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When it comes to encouraging and building up others, Mister Rogers has a corner on the market. 
Many of us grew up watching or had children who watched the TV show, Mister Rogers’ 
Neighborhood, a PBS show that ran from 1968 until 2001 aimed at preschoolers. His main hope 
was to help children understand and process the world around them – their feelings, their 
curiosity, and their own belovedness. He was known for the Land of Make-Believe, a puppet 
stage complete with a castle with King Friday the XIII and a tree where X the Owl and Henrietta 
Pussycat lived. You might remember his fish tank or streetlight, the trolley or the many factory 
tours… or how he looked directly at the camera so you thought he was talking right. to. you.  
 
Which brings us to our first movie of the week for our summer series: “The Gospel on the Big 
Screen.” A Beautiful Day in the Neighborhood. In case you haven’t seen the movie, it’s about an 
ornery magazine writer with a big chip on his shoulder and a painful childhood who gets 
assigned to interview Mister Rogers – a man he actually calls “the hokey kid’s show host.” The 
movie is based on a true story – the character Lloyd Vogel was in real life Tom Junod, who was 
assigned a 400 word blurb about Mister Rogers as a hero, but his life was so transformed by the 
time he spent in a variety of interview settings that it ended up being a multipage article in the 
November 1998 issue of Esquire Magazine. 
 
If you haven’t seen A Beautiful Day in the Neighborhood, I recommend it to you. Grab a tissue 
box – it covers growing up, childhood, forgiveness, grace, love, quiet, joy, anger, parenting, and 
about a hundred sermons worth of things to say about how Mister Rogers embodies 
encouraging one another and building each other up. He certainly made a huge impact on one 
cranky journalist and his whole family.  
 
On Friday, John Guequierre looped me into the Fred Rogers Madison connection through the 
Madison Common Council "Jeffrey Erlanger Civility Award.” Jeff, who grew up in Madison and 
was involved in local government and an advocate for disability rights, got a chance to meet 
Mister Rogers in Milwaukee as a child, and then later was invited to be a guest neighbor on 
Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood to show off his cool ride. The “Jeffrey Erlanger Civility Award” is 
granted each year to a citizen who has exemplified civility in public service. Jeff and Fred 
remained in contact, and when Mister Rogers was inducted into the TV Hall of Fame, Jeff was 
there to help present the award.  
 
Fred Rogers had a delightful interview with his “neighbor” Jeff on the show, granting 
encouragement and dignity to people of all ages and stages. As Paul writes, “Therefore 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TcNxY4TudXo
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encourage one another and build up each other, as indeed you are doing.”  
 
Our passage from Thessalonians has some urgency to it. Paul writes about how the day of the 
Lord will come unexpectedly. And then he writes of all these scenarios where people will be 
taken by surprise – like thief in the night or a woman going into labor. Instead of being taken by 
surprise, though, Paul urges alertness – to stay sober and keep alert with faith and love and 
hope.  
 
I grew up in a culture that took these kinds of Scripture passages to mean: make sure you get 
right with the Lord before you die, because who knows when that moment will come. Who does 
know? None of us. But as my wise theology professor, Dr. Van Dyke, used to reflect: Scripture is 
inerrant in all that it intends to teach. Her thoughtful definition of inerrant seems applicable in 
this case as well. Maybe we keep alert not out of fear for what comes when we die but with 
hopeful expectation for the ways we could experience the kingdom of God at any moment.  
 
The Holy Spirit sweeps into our lives in so many small and big ways unannounced. And if we are 
too busy or too self-absorbed or too distracted or too focused on things other than the very 
moment we are in, we might miss the Spirit’s nudging. How many of us have walked past 
someone we could have been a neighbor to? How many of us have missed the moment we 
could have said a caring word or learned something important about the people around us?  
 
That is why Paul is urging the Thessalonians to pay attention – why Jesus kept reminding his 
listeners and the disciples to stay awake, stay present. Salvation isn’t only about when we die – 
it also comes in the 2.5 billion seconds we live, if we’re lucky enough to live to the average age 
these days of 78 years old.  
 
I read the original article about Mister Rogers from 1998 in Esquire, and one whole section is 
about how he wanted to live in heaven. Not just go to heaven, mind you – but live in heaven now. 
Like we pray every week – for God’s kingdom to be here on earth like it is in heaven. Fred Rogers 
wanted heaven here in this world. He’s quoted in the article saying, “The connections we make 
in the course of a life, maybe that’s what heaven is…. We make so many connections here on 
earth. Look at us,” he reflected to the author of the article, “I’ve just met you, but I’m investing in 
who you are and who you will be, and I can’t help it.”  
 
How we invest in people is one of the ways we keep alert to the kingdom of heaven here on 
earth. “Therefore encourage one another and build up each other, as indeed you are doing.” 
 
These kinds of connections were personal and engaging. Mister Rogers was curious about 
everything and everyone. Anybody who interviewed him found the same thing – if they didn’t 
keep very good track of what was happening, they would end up being interviewed by Fred 
instead of doing the interviewing.  
 
That’s what being a good neighbor is all about.  
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We’ve been talking a lot about being good neighbors lately. It’s part of what we’re doing through 
Awaken Covenant – gathering together to pray and learn... and grow deeper connections with 
our neighbors, not just to be friendly, but also to listen and keep alert to the Spirit of God. Come 
join us next Sunday after worship! God’s already at work in your neighborhood – are you 
prayerfully keeping alert to that work, so that you can join in? 
 
Like the quote Pastor Charlie shared last Sunday from PCUSA Pastor, Tom Are: “In the early 
years of my faith, I felt that my calling was to do what I could to make my neighbor Christian… I 
don’t believe that anymore. I am not called to make my neighbor Christian; I am called to be 
Christian to my neighbor.” Fred Rogers, also a PCUSA Pastor, was one a faithful Christian to us 
all when he modeled curiosity, listening, compassion, and a gentle, welcoming presence. 
(Presbyterian Outlook, March 28, 2025) 
 
Earlier this week, we were able to meet one of our mission partners, Chris Petkovich from the 
Medical Benevolence Foundation. (slide) Once upon a time, medical missions was about 
sending and doing for, but now it is about equipping doctors and nurses locally, so that they can 
have increased capacity and skill for the work right where they live. Chris used language of side-
by-side. The church is learning more and more about side-by-side ministry – being with rather 
than doing for – building relationships, investing in people, creating little glimpses and 
experiences of the kingdom of God here on earth as in heaven.  
 
“Therefore encourage one another and build up each other, as indeed you are doing.” 
 
Each of us is who we are because we have been encouraged and built up by others. We are who 
we are because someone or many someones over the course of our lives have connected to us, 
accepted us, encouraged us, and built us up.  
 
Mister Rogers asks the question: Who loved you into being? It’s another way of asking: who has 
encouraged you and built you up? (movie clip) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9AzXX_2BrVk 1:04-3:13 
 
“Therefore[, neighbors,] encourage one another and build up each other, as indeed you are 
doing.” For in doing so, you are loving others into being, like Jesus loves each person.  
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9AzXX_2BrVk

