
The Gospel According to Mr. Rogers 
“Mr. Rogers and the Parable of the Good Samaritan" 
Luke 10:25-37 

Fred Rogers is a household name to anyone who grew up 
watching Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood. For more than three 
decades, he welcomed children into his unassuming suburban 
home, cheerily singing, “It’s a beautiful day in the neighborhood,” 
while trading his dress shoes and sport coat for a pair of sneakers 
and a cozy sweater. For many of us, he was more than just another 
on-air personality. Animated as any Saturday morning cartoon, 
Mr. Rogers was one of those rare, “cool” grown-ups who somehow 
never lost touch with his inner child….a kindly father figure with 
fun toys, interesting friends, and a boundless reserve of playful 
affection.  

Though he loved riding the iconic red trolley with us to “The 
Neighborhood of Make-Believe,” he was also careful to preserve 
the boundary between fantasy and real life. Fred never held back 
difficult truths about hard subjects like death and divorce, 
assuring us that we could overcome even the most frightening 
parts of growing up through the power of kindness and with the 
help of others. Most importantly of all, Fred would never, ever 
part company without reminding us that we had made his 
day special, “just by being you.” 

It’s been sixteen years since Fred Rogers died, eighteen years 

since the last Mister Rogers Neighborhood was broadcast.  But 

Fred Rogers is enjoying a resurgence in popularity right now 

and I think it is because we recognize that our nation is in 

deep need of what he offered, not just on his show, but in his 

daily living…kindness; caring; welcoming, including and 

appreciating others who are different from us; being present 

for one another; listening carefully to others; understanding 

ourselves as loved and unique and needed. 

 

 

 



Part of what made Fred Rogers enduringly successful is that he 
viewed his television show as his ministry rather than simply as a 
platform for his message. “I got into television because I hated it 
so,” he once admitted. But after earning his divinity degree in 
1962, he realized that the medium would be a “fabulous 
instrument to nurture those who would watch and listen." Producer 
Margy Whitmer explained that Rogers’s formula was to “take all 
of the elements that make good television and do the exact 
opposite.” That’s a great quip… but even more… it is a powerful 
reminder of the potential for Christians to transform their 
industry rather than simply conforming to it. 

One of the critical questions that Fred Roger’s asked every week 
was… “Who is my neighbor?”  The same applies to the Kingdom of 
God. Who is part of God’s kingdom? Who is welcome?  Scripture 
explores this question in the famous Parable of the Good 
Samaritan. We find this story in the Gospel of Luke 10:25-37…. 
“On one occasion an expert in the law stood up to test Jesus. 
“Teacher,” he asked, “what must I do to inherit eternal 
life?”  “What is written in the Law?” Jesus replied. “How do you 
read it?” 

The expert answered, “‘Love the Lord your God with all your 
heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and 
with all your mind; and, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’”  

“You have answered correctly,” Jesus replied.  “Do this and you 
will live.” 

But the expert wanted to justify himself, so he asked Jesus, 
“And who is my neighbor?”    

In reply Jesus said: “A man was going down from Jerusalem to 
Jericho, when he was attacked by robbers. They stripped him of 
his clothes, beat him and went away, leaving him half dead. A 
priest happened to be going down the same road, and when he 
saw the man, he passed by on the other side.  So too, a Levite, 
when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other 
side. But a Samaritan, as he traveled, came where the man 
was; and when he saw him, he took pity on him. He went to him 
and bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he 
put the man on his own donkey, brought him to an inn and 
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took care of him. The next day he took out two denarii and gave 
them to the innkeeper. ‘Look after him,’ he said, ‘and when I 
return, I will reimburse you for any extra expense you may 
have.’ “Which of these three do you think was a neighbor to the 
man who fell into the hands of robbers?”  The expert in the law 
replied, “The one who had mercy on him.”  Jesus told him, “Go 
and do likewise.” 

Jesus tells this parable as a response to the question, “Who Is My 

Neighbor?” After confirming with Jesus that the greatest 

commandments are to love God with all your heart, soul, strength 

and mind, and love your neighbor as yourself, the legal expert 

who asked in the first place wanted to clarify, “Just who exactly 

qualifies as the neighbor I am supposed to love?”  Jesus 

chooses to answer the question with the parable we just heard, 

which tells us that everybody is our neighbor, even the people we 

least expect…especially the people we least expect. 

Fred Rogers knew this parable, and in his neighborhood, he, 

too, answered the question of “Who is my neighbor?” by 

including… everybody. 

In 1968, during the first season of production on Mister Rogers’ 

Neighborhood, James Earl Ray murdered Martin Luther King Jr. in 

Memphis. There were riots and uprisings in black neighborhoods 

all across the country. It was during this hot summer that people 

of color were being hounded out of town swimming pools -- a 

particularly horrific news story showed a hotel owner dumping 

chemicals into a pool to chase a young black family out of it.  

In response to the televised images of white police officers 

confronting and sometimes beating young black men and women, 

Fred Rogers decided to introduce a new character to “The 

Neighborhood”: Officer Clemmons.[1] 
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Officer Clemmons was played by Francois Clemmons, a young 

black man who was the tenor soloist in the same choir in which 

Fred’s wife, Joanne, sang alto. Fred loved Francois’s voice, 

attended all his concerts and pursued his friendship. And then he 

pitched the idea of Officer Clemmons. 

Francois resisted the idea for a long time. He grew up in the 

“ghetto” (his words) of Youngstown, Ohio, and his experience of 

the police…. was entirely negative. But Fred talked him into 

it…Fred believed it was important for black children to have a 

positive image of a police officer…. and for white children to see a 

black man in a trusted position of authority.  With that as our 

background lets watch our video… 

VIDEO HERE 

So this is what Mr. Rogers did: he talked about how when it’s so 

hot outside, sometimes it feels good just to put your feet in cold 

water, and he set up a little wading pool, put his feet in it, and 

invited Officer Clemmons, a black police officer in the 

neighborhood, to put his feet in it too. There it was!!!  Two men, 

one black and one white, sharing a pool and a towel to dry their 

feet…showed an alternative to the violence seen surrounding 

integration.  It showed that black and white…police and civilian… 

are all God’s children and are welcome and loved in the 

neighborhood. 

What now is a wonderfully silly image of two grown-ups, 

sitting by a wading pool with their feet in the water and 

talking….became one of the most important images a child 

could see.  In the same way that Jesus changed people’s 

understanding of neighbor with his Good Samaritan story by 

widening their definition of neighbor... Mr. Rogers did the same 

thing.  

Whether it was a child who deserved to be understood and 
respected… or an adult, Mr. Rogers honored them, and loved 
them. LOVED THEM. “The greatest thing we can do,” said Fred 
Rogers more than once, “is to let someone know that they are loved 



and that they are capable of loving.  Love is at the heart of 
everything.” The truth is that what Fred Rogers was doing, day in 
day out, was sharing the love of God, preaching the Good News of 
Jesus Christ through a television screen. Which was, in fact, 
exactly what he set out to do.  

Hatred and animosity is not just a mark of our time.  In our story 
of the Good Samaritan the relationship between the Jews and the 
Samaritans was full of hatred as well.  The Jews saw the 
Samaritans as a lower class of people, not worthy of their help and 
an interference in their lives.  By the time of Jesus the hatred 
between the two had worsened (Luke 9:51-54, John 4:9). The 
treatment of the Samaritans is no different than the treatment of 
the African Americans….which continues in parts of the US even 
today…. When Jesus made the Samaritan the hero of the story, 
Jesus brought home His point. 

Jesus described the Samaritan’s ministry in great detail: “he took 
pity, he went to him, bandaged his wounds, poured oil and wine, 
carried him to an inn, paid in advance for his stay, and promised to 
take care of any balance on his way back.” All of these parts of the 
Samaritan’s ministry together define how far true love will go. The 
fact, that a Samaritan man did that for a man who was, possibly a 
Jew, reveals that true love knows no boundaries. 

The priest and the Levite asked themselves the question: 
What would happen to us if we stopped and helped this man? 
The Samaritan asked: What would happen to this man if I 
didn’t help him? 

For Fred Rogers, loving his neighbor—moving outside of his 

norm, reaching out and befriending those who were different—

this was not a duty, or obedience to a commandment. Rather, it 

was a delight, a source of joy, a gift from God. 
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As you go into this week, I invite you to reflect on those times in 
your life when loving your neighbor—especially the neighbor who 
irritated you in some way, challenged your thinking, didn’t fit the 
mold—was actually a gift from God that expanded your 
understanding of yourself and the world, a person that brought 
you joy… 

Fred Rogers found a way to make sure that everything he did 
preached Christ, even while no one knew he was a minister. His 
respect for every child of God, including literally every child of 
God, was his way of proclaiming God’s unconditional love. His 
welcome of all people into his neighborhood was Christ’s own 
welcome. And that welcome was the same welcome that said a 
Samaritan could be the good guy, the same welcome that said 
your neighbor is simply the next person who needs you.  

Everything Fred did in the neighborhood came from the Gospel. It 
was the Gospel. He preached, but often without saying a word. So 
I’m calling you, on all of us, to preach like that. To proclaim the 
Gospel, the Good news – maybe without saying a word. To witness 
to the powerful love of God in the way we are with others, in the 
respect we give to others, in the gentleness with which we live 
and the kindness we offer. To redefine neighbor as anyone who 
needs a neighbor, and to redefine neighborhood as that place 
where all are welcome.  

In other words, to let our lives say this: “Won’t YOU be my 
neighbor?”  Amen. 

[1] This and what follows is from Michael G. Long, Peaceful Neighbor: Discovering the Countercultural Mister 

Rogers (2015: Westminster John Knox Press), pp. 85-87 
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