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When reflecting on Imagination as the ministry theme of the month, my mind 

went to two different places. First, to the song “Pure Imagination” from Willy Wonka & 

The Chocolate Factory (Laura and Kelvyn’s minds went there too) and then upon 

deeper reflection, I just realized, oh no. How was I supposed to preach about 

imagination and creativity when my own imagination was in dire need of a tune-up, or 

a long hug, or a big shake? When it was probably long overdue that I took my 

imagination down to the Jiffy Lube and gave it a big old oil change. And then likely 

another in immediate succession.  

But then I remembered I probably wasn’t alone in this, so I dug into the research, 

and discovered the reading we just finished, where Euro-American science writer 

Annie Murphy Paul takes readers into the amazing world of how magpies construct 

their nests.1 We heard that magpies use whatever is available to them—if twigs, string, 

and moss are around; great. But if they aren’t, magpies will construct nests out of dental 

floss, fishing line, plastic Easter grass, chopsticks, croquet wickets, and, in particularly 

dire times, metal clothes hangers and barbed wire. 

 So why all this talk about magpies? 

 Annie Murphy Paul wants us to know that brains—our brains—actually function 

more like magpies building their nests, creating meaning and inspiration and logic out 

of whatever is available to them, than a few of the more prominent but deeply flawed 

myths and metaphors for the brain that we are used to. 

 We used to want to believe that our brains functioned like a computer, Murphy 

Paul proposes. Computers, of course, will function the same whether they are in a 

damp dark room, or by a window. Whether they are isolated from other computers, or 

in a fellowship of other computers. And of course we wanted to believe that our brains 

worked like that because, if they did, no matter what was going on in our external 

world—whether we had regular access to green spaces or art, whether we loved our 

coworkers or not, whether we had someone in our life who constantly inspired us—we 

 
1 Our reading this morning was an excerpt from: Annie Murphy Paul, The Extended Mind: The Power of Thinking 
Outside the Brain (Mariner Books, 2021).  



would produce the same quality work and think about the same quality thoughts. But, 

surprise surprise, our brains do not work that way. 

 The second metaphor that has outlived its usefulness is the brain-as-muscle 

metaphor, in which case, the harder you work your brain, the more times you practice 

your multiplication tables, the more essays you write, the stronger it becomes…like a 

muscle. Now there IS something to say about the importance of practice in perfecting a 

skill, but the muscle metaphor has its own flaws. This myth misunderstands the 

importance of rest and the randomness of breakthrough thinking (why sometimes your 

best ideas happen in the shower, or in the car). 

 Hence the need for a new metaphor, says Murphy Paul: brain as magpie, creating 

meaning and inspiration and logic not out of thin air but out of what is possible based 

on what is available…based on what is nearby.  

 Think back to the Time for All Ages from this morning: our ideas need resources! 

What Do You With an Idea taught us that our ideas need food, they want to play, they 

want attention.2 Like a magpie’s nest, they grow bigger and sturdier over time if there 

are resources available to them. 

Rev Catie and I can both probably attest to the good fit of the magpie metaphor 

when it comes to sermon-writing; sermon-writing is generative, and random, and often 

involves a lot of luck. We might have a sermon theme in our back pocket for a few 

weeks and then hear a quote that fits well or have an experience that deepens the 

meaning or read an article that can be included—all things that, oftentimes, happen to 

us based on what is happening around us.  

 This is to say that my creative process has changed dramatically over the last 18 

months. Maybe yours has too. I used to do in-person pulpit supply for the New 

England region before starting here at Needham; and there were certain places I’d go 

where I could really count on getting my twigs and string and moss for my sermons just 

by the sheer act of showing up and moving through those spaces. In-person church was 

a regular practice of mine, and, before that, small group ministry. BU School of 

Theology’s Community Lunch where I would cross paths with people of different 

viewpoints and backgrounds and read the quotes on the wall and witness the art in the 

space was a place I often left with some twigs, and string, and moss. I would spend 

hours in coffee shops and take in the aroma of the coffee beans and steamed milk and 

be able to access a certain way of thinking that was hard to come by elsewhere. I rode 

the T around town and saw different neighborhoods; I was invited to places I had never 

been before; I saw murals and heard street music and all of this, on some subconscious 

 
2 Our Time For All Ages this morning included a reading of: Kobi Yamada and Mae Besom (illustrator), What do you 
do with an idea? (Compendium Inc., 2014). 



level, my brain was fashioning into nests of my own creativity, and solving problems 

without my needing to think consciously about them. 

 So when all of our environments changed dramatically during this pandemic, the 

way my brain worked changed. My sermons started to sport a lot more dental floss and 

metal clothes hangers. I struggled to find the usual twigs and moss. But beyond the 

sermon, the way I thought and came up with creative solutions to anything (the nests I 

was trying to build in my mind in response to challenges) were scrappier and less 

robust than they used to be.  

 Have you noticed any differences in your creative problem solving or the 

background noise thinking to your everyday life during the past year and a half? Have 

you felt a little bit not like yourself in some way or another? If so, type MB for Magpie 

Brain into the chat.  

 Now from a neuroscience perspective on the effects of the pandemic, repeated 

stress is a major trigger for persistent inflammation in the body, which can actually 

shrink the part of our brain affecting learning and memory, the hippocampus.3 Though 

creative thinking comes from a combination of many different parts of the brain 

working together, the frontal cortex and hippocampus are primary in promoting 

creative activity. Our brains and brain chemistry have changed a bit over these two 

years, including a part of our brain responsible for our capacity to imagine. 

** 

I’m interested in the state of our imaginations today not just because of how it 

can boost creativity for creative projects alone. An intact and well-exercised imagination 

does so much more than that; it also expands our social justice horizons which Rev 

Catie and I will talk about next week; it keeps us pliable enough to shape (instead of be 

shaped by) the new normals on the other side of this pandemic; and it counters feelings 

of despair and “stuckness.” Hope comes from our ability to imagine different endings 

for ourselves, to imagine ourselves out of situations we would really like to change. 

Imagination is so important. And let’s not forget with all of this talk about brains that 

our mind influences so much more than our thinking alone; we’ve come so far from 

Descartes’s “I think therefore I am.” We know that our bodies keep the score, that they 

carry our stress or our hope. 

** 

 
3 Barbara Jacquelyn Sahakia, Christelle Langley, and Deniz Vatansever from The Conversation, “Coronavirus: The 
Pandemic Is Changing Our Brains,” NeuroscienceNews.com, September 5, 2021, 
https://neurosciencenews.com/coronavirus-brain-16972/. 

https://neurosciencenews.com/coronavirus-brain-16972/


 So what can we do in the meantime, while we are waiting to find ourselves in a 

world abundant with twigs and string and moss for our nests, while we are waiting on 

that really good oil change for our imaginations? (And those things will come in due 

time, but what can we do in the meantime?) 

 First, we can be gentle with ourselves and name it. We can remember that if our 

creativity needs a boost, it is not our own fault or our own deficiency. We can take 

refuge in Annie Murphy Paul’s kind reminders to us: “thought happens not only inside 

the skull but out in the world, too…The capacity to think well…is not a fixed property 

of the individual but rather a shifting state that is dependent on access to extra-neural 

resources and the knowledge of how to use them.”4 

 We can normalize “brain fog.” In between the alpha and delta strands of the 

virus, and post-vaccinations for both of them, my two good seminary friends went to 

get coffee at a local café for the first time in long time. They tell a wonderfully charming 

story of their time there. On their way out, my friend Mahalia held the door for 

somebody also walking out. The stranger turned and said “thank you” and instead of 

“you’re welcome!” or “no problem” or “have a good day,” Mahalia instead blurted out: 

“No Robbery!” Nobody has any clue what she was trying to say to that kind, confused 

stranger, not even Mahalia. Our brains are not working at 100% right now, but we can 

normalize brain fog. On the other side of this, we might continue to ask what 

functioning at 100% even means, and how our internalized capitalism affects the 

unreachable norms we create in the workplace and in ourselves. 

 Second, if we buy into the magpie metaphor, what follows is that our brains 

need…our brains need… to walk among those street murals and ride the T around 

town and smell steamed milk and coffee beans. What if we made time for those things 

(or whatever your equivalent is) as diligently as we made time to grocery shop and do 

our laundry? When Annie Murphy Paul was being interviewed about her book on the 

Ezra Klein Show, Klein asked her about something he calls the “productivity paradox:” 

He explains that “What so often feels and looks like productivity and efficiency to us 

are often the very activities and habits that stunt our thinking. And many of the habits 

and activities that look like leisure, sometimes even look like play, like if you’ve taken a 

walk in the middle of the day or a nap, those end up unlocking our thinking.”5  

 Let’s make real time for rest and real time for play. Latinx UU religious educator 

Julica Hermann de la Fuente talks about Unitarian Universalists and our “ethic of 

 
4 Murphy Paul. 
5 “Transcript: Ezra Klein Interviews Annie Murphy Paul,” New York Times, July 20 2021, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/07/20/podcasts/transcript-ezra-klein-interviews-annie-murphy-paul.html. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/07/20/podcasts/transcript-ezra-klein-interviews-annie-murphy-paul.html


control.”6 Imagination, on the other hand, thrives when we give up a little bit of that 

control for an ethic of risk,7 a theology of rest, and a theology of play. A Harvard 

Business Review article called “We Need Imagination Now More Than Ever” proposes 

carving out time for reflection (regular deep breathing, taking time over a meal to rest, 

digest, and reflect, and going for a walk without your phone) as crucial to boosting 

creativity.8 

 First, we can be gentle with ourselves and name it. We can normalize brain fog 

and the fact that all our imaginations are a little bit in need of an oil change these days.  

 Second, we can remember the productivity paradox, and replace our ethic of 

control with an ethic of risk, carving out time for rest, play, murals, coffee beans, and 

steamed milk as we go.  

 So that’s in the short term. I’ve already begun to hint at the long-term…but when 

I see our brains as magpies, I see the world differently. I see a world that is evaluating 

everyone as if we had computers for brains, which doesn’t leave a lot of room for 

neurodivergence, different learning styles and modalities and gifts, or folks of differing 

abilities…doesn’t take into account that we all burnout and that we all are affected by 

the world around us, more than we usually care to admit…and refuses to do anything 

structurally about lack of access to green spaces or art or mentoring in communities 

because “it doesn’t matter that much.” But if our brains are magpies then it’s the 

difference between asking someone to go through school building nests out of twigs 

and string and moss or out of clothes hangers and barbed wire.  

May we be radically gentle toward ourselves and our imagination these days, 

even as we explore imagination as a spiritual theme in church this month.  

May we risk seeing the world a little differently. 

May that shift allow us to spread a little more justice toward ourselves and into 

our systems.  

May it be so. Blessed Be.  

Amen. 

 
6 Julica Hermann de la Fuente and Erika Hewitt, “Dismantling White Supremacy Culture in Worship,” Unitarian 
Universalist Association, July 30 2021, https://www.uua.org/worship/lab/dismantling-white-supremacy-culture-
worship.  
7 See: Sharon Welch, A Feminist Ethic of Risk (Fortress Press, 1990).  
8 Martin Reeves and Jack Fuller, “We Need Imagination Now More Than Ever,” Harvard Business Review, April 10 
2020, We Need Imagination Now More Than Ever (hbr.org).  
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