As a spiritual category, play signifies a form of imitative art (such as epics, tragedies, drama and music) that reflects deeper realities. This is why Plato conceived of the gods as architects who shape human destinies through plays.

Play shapes the modes and structures of cosmic events. Han (2024:2-4), points out that Heidegger and Huizinga, like Nietzsche, utilise the notion of play to describe the order of the world, not only evoking religious mysticism but embodying the unique connotation of a ‘divine playground’. Consequently, life’s randomness should not be met with solemnity or melancholy but with a joyful, hopeful and affirmative attitude.

Play, as a mode of signification and poetic narration of one’s life story, directly challenges the smug certainties of rational positivism. It disputes the tension between the analytical, cause-and-effect logic characteristic of Western thinking (rooted in the Platonic ideal of an immutable origin [archē (ἀρχή], the unchangeable first principle governing all life) 4 and the more spontaneous, synchronistic, and unprompted mindset of Hebraic worship.

The Greeks viewed worship as reverence or homage to their gods performed in a specific place at a specific time. Greeks revered their gods in great coliseums, with music and dance, which often included nudity and homosexual acts. Stoics failed to find the “proper state of mind” in these “writhing pleasures” of the flesh, but since Greeks saw their flesh as irrelevant, the practice thrived…. In contrast, while Hebrew worship certainly includes playing instruments, clapping, shouting, singing, and dancing before the LORD (Yahweh), it is NOT limited to a specific act of reverence once or twice a week. Hebraic worship is every hour of every day. Unlike Greek thought, the Hebraic mind does not separate one’s worship from one’s service. (Egbert 2011: pp.1-2)

In her article Divine play: Religious interpretation of play philosophy (2024), Yingyi Han explores the role of play in shaping religious thought, practice and experience. Han argues that play has long been an integral part of human culture, encompassing a wide range of activities and experiences – from the playful, spontaneous interactions of children to intricate cultural rituals and practices. Play has served as a medium through which individuals and societies can engage with their world and the divine. Play in playfulness, therefore, refers to the transformative potential of aesthetic and imaginative engagement in shaping and reframing our understanding of divine encounters, emphasising the need for a re-evaluation of the relationship between the sacred and the secular in the contemporary world.

Han also emphasises the connection between ‘play’ and ‘game’, noting that play should not be interpreted only as passive co-participation or a sense of ‘being played’, as if manipulated like a puppet, but includes active participation and dynamic interaction, as in  ‘engaging in a game’. Play involves being influenced by forces beyond the self (an external x-factor), while contributing meaningfully to shared communal purposes through dynamic participation and interactive engagement.

In ancient Greek civilisation, play served as an overarching metaphor for the relationship between humans and deities. It primarily encompassed two dimensions: firstly, gods mani-pulated human destinies through play, rendering humans as mere components of divine plays, and consequently, the objects of play. Secondly, humans approached and comprehended the divine through play, establishing themselves as the subjects of the game, with play residing within the realm of human activity. (Han 2024:1)5 


Play as an exponent of divine trustworthiness


In contemplating the biblical affirmation of divine trust-worthiness as expressed in the ḥēsēd of Yahweh,6 an important theological question arises: Is punishment and the wrath of God (Deus puniens), along with the doctrine of divine impassibility  (the involuntary steadfastness of God – impassibilite Dei), perhaps a more central theme in biblical narratives than the notion of playfulness? In fact, for most theologians, biblical anthropology traditionally begins with the Fall and human sinfulness, emphasising divine condemnation and severe punishment as immediate consequence.

To my mind, play as Deus ludens reframes the destiny of life and simultaneously acknowledges divine presence in the world, especially in moments of the agonising cry of forsakenness when confronting the palpable absence of Yahweh. The anguished question of “Where is God?” opens the overture to a tragic drama, revealing the depths of human despair and deprecation with the potential of an unhappy ending.

Divine playfulness offers an alternative understanding of God’s engagement as an integral component of a grassroots spirituality, theologising upwards from the public sphere of life to the sacred space of amazing grace and streetwise wisdom, rather than the top-down orthodoxy of ex cathedra pulpits, descending to the leaking septic tanks and violent gangsterism of marginalised township life. 

The challenge to theology as a practice of beautifying life begins with a radical question: Why is Cape Town currently being called Gang Town? “What kind of city has Cape Town become that wealth, luxury and beauty should coexist a few suburbs away from daily murder, assault, rape and mayhem?” (Pinnock 2025:8). 

The theological advantage of the concept Deus ludens is that it provides a divine ‘clearing’ or ‘opening’ in which the truth of life can be revealed. By embracing a playful mode of existence, we can become attuned to these moments of divine revelation (the poesis of spiritual enlightenment), enabling a profound, direct and aesthetic encounter with the divine, even as we painfully confront the ‘holocaust of life’ wrought by inhumane political ideologies. 

As Rees (2017: 16) points out, politics is often the fundamental toxic factor in life that creates spaces of demeaning holocausts. The most fearful symbol of a demonic cross is the swastika: “The four F’s – Frisch [fresh], fromm [pious], fröhlich [happy], frei [free] formed a double swastika on the badge that you had, a bronze badge that you wore as an insignia” (Rees 2027:4). For Jews, this cross became the grievous emblem of theodicy: divine absence amidst the desperate search for divine mercy! The swastika’s ironic playfulness (frisch, fromm, fröhlich, frei) paradoxically embodies the most threatening insignia of divine forsakenness. 

[image: The Swastika and the Nazi Hakenkreuz are NOT THE SAME! It is time to dispel  this misconstrued Western narrative and tell the truth. Watch episode 08 of  the Did You Know Series.]Thus, playfulness is a profoundly ambiguous term, simultaneously evoking hope and despair, peace and hatred, presence and absence, grace and disgrace, beauty and ugliness, the sacred (holy) and the demonic (evil).

Figure 8. The word swastika comes from the Sanskrit svastika, which means “good fortune” or “well-being". The motif (a hooked cross) appears to have first been used in Eurasia as early as 7 000 years ago, perhaps representing the movement of the sun through the sky. (Swastika vs Hakenkreuz, Sacred Symbols vs Nazi Misuse, Cultural Appropriation of Ancient symbols. Instagram. Authoramish. Online:

https://www.instagram.com/p/DFcvUV0y14F/?img_index=1. Accessed 29 July 2025). 

We can experience play as a rollercoaster that carries us into the depths of despair or transcend the limitations of cosmic existential ‘black holes’, entering into a more authentic relationship with divine presencing. In this existential play, a stage is crafted as a sacred space and place where symbols and metaphors are enacted that either steer life towards meaning and dignity or degrade human well-being.

Religious rituals function as a form of liturgical play, creating new insight into the interplay between sacred spaces and the transformation of open public spaces – between religion, faith and creeds and public life. Playful rituals foster a sense of order, coherence, and shared meaning among participants, reinforcing community cohesion and continuity of faith traditions. They assist believers to engage in the rhythms of ordinary life outside the dictates of prescriptive, rigid religiosity.

The spirituality of playfulness challenges traditional religious frameworks by encouraging believers to embrace the complexities (paradoxes) and uncertainties of existence, rather than relying on fixed meanings or the metaphysics of ultimate, positivistic certainties. The religiosity of playfulness creates a new lens to understand and reimagine the spiritual dimensions of the sacred and divine, transcending traditional religious boundaries and orthodox fixations.

I hypothesise that the notions of playfulness and play have revealed a profound theological dilemma of intriguing complexity, characterised by the unavoidable tension of bipolarity:


		On the one hand, Divine Otherness – the complexity of authority and omnipotence.

		And the other, Comfort – the complexity of divine forgiveness and caring compassion for humans exposed to frailty, vulnerability and the complexity of mortality.



This tension reflects the unique majesty and divine Otherness of El Shaddai, Yahweh’s splendid and all-powerful name. The implication is that Yahweh expresses his all-presencing grace as a joyful, spontaneous expression of aesthetics despite the ugliness of violence and suffering.

Surprisingly, in the Genesis narrative (Gen. 1:3), God proclaims Creation as “Very good”  (tov me’od [טוֹב מְאֹד]). The word ‘tov’ (טוֹב) means ‘good’ and ‘me’od’ (מְאֹד) means ‘very’ or ‘extraordinary’, like an exclamation mark. The phrase thus conveys not merely a functional goodness but an extraordinary, joyful satisfaction intrinsic to the telos (destiny) of the divine act of creation. Creation is, therefore, not about a scientific cause-and-effect explanation (sheer positivism) but a spiritual expression of pleasant aesthetics. In this account, Creation is not left to chance or fate. God’s creative act penetrates nothingness and threatening darkness to bring about what Milan Kundra calls the ‘lightness of being’.


Questioning the ‘playfulness of God’ in pit experiences and lamentation: Does God throw dice? (Where is God?)


Psalm 78:65 (KJV) states: “Then the Lord awoke as from sleep, like a mighty man who shouts because of wine.” This passage captures Israel’s deep distress in a pit-experience amid the haunting cry, “Where is God?”. In verse 41, ‘the Holy One of Israel’ is portrayed as vexed, wearied by the people’s faithlessness. The Psalmist even responded with seemingly disloyalty and faithlessness, accusing God of acting like a drunkard incapable of rendering any form of help. 

At first glance, this verse appears to be a disloyal and irreverent portrayal of God with an unfaithful accusation questioning divine faithfulness. However, could this be a description of God’s patience, eventually disclosing his trustworthy response to Israel’s plight? It is a reminder that God’s actions are not random but are purposeful and often follow a period where he seems to be inactive. This verse could be interpreted as a powerful metaphor and expression of the ‘caring playfulness’ of God’s decisive intervention after a period of apparent inaction. The image of a warrior rousing from sleep and shouting with strength portrays God’s decisive action on behalf of his people exposed to the daily vagaries of life! In fact, God is not a drunkard gambling in a casino throwing dice.


Throwing dice in ‘black holes’? 7 


[image: Albert Einstein quote: You believe in the God who plays dice, and I...]The physicist Albert Einstein posed the challenging spiritual and religious question: Does God throw dice? 

Figure 9. Einstein: You believe in a God who plays dice. (Online:

https://www.azquotes.com/quote/565846. Accessed 23 July 2025).

Einstein’s conviction that God does not play dice with the universe has echoed down the decades, as familiar and yet as elusive in its meaning as his famous equation E = mc2. 

Does relativity imply that human beings are prey to unmitigated probability and captives of unadulterated divine randomness? 

Einstein completed the transformation of our understanding of space and time with the formulation of his general theory of relativity, in which the force of gravity is replaced by curved spacetime. But as he grew older (and wiser), he came to reject aggressive empiricism and a mechanistic understanding of the universe.8 

Stephen Hawking responded as follows: “So, Einstein was wrong when he said, ‘God does not play dice.’ Consideration of black holes suggests, not only that God does play dice, but that he sometimes confuses us by throwing them where they can’t be seen.”

Hawking’s scepticism suggests that the universe operates in a way that is not only random but also unpredictable, even at the deepest levels.

According to Caillois in Man, Play and Games (Caillois, Roger. 2001), play is “an occasion of pure waste: waste of time, energy, ingenuity, skill, and often of money”. Despite possible wastefulness, play constitutes an essential element of human social and spiritual development. It describes a mode of nondeterministic freedom and an element of poetic imagination and surprise. 

Caillois defines play as a free and voluntary activity that occurs in a pure space, isolated and protected from the rest of life. Play is uncertain since the outcome may not be predicted, and it is governed by indicators (rules) that provide a level playing field for all participants. 

[image: Stephen Hawking Quotes - QuotesCosmos][image: Image]Figure 10. (Above): Due to black holes, the cosmos is primarily a gamble of chance. Stephen Hawking Quotes. (Online:

https://www.quotescosmos.com/people/Stephen-Hawking-quotes.html. Accessed 23 July 2025). Figure 11. (Below) Simulated view of a black hole in front of the Large Magellanic Cloud. The ratio between the black hole’s Schwarzschild radius and the observer distance is 1:9. Of note is the gravitational lensing effect known as an Einstein ring, which produces a set of two fairly bright and large but highly distorted images of the Cloud as compared to its actual angular size. (Technical details given here: https://arxiv.org/abs/1511.06025. International Journal of Modern Physics D, 28, 1950042 (2019). (See: Black Hole. Wikipedia. Online:

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_hole. Accessed 24 July 2025).

In its most basic form, play consists of finding a response to the opponent’s action – or to the situation at hand – that remains free within the boundaries set by the rules or guidelines defining the nature of a particular game, ranging from the uninhibited improvisation characteristic typical of children’s play to the disciplined pursuit of solutions to gratuitously difficult puzzles. Over time, games become woven into the fabric of daily life, ultimately contributing to the distinctive customs and institutions of various cultures.

Within the emerging paradigm of complexity (theory of chaosmos) and the increasing awareness of intriguing paradoxes that uncover new vistas of meaning, a compelling research question arises: Might the notion of divine playfulness offer a more multidimensional understanding of God’s graceful interventions in human experience?

Instead of simply asking whether God gambles with the universe, a deeper inquiry should consider whether the act of throwing dice is perhaps more the result of human hubris trying to manipulate the outcomes of cosmic events without any external or transcendent influence.

Throwing dice: Fatal gameplaying of hubristic9 human beings?

The science of chaos is forcing scientists to rethink Einstein’s fundamental assumptions regarding the way the universe behaves. Chaos theory has already shown that simple systems, obeying precise laws, can nevertheless act in a random manner. Perhaps God plays dice within a cosmic game of complete law and order. Does God Play Dice? reveals a strange universe in which nothing may be as it seems. Familiar geometric shapes such as circles and ellipses give way to infinitely complex structures known as fractals, the fluttering of a butterfly’s wings can change the weather, and the gravitational attraction of a creature in a distant galaxy can change the fate of the solar system. (Stewart 1989)

[image: undefined]Figure 12. Do cosmic events merely unfold randomly? Does the theory of chaosmos signify a gambling God? (See: Stewart, Ian. 1989. Does God Play Dice: The New Mathematics of Chaos, Blackwell Publishing). 

The biblical account of the interaction between God and humanity presupposes that casting lots is a characteristic of humans in their haughty arrogance to control the outcomes of cosmic events rather than the divine mode of operation in Creation. However, Proverbs 16:33 (NLT) contradicts this illusion: “We may throw the dice, but the LORD determines how they fall.”

This raises a key theological question: Does divine intervention imply that Creation is subject to rigid determinism or impassible predestination (similar to Calvin’s ‘iron philosophy’).10 Fatalism and determinism suggest that all future events are predetermined and unchangeable by either fate, divine will, or natural laws, leaving no room for human agency or randomness.

One of the most misinterpreted biblical passages in this regard, is Matthew 10:29: “Are not two sparrows sold for a copper coin? And not one of them falls to the ground apart from your Father’s will” (NKJV). This verse is part of a larger teaching of Jesus about God’s care and provision. Due to a deterministic understanding of God’s will, some translations mistakenly suggest that a sparrow’s fall is a predetermined event.

Instead of interpreting this as a sign of divine arbitrariness or a random risk of temperamental or discriminatory stubbornness, I would argue that God's will is intrinsically linked to his faithfulness and caring, comforting presence. Faithfulness can be understood as parakalein, 11 a comforting presence of encouragement and a source of hope. Playfulness encourages and equips believers to face loss with persistent hope without descending into pits of despair.

Numbers 23:19 states: “God is not a man, that he should lie; neither the son of man, that he should repent: hath he said, and shall he not do it? Or hath he spoken, and shall he not make it good?” (KJV). This verse emphasises God’s faithfulness rather than  his immutability, highlighting that he does not lie or change his mind like humans do. The verse is often quoted to express confidence in God’s promises and his ability to fulfil them. 

[image: A drawing of a crucifixion

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]In essence, Numbers 23:19 assures believers that God’s word is reliable and trustworthy. It is foundational for an understanding that God’s character is defined by his commitment to his covenant with humanity.

Figure 3. Anatheism is an exponent of postmodernism. It is about making critical ‘noises’ about faith the traditional theism (A Black Metal Projekt. Projekt Non Est Deus. There is no God. Online:

https://noisebringer.de/index.php/en/projects/non-est-deus. Accessed 7 October 2024).

A somewhat more cynical and almost sacrilegious approach to religion is captured by the notion of Deus nolens exitus (Get results, whether God likes it or not). The phrase reflects a deep scepticism toward institutional religion’s impact on culture and the human condition, suggesting that faith and belief systems are fundamentally complicit in the devastating “hostage-taking of humanity, the poison in the veins of society, the root of violence and exclusion. An institution that uses the instrumentalisation of good and evil. Writings that have plunged generations into fanaticism and doubt” (There is no God – Non est Deus).12

The contemporary discussion on God-images underscores that any theological pronouncement of the term ‘God’ cannot shield one from either blasphemy or the negation of the divine. The rise of anatheism is a clear indication that affluent societies have become so self-sufficient that there is little perceived need for the luxury of another god beyond their omnipresent smartphones and state-of-the-art smart cities. The declaration Non Est Deus signals an autonomous lifestyle and an independent state of mind, rendering any religious statement or confession essentially irrelevant.

The notion of Deus ludens should not to be misread as another antipode to anatheism, atheism or agnosticism. It does not easily fit into doctrinal and dogmatic frameworks or systematic theology, nor does it emerge from the general confessional formulations. In fact, it does not feature in traditional reflections on the characteristics of God. God-images are primarily concerned with the ‘what’ of God (divine substance). Under the pressure of psychological personification and the influence of imperial and patriarchal structures, God has been portrayed in anthropomorphic or gendered terms. 

By contrast, Deus ludens describes God through the lens of the pleasant ḥēsēd – the steadfast love of the marvellous exchange: divine drama of God’s substitution of hell for me (pro nobis).

The theological implication is that God, the Father, did not perform in a game of ‘cross-cross’ while pretending to be present but remained absent as Jesus uttered his desperate cry: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”

[image: Education | Cartoon Movement]Figure 5. The fictitious gameplay of school-schooling. Education.

(Online: https://www.cartoonmovement.com/collection/education.

Accessed 26 February 2025).

The dramatic events encompassing Deus ludens is not about fictitious game-playing or divine role-play. When I was five years old (while my older sister was already at school), my younger brother and I used to play ‘as-if’; as if we, too, were in school. In reality, of course, we were still at our parents’ home. But that is not the connection between Deus ludens and the drama of the cross. The cross is not some cruel masquerade of divine absence, with the Father pretending to be there while remaining aloof, relaxing in his ivory tower of heaven. Nor does it signal a theological rupture, a technical or artificial schism between the two natures of Christ. I vividly recall what my professor in systematic theology told me in 1966 during a lecture at the theological faculty: “But Mr Louw, don’t you understand that Jesus suffered according to his human nature, not according to his divine nature.” I was too afraid to say: “No, I don’t understand and I don’t want to understand.” For, if I can define this divine riddle (mystery) of Christ’s two natures in positive, scholastic terms, my God risks becoming a captive of my grey corpus callosum.

Rollercoasting in divine playgrounds with delightful perseverance and courageous patience 

The overture of the biblical account of Creation begins with a divine shout of joy, unveiling a spiritual liturgy steeped in pleasure – the lightness of being. Unfortunately, this lightness is never without the sad undertone of loss, destruction, disappointment and the unyielding reality of mortality. Consequently, playfulness is not a static but rather a thrilling and even threatening experience of ‘rollercoasting’.

As already pointed out, the Genesis narrative describes Creation as a ‘delightful stage’, implying both an action and a risk: “And God created” (בָּרָ֣א bā-rā)! The Hebrew words convey an exhilarating satisfaction and divine pleasure, captured in Genesis 1:31: “God saw all that he had made, and it was very good” (ט֖וֹב ṭō-wḇ). This moment resembles an ode to joy. Unfortunately, soon after the Fall, life, even much of theology, shifted from the joyful blessing of “Be fruitful” (Genesis 1:27) to the false note of an SOS (Save our souls! Genesis 3:1), a plea for salvation initiated by “Now the serpent was more crafty …” (Genesis 3:1), becoming the introitus and partiture of a theology and anthropology of demeaning sinfulness.

[image: The Fish Symbol—Ichthus - EARLY CHURCH HISTORY][image: The Universal Distress Signal - What ...]

Figure 13. Is the Christian gospel in the first place a whistle-blowing message: SOS! Figure 14. Or perhaps a joyful scream: ICHTUS (Jesus as fish -Jesus Christ, Son of God). The ichthys symbol (or Jesus fish) is a sign typically used to proclaim an affiliation with or affinity for Christianity.

This rollercoasting experience poses a tremendous challenge to our patience and spiritual perseverance. It is within this spiritual journey with its highs and lows, twists and turns, that Deus ludens as the encourager can be seen as a divine expression of a ‘Godly being-with’ us. This is a compassionate, divine presence that offers comfort amidst the existential zigzagging between hope and despair, joy and disappointment – the rollercoasting effect of seesawing with a compassionate divine Sojourner.

My hunch is that this playful perspective points toward a hermeneutics of divine caring, a comforting way of understanding how God’s stories connect with our own experience of suffering and challenges us to maintain a faithful relationship with God amid inexpressible, inhumane experiences of loss and disappointment.

Hence, a central challenging question: Could Godly play perhaps offer a new framework for spiritual healing and a creative, imaginative approach to Christian formation and spiritual guidance? Perhaps it will open up a spiritual advantage of play in our religiosity (praxis pietatis), moving beyond the deterministic fatalism of previous Neo-platonic based theodicies. It could reframe our faith as an exuberant expression of our humanity and renewed sense of purpose.

My proposition is that spiritual playfulness should be at the core of our worship, creativity, sense of freedom, our sexuality, and our most carefree moments of devotion. It helps us to engage constructively with absurdity, paradox, and mystery, feeding our joy and wonder. It keeps our search for meaning grounded. These ideas echo Ecclesiastes 8:15 (NLT): “So I recommend having fun, because there is nothing better for people in this world than to eat, drink, and enjoy life. That way they will experience some happiness along with all the hard work God gives them under the sun.” Isaiah 55:12: “You will live in peace.”


The aesthetics of life vs. the reality of sin


Does theologising start with an ode to joy and delight due to the aesthetics of life or with a screaming lamentation about the Fall and the ugliness of human sinfulness? 

While life is inevitably marked by moments of sorrow and loss, the foundational truth is one of divine delight. Worship is a form of sacred play, introducing the interconnectedness of goodness, wisdom and joy. It crafts the aesthetic telos of life (teleology), as highlighted in Ecclesiastes 3:11: “He has made everything beautiful in its time.” 

Despite an undertone of lamentation and a spiritual nihilism claiming that life is framed by nothingness, this is firmly contradicted by the declaration in Ecclesiastes 3:12-13 (NIV): “I know that there is nothing better for people than to be happy and to do good while they live. That each of them may eat and drink, and find satisfaction in all their toil—this is the gift of God.”

The Ode to Joy from the final movement of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony was adopted as the official anthem of the European Union.13 The language of music has become an emblem of shared values, such as freedom, peace and solidarity. Written by the German poet/playwright Friedrich Schiller in the summer of 1785, the poem was set to music by Beethoven, who wished to celebrate the ideals and triumph of hope and brotherhood.14

The Ninth Symphony, also known as the Choral Symphony, is believed to be the first major symphonic work incorporating vocal soloists and a chorus. Even today, Beethoven’s setting of Schiller’s words continues to captivate audiences, whether in concert halls or fans of the 1988 action movie Die Hard where the melody features in the score.15 

Joy, beautiful spark of divinity,

Daughter from Elysium,

We enter, drunk with fire,

Heavenly, thy sanctuary!

Your magics join again

What custom strictly divided;

All people become brothers,

Where your gentle wing abides.

[image: In black ink on a tan background, hand-drawn, the composer Beethoven is depicted standing in the middle of an orchestra.]

Figure 15. A 19th-century print of the first performance of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony. Beethoven is portrayed standing in the middle of the orchestra. He was almost completely deaf by the time of its composition. Beethoven, flattered by the adoration of the Viennese, premiered the Ninth Symphony on 7 May 1824 in the Theater am Kärntnertor in Vienna along with the overture “The Consecration of the House” (Die Weihe des Hauses) and three parts (Kyrie, Credo and Agnus Dei) of the Missa solemnis. This was Beethoven’s first onstage appearance since 1812, and the hall was packed with an eager and curious audience with a number of noted musicians and figures in Vienna, including Franz Schubert, Carl Czerny, and the Austrian Chancellor Klemens von Metternich. 

It is remarkable that most verdicts in wisdom literature associate Creation not with the hell of a holocaust, but with joy, pleasure and the delightful abundance of a ‘Garden of Eden’. 

Ecclesiastes 8:15 declares: “So I [wisdom] commend the enjoyment of life because there is nothing better for a person under the sun than to eat and drink and be glad.” These texts celebrate the goodness and delight inherent in Creation.

Similarly, the Song of Songs 5:1 (KJV) proclaims: “I have come into my garden, my sister, my spouse; I have gathered my myrrh with my spice; I have eaten my honeycomb with my honey; I have drunk my wine with my milk: eat, O friends; drink, yea, drink abundantly, O beloved.” 

Wisdom literature frequently references the festive celebration of joy, viewing it as a toast to the aesthetics of life despite human cruelty and existential misery. By drinking wine and breaking bread, life attains a sacramental value, pointing to a divine presence in the domain of daily existence. In this sense, celebrating Holy Communion links divine presencing16 to the praiseworthy liturgy of everyday living.

The discovery of the Epic of Gilgamesh (considered the oldest epic poem in the world) is an ode to mortality and friendship amid the contradictions of daily life. Gilgamesh, the legendary hero-king of Uruk, is central to this foundational work of ancient Mesopotamian literature.17
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