
At Play in the Cosmos: Part One 
 

Sometime ago while reading Dean Koontz1 I came across this notion of God as “a holy, 

playful Presence.” Frankly, I did a double-take on that. It’s not how I was brought up to 

see God, but Koontz is saying that if—and this is a large if—we could get back to our 

lost innocence, if we could recover our original goodness, the way we were created to be, 

luminous, radiant, shining with the image of God, if we could see clearly again without 

fear and ego and clinging and attachment, if we could just get our selfs out of the way, we 

would see that God is a holy, playful presence and we could find ourselves at play in the 

cosmos. And I think there’s something to that, and I will be coming back to this later.2 

 

Meanwhile, in deepening our understanding of the story we find ourselves in, we come to 

a text in Paul’s letter to the Ephesians. In this text, Paul is writing to the Ephesian 

Christians sometime around AD 60, when he was a prisoner in Rome, and he is making 

the point (stated clearly at the beginning of this letter in 1:10) that God intends to bring 

all things in heaven and on earth together under Christ.  

 

And there is something cosmic to the Ephesian letter. In it, Paul encourages his readers to 

open wide their faith horizons and look beyond their immediate concerns to see the big 

picture, the cosmic picture—that Christ came to reconcile all people to God and to one 

another. In the context of Paul’s day, he came to reconcile Jews and Gentiles, and to 

create from them a new chosen people, a new humanity. And this all has cosmic 

significance. It affects the whole earth. It’s why Jesus came: drawing from John 3:17, to 

save the cosmos. It affects the whole universe. It affects “all things in heaven and on 

earth.” There is so much more going on than we first suppose, Paul is saying. And having 

said this in Ephesians 1:10, Paul devotes the rest of the letter to mapping out how this 

will happen.   

 

So in Ephesians 3:1-13, he writes … .  Well, first you need to know this is a parenthesis. 

You can tell that by letting your eyes move from verse 1 down to verse 14. Paul is about 

to say one thing, and then he remember something else he must say. Something very 

important to him! And so he says in effect, “Surely you have heard about the 

administration of God’s grace that was given to me for you, for you Gentiles, that is, 

surely you know the part I was given in God’s plan for including everybody. This 

mystery, this unanticipated purpose of Christ, what previous generations never imagined, 

was that through the gospel Gentiles are heirs together with Israel. Everyone’s included, 

or perhaps I should say, no one is excluded by birth, by how they were born. We’re all 

members together of one body, sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus. No one 

guessed that Jews and Gentiles could be one. No one expected this. No one could have 

imagined Jews and Gentiles being one. No one could have imagined this kind of 

reconciliation: that people divided so sharply in so many ways, who felt nothing but 

contempt for one another, could learn to live and worship God together!” 

 

Paul goes on to say (now in verse 10) that God’s intent was that now through the church 

the manifold—that is, many-colored—wisdom of God should be made known. Through 



the church! And that’s the point, the one point we must grasp. Remember now that God’s 

intent is to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under Christ (Ephesians 1:10). 

That’s the plan. That’s the real story on planet Earth—to bring all things together under 

Christ. It’s cosmic in scale. It’s meant to bring together Jews and Gentiles, slave and free, 

men and women, rich and poor, black, white, Hispanic, Asian, Muslim and Christian, 

Iranian and American. And God intends to get this word out through the church.   

 

God is saying that at the center of the human story is the church. We know that, right? 

That’s the point. At the center of the human story is the church. Far from the church 

being in any sense optional, it’s the God-given institution for achieving his loving 

purposes on earth. But, of course, this is at first sight very disappointing because the 

church in history has been very disappointing. The church in history has made large 

historical mistakes. It has over-intellectualized the very simple teachings of Jesus and 

turned basic truths into complicated, convoluted dogma. The church over the centuries 

has become (and largely stayed) obsessed with the ways of power, the way of imperial 

Rome, not the way of the Lamb, obsessed with status and not with its task, obsessed with 

power and not with service. It has fragmented and divided over everything and anything, 

argued, debated when it should have studied, studied when it should have gotten up from 

the table and washed feet and fed the hungry and sheltered the homeless. It has pictured 

God as a petty, capricious tyrant acting in ways no decent, loving person would. And it 

has left the world filled with hatred and warfare, its natural hostilities, if anything, 

intensified by bitter religious animosity. It has kept many, many people tribal in their 

thinking. And so in popular imagination the church is associated with inquisitions, witch 

hunts and  hypocrisy, and with alienation rather than reconciliation. 

  

As a consequence, the multi-colored wisdom of God is not known, and reconciliation 

does not happen, because it was meant to be done through the church. And the church 

hasn’t done it. And isn’t doing it. Why? Why isn’t it doing it? I think I know one reason. 

I think deep in our souls we all know why. Because the church that is central to God’s 

plan is not central even to those who attend church. I want to be judicious and kind here. I 

know there are exceptions. And I’m not trying to create any more paralyzing guilt. We’ve 

had enough of that. I’m simply explaining what happened, what derailed the church on its 

way to global reconciliation. 

 

Paul is saying that the only hope is the church, fragile and fallible and muddled though it 

be. But Christians—and especially those Christians who are gifted and successful—for 

centuries now (since, at least, the time of Constantine in the fourth century AD) have 

given their life force, their finest talents, their most creative thoughts, their dream space, 

their trust even, to other things: to the Empire, to king and country, to the corporation or 

even the family business, even to sports and entertainment, or maybe to some mind-

altering substance, or to some person. And to this other thing, we give our highest 

allegiance. If these things do well, all will be well with the world. We trust that the 

betterment of humanity will be achieved in Washington, or in a corporate boardroom, in 

an Ivy League think tank, even in some world-class hospital or science lab. And what 

most needs to be made known will be made known through this other thing. And to it we 

will devote our finest life energy. To it we will give our life force. To it we cannot say 



“No.” It becomes the way we define our lives. And the church becomes simply a resource 

to help us survive and thrive in this other place. Am I wrong? And decisions are made 

about where we will live, or where we will work, or what job we will take, or where our 

children will go to school, with almost no thought at all for the church, with the church as 

only an afterthought. 

—Dale Pauls 

Part two (of two) next week 

                                                 
1 Dean Koontz, One Door Away from Heaven, 324.  
2 In next week’s section.  


