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A few months ago, I went to the Alamo Drafthouse Cinema in Yonkers around lunchtime to see 

a screening of the documentary Won’t You Be My Neighbor? It’s a documentary about the life 

and work of Fred Rogers, the creator of Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood. I had long been a fan of 

Mister Rogers – actually, the Reverend Mister Rogers, since he was an ordained Presbyterian 

minister. I had read theological and biographical works about him, and I had introduced my 

children to a newer show based on his philosophy and the characters from his neighborhood of 

make-believe, Daniel Tiger’s Neighborhood. I cry easily and without reservation, and so I 

expected that I would weep through much of the movie, and I was right. But what surprised me 

was that I was not alone. I started to notice the sounds of snuffles, the rifling through bags for 

tissues. Fifteen or twenty strangers and I were sitting in a movie theatre at lunchtime on a 

weekday, openly weeping as we encountered the message of Mister Rogers. And I was struck 

afresh how he grounded his nonsectarian message for the smallest of children in his 

understanding of the Gospel – that every human is unique and special and worthy of love. That 

there are terrible things in this world, but we do not face them alone. That we do make mistakes, 

and we can try again. Mister Rogers’ work is for children, but his message clearly was one that 

adults and children alike need to hear in this world that so often seems too loud and too fast and 

too cruel. And so today we begin a series of services and sermons where we will pair the 

teachings of Mister Rogers with the teachings of scripture. 
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The word “neighbor” had great significance to Mister Rogers. From referring to the setting of his 

show as a “neighborhood,” to starting each show by greeting the viewers with “hello neighbor,” 

he made the word “neighbor” a keyword in the vocabulary of the show, and the children who 

watched it. I haven’t been able to find a clip of him explaining what that word meant to him, but 

I am sure that part of the reason he used it is its scriptural and theological resonance. The Old 

and New Testaments both speak regularly of how we treat our “neighbor” as an essential part of 

God’s law, and multiple gospels tell us that when Jesus was asked what the greatest 

commandment was, he pointed to two verses from the Torah: “Love the Lord your God with all 

your heart, mind, and strength” (Deuteronomy 6:4), and “Love your neighbor as yourself” 

(Leviticus 19:18). In today’s passage from the Gospel according to Luke, we hear him interpret 

and illustrate those commandments. A lawyer, testing him, has asked Jesus what to do to inherit 

eternal life. Jesus points to those two commandments, and the lawyer follows up with, “And who 

is my neighbor?” And that is when Jesus tells the famous parable of the Good Samaritan. 

The phrase “good Samaritan” has come to mean simply a friendly stranger who helps out 

someone in need. But in order to understand the parable, we need to know that Samaritans were 

an ethnic group that lived in close proximity to the Jewish community of which Jesus was part. 

In fact, they shared common heritage with the Jews, but their backgrounds diverged at the time 

of the Babylonian Exile. During the exilic period, the Babylonian conquerors took wealthy and 

elite Israelites into captivity in Babylon, where much of the Old Testament as we know it took 

shape. The Jews are descended from those Israelites. The Samaritans, on the other hand, are 

descended from the people who were not taken into captivity – those who were left behind. Their 

understanding was – and is, because the Samaritan community still exists – that their 

understanding of the Torah is the true one, and the Judaism that took shape under Babylonian 
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captivity is a departure from the tradition that was passed down through Abraham, Moses, King 

David, and the ancient Israelites. By the time we get to the time of Jesus, Jews and Samaritans 

scrupulously avoid each other. There are two regions where Jews live, with a Samaritan region in 

between, and Jews journeying between the two Jewish areas of Judea and Galilee would have 

traveled several extra days to skirt around Samaria rather than traveling through it. The important 

thing for us to understand here is that this is not a story of a reversal – a poor person helping a 

wealthy one, a mouse assisting a lion, a little child helping an adult. Instead, this is a story of 

compassion across the lines of suspicion and division of two rival communities. 

A man is on his way from Jerusalem to Jericho – a notoriously dangerous road, where robbers 

were known to lurk. He is robbed, beaten, and left for dead. A priest comes, a member of the 

religious elite, someone presumably familiar with the word of God which tells us to love 

neighbor as self. He passes by on the other side of the road. Then a Levite – another religious 

elite – does the same. Finally, a Samaritan comes along. Although they are members of rival 

ethnic and religious groups, he is moved with pity, and goes far above and beyond the call of 

duty to care for the man – tending to his wounds, bringing him to an inn, arranging for his care. 

Then, Jesus turns to the lawyer and asks which one was a neighbor to the man: the ones who 

shared his faith and culture but ignored his suffering? Or the one who did not, and showed him 

compassion anyway? “The one who showed him mercy,” the lawyer replies. And Jesus tells him, 

“Go and do likewise” – that is, go be like that Samaritan – and commentators have noted that it 

would have been one more challenge to ask a Jew of that time and place to imagine himself 

taking on the role of the Samaritan in the story – that he would most likely have instinctively 

identified with the man who was beaten and robbed, or maybe even the priest or the Levite, but 

not the Good Samaritan. Jesus tells him that the pathway to the Reign of God lies in 
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neighborliness – simple acts of mercy and kindness extended toward the people we think of as 

not our problem, not our concern. Jesus calls us to break down the divisions that segment us into 

outsiders and insiders. 

Mister Rogers tried to make his neighborhood a place of safety, kindness, and growth, but he 

was keenly aware of the current events and issues that surrounded him and the children in his 

audience. In an episode that aired in 1969, we find Mister Rogers sitting outside on a hot summer 

day, soaking his feet in a wading pool. Along comes Officer Clemmons – played by Francois 

Clemmons, a black actor and opera singer – and Mister Rogers invites him to sit down and soak 

his feet as well.  

It might seem like a simple and innocuous act, but as America faced the aftermath of Jim Crow 

law, there had been great upheaval around the issue of public swimming pools. There were news 

stories about pools refusing to integrate. There was a high-profile story of a hotel manager 

pouring dangerous acid into the pool rather than allowing black and white patrons to swim at the 

same time. Indeed, even now, fifty years later, communities of color have less access to 

swimming facilities -- many areas closed public swimming pools altogether rather than integrate 

them, and in their place, pools opened in spaces that tend to serve white communities — country 

clubs, fitness centers, and so on, and so now the locations of swimming pools and recreation 

facilities are still shaped by those events. And this is not just about recreation and leisure: 

because there is unequal access to swimming facilities and swimming lessons, black children are 

far less likely to know how to swim, and drown at five and half times the rate of white children, 

according to the CDC. All this is to say: when Mister Rogers invites Officer Clemmons to sit 

down beside him and dip his feet in the wading pool, he is making a simple, but powerful, 

statement. That sharing a pool is a good and neighborly thing to do. That everyone could use a 
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little cool refreshment on a hot day. That we should be one another’s neighbors – and that we can 

do that in simple, kind ways that are nevertheless a radical challenge to the evil of the world. The 

camera zooms in on the two pairs of feet in the water — light skin and dark skin together, and 

lingers there in the signature slow, deliberate style of Mister Rogers, letting children and adults 

absorb and reflect on this moment — a vision of a world in which two people sharing a pool is 

nothing to worry about, just a simple act of neighborly friendliness. 

Our swimming pools are not formally segregated (although issues of unequal access and de facto 

segregation persist) and there are no Samaritans in Hastings as far as I know, but this world is 

just as divided and contentious as the world of 1968 or the world of first-century Israel. And so 

the question falls to us: how will we love our neighbor as ourselves? What are the divisions that 

keep us from seeing folks as neighbors and peers, even though they’re right there on the same 

road as us? I think of the political divisions between Republicans and Democrats. The religious 

divisions between Catholics and Protestants, and between Christians and Jews. The divisions, 

even, between “old Hastings” folks who have lived here for decades, and “new Hastings” folks 

who have moved to the community recently from Brooklyn or elsewhere. And, of course, racial 

divisions between white folks and people of color — old systems of prejudice and oppression 

that we did not create, but have not yet resolved, that are not our fault or our choice, but are our 

responsibility to change. It is our responsibility, Jesus tells us, to be neighbors to the people who 

are like us, and the people who are not. The people we identify with, and the people we don’t. 

Sometimes, being a neighbor requires risk and sacrifice — like that Samaritan, wondering 

whether the bandits were still lurking on that wilderness road as he lifted the injured man onto 

his donkey. Sometimes, being a neighbor is much simpler — as simple as a lawn chair and a 
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wading pool. So I invite you to consider, how will you be a neighbor this week? Where will you 

tear down divisions, build bridges, cross the road, take the risk, share the pool? 

As we think about what opportunities to be neighbors our days might bring us, I have one more 

quotation from Mister Rogers, who wrote this about being each other’s neighbors: “We live in a 

world in which we need to share responsibility. It’s easy to say ‘It’s not my child, not my 

community, not my world, not my problem.’ Then there are those who see the need and respond. 

I consider those people my heroes.” 

You don’t need to do everything this week. This hurting world needs all of us to be healed and 

restored — and it needs the love of God made known in Jesus Christ. But you can be a neighbor 

this week. And that means you can be a hero. May God give us the strength to do so. Amen. 


