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Matthew 22:34—40

Prayer: Prepare our hearts, O God, to accept your Word. Silence any
voice by your own, so that hearing, we may be the neighbors you created
us to be. And as Mister Rogers used to say prior to going onto the set of
his show, may some of my words be yours, O God. AMEN

In this morning’s scripture, Jesus is in Jerusalem teaching and telling
stories. Just before the passage we’ll read, some Sadducees approach
him to ask him about resurrection life and Jesus responds with a word of
grace and truth and they are quieted. So now, the Pharisees, well versed
of religious laws and commandments try their hand at him. A lawyer
attempts to draw Jesus into a debate about which law of the 613 that
were kept in ancient time by the faithful might be the most important.
Though rabbinical teachers could indulge in giving summaries of the
laws, there was a view that all laws were equal, that ranking them was
human presumption. The lawyer in our scene may be attempting to draw
Jesus into this debate to get him to say something that would disparage
God’s law. So, the tone of this text begins with antagonism, yet Jesus
answers simply and beautifully, disarming them.

Matthew 22: 34—40

When the Pharisees heard that he had silenced the Sadducees, they
gathered together, and one of them, a lawyer, asked him a question to
test him. ‘Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?” He
said to him, ““You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and
with all your soul, and with all your mind.” This is the greatest and first
commandment. And a second is like it: ““You shall love your neighbor as



yourself.” On these two commandments hang all the law and the
prophets.” AMEN

March 20™ is Mister Rogers Day in the Presbyterian Church. Had he
lived, he would be 98 that day. I imagine that many churches will honor
his memory and study his life this week because Fred Rogers legacy of
love, kindness, courage, and faith continue to inspire and teach us so
many years after this death. His is a message that we need right this
minute, and Fred’s life makes me know that living in a world where
there are good neighbors is possible.

For those who don’t know, Fred was raised in the Presbyterian church
and become an ordained Presbyterian Minister, the first to be ordained to
a ministry of mass media. While growing up, his mother offered him an
example of the rewards, the deep joy of serving others. She was known
in their town for her selfless giving.

Fred was a shy child, who was often sick. He was an only child until he
was 11 and spent a lot of time alone. His grandfather McFeely was
someone who built us little Freddy, showering him with love. He learned
to play the piano and playing and composing music was something he
did his entire life, including over 100 operas for his television show.

As a college student, Fred was planning for seminary, but when he was
home on a break, he saw some television, which was a new medium at
the time. He was appalled at the violence, stupidity and demeaning
nature of programming for children, and thought that they deserved
better. The belittlement of another was one thing that made Fred Rogers
angry. So, he put seminary aside and started a television show for
children, later completing his Master of Divinity in between tapings of
the show in Pittsburgh.



Fred’s favorite quote is from The Little Prince, that sweet story by
Antoine de Saint-Exupery. The English translation of the full passage is
“And now here is my secret, a very simple secret: It is only with the
heart that one can see rightly: what is essential is invisible to the eye.”
Rogers became convicted that what’s on the surface, the day-to-day
pain, frustrations, joys of life is not what is essential. What is essential 1s
what is found in depth and introspection, the search for meaning that
truth comes from the heart and not from over-intellectualization of life
(King, The Good Neighbor, pg. 50-51).

In our text today, Jesus names the most essential commandment, love.
Loving neighbor is an expression of how we love God, the two cannot
be separated. Jesus wants us to be good neighbors, to look to the heart —
and not get wrapped up in the externals: the color of one’s skin, or
nationality, social status, abilities, political affiliation.

Fred Rogers offers us an authentic example of Jesus’ words put into
action.

Jesus knew that once we are able to see the image of God in our
neighbors, once we recognize their inherent value, we strive to help
them be who they are meant to be. (The Simple Faith of Mister Rogers,
Amy Hollingsworth, pg. 85) In her book, The Simple Faith of Mr.
Rogers, Amy Hollingsworth quotes Fred as saying, “To be able to be
accepted for who we are and to be able to grow from there is one of the
great treasures of life.” There are literally hundreds of stories of Fred
Rogers, and I never tire learning from them.

The show, Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood was the very enactment of
what Fred believed the kingdom of God to be. A place where every
neighbor is respected, every age, race, color, creed, welcome, where all
ages feel safe to share their feelings, and where curiosity, creativity and
beauty are held in high esteem. It was a place of radical inclusivity.



You all probably remember the African American opera singer Frangois
Clemmons, who sang on the Neighborhood. In a 1969 Officer
Clemmons is invited to sit alongside Mister Rogers in a little wading
pool on a hot summer day. (Friends, this is they were trying to integrate
swimming pools in the south.) Not only did they sit together but Mister
Rogers helped dry his feet. My aside, think of the imagery of Jesus
washing the disciples’ feet. (The Good Neighbor, King, 206).

And then there’s the story of Jeff Erlanger, who appeared in a 1981
episode of the neighborhood. At the time, Jeff was 10 years old, a
quadriplegic in a wheelchair since her was 4 years old. Fred met Jeff and
candidly asked him about the mechanics of his wheelchair in a tone no
different from the one he may have used when asking Jeff about his
favorite flavor of ice cream. As Jeff details his medical condition in a
calm, measured way, Mister Rogers listens intently and praises Jeftf’s
ability to discuss it in a way that might help other people, “Your parents
must be very proud of you.” Together they sing the song “It’s you I like”
It’s not the things you wear, it’s not the way you do your hair but it’s
you I like. The way you are right now, the way down deep inside you,
not the things that hide you.” The two didn’t meet again until 20 years
later when Fred Rogers was being inducted into the television Hall of
Fame in 1999. When Jeff rolls onstage to surprise him, Rogers runs up
to the stage and hugs him as if they are the only two people in the
auditorium. “On behalf of millions of children and grown-ups,” says Jeff
to Fred, “It’s you I like.”

Fred listened to and respected children and encouraged us all to share
our feelings. He famously said and lived out the expression that what is
mentionable is manageable. No subject the affected the life of children
was off the table, on his show and in his books, Mister Rogers addressed
death, divorce, war, fear, welcoming a new sibling, how things are
made. When his television fish died, he talked about it.
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I have often wondered how Fred Rogers might talk to children today
about what is happening in the world, from ICE to the war, to climate
disasters. And as I continued to think of that, it occurred to me that
Mister Rogers would absolutely be honest and never try to hide the truth.
He would urge parents to turn off the TV and news on their phone and
reassure their children that they will listen to their fears and worries and
that they will keep them safe and care for them.

One way that Fred explored children’s very real feelings about very real-
world events was through the neighborhood of make-believe.

Rogers wrote and taped a five-episode story line in the summer of 1983.
In November, Reagan ordered the invasion of Grenada to topple a
Marxist regime. Rogers told the Associated Press, “Little did I know we
would be involved in a worldwide conflict now, but that’s all the better
because our shows give families an opportunity for communication. If
children should hear the news of war, at least they have a handle here, to
assist in family communications.”

In the series called “Conflict” in the Neighborhood of Make Believe,
King Friday the 13 is given a computer readout about some
counterintelligence Cornflake S. Pecially, a ruler of the neighboring land
of Southwood, is allegedly making bombs. In a panic, King Friday
orders his subjects to the same, mobilizing efforts to make certain they
can match Southwood’s super fiery weapons, even if it means that the
neighborhood won’t have the financial resources to care for his people in
other ways. Lady Elaine Fairchilde and Lady Abernathy are not
convinced, so they head to Southwood to see for themselves. And what
they find 1s the town is building a bridge, not a bomb. A
misunderstanding had almost led to unnecessary violence. (Article on
Mental Floss: https://www.mentalfloss.com/entertainment/tv/when-mr-

rogers-taught-kids-about-nuclear-destruction)
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Fred Rogers kept up personal correspondence his whole life. He went
out of his way to check in on people, to pray for them, even to fly across
the country to see them. He wrote to adults and children. One letter that
is noted in Maxwell King’s book, The Good Neighbor, illustrates Fred’s
sensitivity to every aspect of a child’s curiosity and interest. He recounts
how young people would sometimes be confused about him, as the man
on TV versus being in the real world. Here’s one letter and Fred’s
response that was so sweet, this is from a father:

Dear Mister Rogers,

White putting my son to bed last night he said, “Mister Rogers doesn’t
go to the bathroom. I said that of course you did. He denied it
vehemently. I asked where his certainty came from and he said, “Well,
I’ve never seen him do it.” I pointed out that there were lots of people he
hadn’t seen do that and they all still did. He accepted that other adults
and kids did but denied it about you. I kissed him goodnight and left the
room. Five minutes later I was summoned to his bedside. Daddy, I know
Mister Rogers doesn’t go to the bathroom. How? I asked. Because I’ve
seen his house he just has a closet, a living room, a kitchen and a yard.
Sincerely, Isaac’s father.

Rogers responds to Isaac telling him that his dad shared his assertion
that he didn’t use the bathroom. He writes “It’s good that you and he
were talking about that. I know it can be hard to understand that I do. I
am a real person and one thing for certain is that all real people go to the
bathroom. That is an important part of how our bodies work. Little by
little as you grow, you will learn more about how our bodies work and it
is good that you are thinking about that now.” He then shares that he
does have a bathroom 1n his television home, but they don’t often show
it because it 1sn’t Mister Rogers’ real house. He then tells him he uses
the bathrooms in the building where they make their programs.



But that wasn’t enough, Fred wasn’t satisfied just writing to Isaac, he
wrote to his father, “Your letter was absolutely refreshing! Thank you
for all that you shared with us, especially for the conversation you had
with Isaac about my bodily functions, it’s such a wonderful story to
attest to young children’s focus on bathroom issues. But what really
struck Fred was the father’s sensitivity to his son’s questions and
willingness to help him think the issues through, even with such a
sensitive topic. He ended with ““Your son is indeed fortunate to have a
father like you.” (King, The Good Neighbor, pg 330-331)

Fred Rogers remained humble and authentic even as he gained fame and
wealth. In an interview he said, “How many clothes can you wear?
Some people get so caught up in the trappings of life, I feel they lose
what is real. Deep and simple, that’s what matters.” And in an interview
with Charlie Rose, he said, “Fame is a four-letter word, like tape or pain
or zoom or life or love. What matters is [ what we do with it. People on
television are in a service role, to meet the needs of those who watch. In
the one life we have to live, we can choose to demean this life, or to
cherish it in creation, imaginative ways.” (King, The Good Neighbor,
337)

It seems to me that the church is uniquely gifted to embody God’s love,
particularly love of neighbors, near and far. We are perhaps one of the
only places where multiple generations do life together and that is
precious. We can be the place where people know that they are accepted
just the way they are, that all feelings are welcome and that we honor
one another.

Fred said, “The older I get, the more I seem to be able to appreciate my
“neighbor” whomever I happen to be with at the moment. Oh, sure, [’ve
always tried to love my neighbor as myself, however, the more
experiences I’ve had, the more chances I’ve had to see the uniqueness of



each person, as well as each tree, and plant, and shell, and cloud, the
more [ find myself delighting every day in the lavish gifts of God, whom
I’ve come to believe is the greatest appreciator of all.” (World According
to Fred Rogers, pg. 143)

I have read that frequently Fred Rogers ended his speeches by inviting
people to bring to mind someone who loved and encouraged them, who
made a difference in the person that they had become. He invites them to
take a moment to picture that person and give thanks for their life. We
are going to do that now. (Wait) Imagine how that person might feel
knowing that you are sending thanks and love.

So let us recommit to building the neighborhood of tomorrow by loving
people today.

AMEN
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