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They’re building a playground at the end of our street. It’s very thoughtful of them, 

really. It’s almost done and will certainly be done by the time our babies are old enough 

to be pushed in the little infant swings they’re installing. The playground has the 

standard stuff you’d expect a playground to have – some monkey bars, some swings, a 

slide, some benches for the grownups and a sandbox. There’s no seesaw, though, as far 

as I can tell, unless they are planning to install one in one of the mounds of earth that 

are still strewn around the park. Maybe seesaws are just out of fashion now. 

 

When the fireworks go off tonight, spraying the sky with a million colors, crackling and 

booming, millions of Americans across the country will watch. Kind of like flying a kite, 

we feel like our own self is somehow represented and amplified by this spectacle in the 

sky. We project ourselves against the clouds and enact a cosmic drama of fire and light. 

In so doing, we play God. It is a kind of epic play for adults and children. There’s a 

delicious hubris about it and a fascination and a wonder that doesn’t go away for many 

of us even into our old age. 

  

In play, we experience our world through our imagination with a kind of independence 

from the normal rules of reality. We experiment and test our limits as human beings. 

This is true with play like fireworks or play like athletic play – we try to break records in 

running or jumping or hitting a ball over the Green Monster. We try to scale walls, 

parachute out of airplanes, swim deep into the ocean with scuba gear. In play, we map 
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and re-map ourselves against our environment. We define and re-define our place in 

existence. We defy our human boundaries. 

 

In child’s play, I believe this is even more true. Children are just learning their place in 

the world, experimenting with reality by trial and error, testing limits and creating 

micro-worlds of their own. 

 

And it’s interesting that while children would do this naturally without any help, adults 

intentionally create environments in which they can play in certain ways. Certain 

archetypal ways of playing have been passed down through generations. These 

particular types of play have a resonance for us that lasts into our adulthood. They have 

been codified in what we know to be a designated space for play, called a playground. 

 

In this week’s New Yorker, an article about playgrounds told of Robert Moses, the 

controversial mid-20th century New York City Parks Commissioner, who created a 

template for playgrounds. He defined what a playground was in NYC for years to come. 

There were four essential elements, as he saw them: a swing, a seesaw, a sandbox, and a 

slide. What are these things? They’re not toys, exactly, because you don’t play with 

them, you play on them or in them. They’re not games because there are no specific 

rules of engagement, no winning or losing. They’re not rides because they are self-

powered, not motorized. They are not easily categorizable. They are maybe just vehicles 

for playing with the material world and moving through space in different ways. Each 

one invites us to carve different kinds of shapes into the clay of reality. Let’s look at each 

one: 

 

A swing is a dance with nature. You push yourself up and gravity pulls you back down. 

But the upward motion gives momentum to the downward motion and the downward 

motion gives momentum to going up the other side. Eventually, once you get up some 

speed, it doesn’t feel like you’re fighting gravity – gravity is helping propel you to greater 

and greater heights. Momentarily, you can conquer the laws of nature and fly. 
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Throughout life as adults, we are always negotiating with nature. We are always 

struggling against the forces that drag us down. Whether it’s age, or poverty, or a self-

destructive part of ourselves, if we are wise we learn to not try to fight the downward 

forces in our lives by simply willing ourselves to stay suspended in the air. We learn to 

move with and through the downward swing – to use that downward energy to propel 

us up the other side. We learn to use momentum and emotional gravity to swoop us 

through the lowlands quickly so that we can rise again to bask in those moments that we 

are suspended in the air, flying, with a view of the whole city. 

 

If a swing is a dance with nature, a seesaw is a dance with another person. You create 

the other person’s experience and they create yours. You can’t go anywhere without 

them nor they without you. You go up, they go down, you go down, they go up. You rely 

on their body weight to keep you suspended in the air. There is trust involved in hoping 

that a heavier person won’t intentionally keep you trapped hanging in the air while they 

crouch at their end at the bottom. You also hope that they won’t suddenly get off the 

seesaw, sending you banging down hard onto the ground. Some of us have probably had 

both of these things happen, and they are not fun.  

 

Some seesaws actually come equipped with a way to adjust the fulcrum point to 

compensate for differences in body weight – to level the playing field. You have to 

decide to do this together and the heavier person has to agree to give up his or her 

advantage for the sake of a better ride for both of you. That’s part of the negotiation and 

relationship-building of a seesaw. 

  

As with these seesaws, there are times in our families and societies when we can adjust 

the fulcrum point to compensate for differences in power. Those who are more 

privileged are called upon to give up their advantages so that both parties can enjoy the 

seesaw together. There is a delicate balance and interplay in all relationships; a 

necessary give and take in which we create the ride for one another. We cannot move on 
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our own; without relationships, we are grounded, static. This is what the seesaw teaches 

us. 

 

A sandbox is almost the opposite. In a sandbox, you assert. You build. You dig. You 

shape castles and moats and whole worlds with your hands. You can even throw sand if 

no one stops you. Reality is wonderfully pliable. The grains of sand are like atoms – the 

undifferentiated stuff of the universe -- and you get to be the one to differentiate it. 

Mountains, valleys, buildings, lakes-- you get to play God here in this square of real 

estate. The self is omnipotent. 

 

The sandbox seems to me to be the most American of the playground artifacts. It’s about 

independence and innovation. You don’t need anyone or anything – you just create with 

your bare hands. It is part of our American cultural story that we should be shapers of 

our own destiny, makers of our own world. Life should be pliable in our hands. We 

rarely find such freedom and power in our real lives, but we strive for it. This striving for 

a better life sometimes rewards us – sometimes we do innovate and achieve, build 

edifices out of the raw materials we are handed. These real-life sandbox experiences are 

intoxicating, although they are few and far between. 

 

And, finally, the slide. You climb to the top on your own power and then gravity takes 

you for a ride. Unlike the other three artifacts, a slide doesn’t move; you do. It just 

stands there, like life itself, grounded, impervious, and indifferent. You don’t negotiate 

with a slide. You take it or leave it. 

 

The slide is about surrender. Once you launch or nudge yourself from the top, you cede 

control to gravity and chance. The slide has a great teaching to offer us about the 

qualities of effort and surrender in our lives. We are often called upon to alternate 

between effort and surrender. Working hard on a business proposal and then sending it 

off to see what happens. Working at a relationship, but then also allowing it to just be 

what it will be. Practicing hours for a musical performance or speech and then when the 
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time comes, letting yourself go on autopilot, releasing the outcome. Raising children, 

alternating between seizing the teachable moments, and just letting them be. 

 

The releasing and surrendering is the hard part for most of us. We are taught from 

infancy to try hard and make things happen. But to let go and let things happen runs 

counter to our culture. This is the wisdom of the slide. There is a time to try and a time 

to let go. 

 

The fireworks that many of us will watch tonight as a form of adult play have qualities of 

many of these playground artifacts. They are like a swing in that they are a negotiation 

with nature – fire in this case – an explosion that is contained and released in a specific 

human-designed pattern. They are like a sandbox in that they are a human assertion of 

selfhood writ large across the sky. They are like a slide in that great effort is used in 

creating them and sending them up into the sky, and then they simply are released to do 

their thing while falling through the air.  

 

The one thing I think fireworks are not like is a seesaw. They do not represent a 

negotiation with another person or community. They are not about compromise or 

balance. In fact, there is an active party -- the city that generates this spectacle of fire -- 

and a passive party – the citizens. There is no possibility of changing the fulcrum point 

to adjust the balance of power.  

 

Of Robert Moses’ four playground artifacts, it seems that the seesaw is also the one that 

is fading from the landscapes of our parks. You don’t see seesaws as much these days – 

look around, let me know if I’m right about this. There isn’t one in the new park at the 

end of my street and I don’t think I’ve seen them around in general. 

 

If this is true, I think it’s a sad commentary on American culture. The seesaw is about 

sharing and relationship-building, while the toys and playground artifacts for both 

adults and children these days encourage muscular self-assertion. I believe that what we 
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need now is more, not fewer, tools to teach how to be in relationship.  

 

You hear from time to time, particularly in a business context, about a work group 

needing to learn to “play in the sandbox together” and, while it’s a good metaphor, it 

doesn’t quite get at the goal of working and living together. You don’t need anyone else 

to play in a sandbox. The seesaw gets at the deeper need in human relations. It’s about 

how two people build a relationship that works for both of them or else for no one. It’s 

about how we need to trust that the others in our lives will not leave us hanging in the 

air or allow us to crash to earth.  

 

So, let me leave you with this thought. Look at your relationships. Look at all of them; 

with your partner, if you have one; with your kids, if you have them; with your parents, 

if they are still in the world; with your friends. I want to suggest that we reclaim the 

seesaw in all our relationships. Build your skills in working together, creating for and 

with each other. Be willing to adjust the fulcrum point and relinquish power to create 

better balance in your relationships. Use your weight lovingly. 

 

May we be reminded that, as with a seesaw, on our own we are grounded. We need one 

another to get anywhere in this world. The interchange and dance of our energies 

provide the richness of life. I create the ride for you and you create the ride for me and 

the result is a better ride for everyone. 

  


