Mr. Rogers’ Gospel

       “Good attitudes are not taught they are absorbed,” said Mr. Rogers.  When children feel a warm and safe relationship with someone, they are inclined to accept their values.  And so Mr. Rogers on his Neighborhood did everything necessary to establish an on-screen relationship with his children viewers.  No big frills--no complicated production techniques—just Mr. Rogers putting on a sweater, some comfortable shoes, and trying to speak, like his mentor Gabby Hayes taught him, “to one little buckaroo at a time.”  Isn’t this essentially the point Jesus makes about a good shepherd in John 10:4? “Sheep follow him because they know his voice.”

          An ordained Presbyterian minister, Fred Rogers, thought he would become some kind of minister of music.  He found his calling in the Television business, and through his little songs opened up the deep emotive center of young people—creating a kind of safe space for growth.  

       Unlike so many of my generation, I never saw him as a child.  I just watched him work his magic on my own children.  I watched him go into one kind of factory after another and time and again tell my kids that it is not easy to gets something done—it takes a lot of hard work by many persons, every one of whom is very important.  I watched him do corny puppet shows that repeatedly said that people can be different and still love and appreciate one another.  

       Perhaps most of all, I watched unrehearsed and frank talk about “feelings.”   Even in the stories where characters behave atrociously, Mr. Rogers would patiently help us understand why we are all tempted to behave in bad ways—we all have a hard time handling our feelings.  Mr. Rogers could gently tell us why it was so important to name our feelings so we can rule them.  He told us in the most gentle way that we can’t tolerate sinful ways of relating to others.   And kids really listened.  Here was a voice of real authority.

      After several years I finally had to confess that if Mr. Rogers was not masculine enough for me, then I needed to work on my definition of masculinity.  Children loved the man.  Parents wanted to bring their kids to him. Kids were drawn to him very much like another man who “took children in his arms, put his hands on them and blessed them.” 

       I still have not told my children that Mr. Rogers is dead.  I trust we shall see him in the resurrection, and in the mean time, I trust there are a few safe people who create safe places for people to do the painful business of growing and learning. His life repeated the invitation, “It’s a beautiful day to be a neighbor—won’t you be mine?”   I want to offer the same invitation.  That is the high calling to which I aspire.

