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Many years ago, I went to hear a Christian writer speak at my college — I think it was Jim 

Wallis, although I could be mistaken. In any case, he told a story that stuck with me, in part 

because I’ve heard similar stories from many other Christians as well. He spoke about his 

childhood growing up in an evangelical church, and an experience of hearing a guest preacher 

preaching a fire and brimstone sermon. The church was one that taught what is called a pre-

millennial dispensationalist theology — which is to say that they believed that the end times 

were approaching, and that those end times would consist of a brief period where the anti-Christ 

would rule over the earth in a time called the tribulation, followed by a great apocalyptic battle 

called Armageddon, which God’s forces would win, ushering in the reign of Christ. But before 

any of that took place, they believed that there would be an event called the rapture, where all 

good Christians would be taken bodily to heaven to be with God, thereby escaping the suffering 

of being on earth as those final chapters unfolded. It’s probably a theology you’ve heard before, 

and many are surprised to hear that it is a theology that — while based on snippets of the Bible 

— is less than a hundred and fifty years old.  

 

In any case, the preacher preached a sermon threatening the congregation that if they were not 

right with God when that event took place, they would be left behind, and this young man started 

to get very worried, because he was a little boy, and he knew for sure that his parents were good 

Christians, but he wasn’t so sure about himself. And so he began to obsessively check on his 
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parents’ whereabouts, peering in the windows when he was supposed to be playing outside, 

creeping into their bedroom in the wee hours of the morning, because he was terrified that they 

would be raptured, and he would be left behind, alone, to suffer the end times. 

 

Children worry about all kinds of things — things that are minor, and things that are enormous. 

Things that are plausible, and things that are impossible. Children are not always able to 

distinguish between the worries that are valid and those that are fanciful, and so the worries 

about monsters under the bed are just as vivid and terrifying as worries about falling from a tall 

play structure or safety around traffic (indeed, sometimes we parents of adventurous little ones 

wish they would worry a bit more about falls and traffic). And children worry about death, about 

God, about the end of the world, and what we tell them teaches them about whether they can 

trust in God, about whether love is really stronger than death, about what kind of world they live 

in and what kind of God we worship. 

 

Fred Rogers understood that all of those worries felt equally real to the child who was having 

them. And so he took great care to take all of those worries seriously, even as he dealt with them 

differently. For worries about things that were real dangers, he would offer direction about how 

to manage that danger — for instance, advising children that a grownup could help them find 

safe places to play, away from cars and other dangers. For worries about things that were beyond 

the child’s control, he would offer assurances that, at the least, children were not alone — 

encouraging children to share their feelings, to turn to trusted adults, and so on. He would also 

speak, in times of national disaster, of “looking for the helpers,” of taking solace in seeing that 

no matter how dire the circumstances, the world is full of people who want to help. And when 
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the worries were about things that were completely implausible, he wouldn’t laugh or dismiss, 

but would teach. “You can never go down, can never go down, can never go down the drain,” he 

sings, addressing a common childhood worry that makes many parents sigh in exasperation or 

chuckle at the misconception. “You’re bigger than the water, you’re bigger than the soap, you’re 

bigger than all the bubbles, and bigger than your telescope, so you can never go down the drain.” 

He understood that the fear of a child who saw the water slipping down the drain was real, even 

if what they feared was impossible, and so he taught. 

 

Jesus teaches about worry, too, in today’s Gospel reading: “Do not worry about your life, what 

you will eat or drink, or about your body, what you will wear,” he commands. “Consider the 

birds of the air”; “consider the lilies.” Look at how richly God provides for every part of 

creation, and trust that God is caring for you with every bit as much attention, and more. Jesus 

tells the crowds and the disciples not to worry. I often struggle with that. I’m someone who does 

worry. Worrying seems like not so much something we choose to do as something we do 

involuntarily, and so it has never seemed especially helpful to tell someone “don’t worry.” But 

Jesus does something that helps, to teach people how to not worry. Jesus points out some reasons 

that we should believe we are safe, secure, provided for. The birds of the air, the lilies of the 

field. He reminds his listeners that everywhere around them, they see God’s creatures surviving 

and even flourishing, and so they should trust that they can and will as well.  

Of course, there is something to those worries: neither the birds of the air nor humans live 

forever — and just as birds in certain environments sometimes do starve, humans in Jesus’ time 

and ours sometimes starved or suffered from malnutrition. Those worries about survival were not 

the irrational fear of a child facing a bathtub drain, but in some cases the real concerns of people 
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struggling for survival. And yet Jesus told them not to worry — that the worry would not add 

one hour to their life, that setting their sights on God’s kingdom was the way to live well whether 

they were in a time of abundance or of scarcity. And I think Jesus knew that even in the very 

worst case, God would never leave them alone. 

 

Today is the day when the church observes All Saints Day — the day when we remember those 

who have died, especially in the last year, especially loved ones and church members. We 

remember them, we lift up their names in prayer, and we remind ourselves that even in the 

situations where every worry came to fruition, every worst case scenario happened, even when 

the treatment failed, or the intervention wasn’t enough, even when nothing went the way we had 

hoped, God never, ever abandoned us or our loved ones. And we remember that, unlike the 

terrifying fears of that little boy worrying about his parents being taken up to heaven, our God is 

a God of mercy, of love, of compassion, who does not and would never leave us or our loved 

ones forsaken. Our God is a God who cares for the birds of the air and the lilies of the field, and 

every one of God’s beloved children, in life and in death and in life beyond death. And so we 

need not worry, not because God will keep death at bay, but because with God even death is not 

fearsome. 

 

Mister Rogers once met with a fourteen-year-old boy with cerebral palsy, a story I read in a 1998 

profile of Fred Rogers published in Esquire magazine. The boy had been struggling spiritually 

and emotionally with his disease. He worried that it was a sign that he was a bad person, that he 

was being punished somehow. He used a computer that talked for him, because he couldn’t 

speak, and he had been using it to tell his mother that he didn’t want to be alive anymore. His 
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broken-hearted mother knew that the boy adored Mister Rogers, but there was no way he could 

make it to Pittsburgh. Providentially, it so happened that Mister Rogers was coming to their part 

of the country to visit Koko, the gorilla who could speak sign language. The boy's mother was 

able to arrange for Mister Rogers to meet her son while he was in the area. During the visit, 

Mister Rogers mad a request. “Will you pray for me?” he asked. He wanted the boy to pray for 

him regularly. Surprised at the question, this boy who normally was the object of others’ prayers 

promised to pray for Mister Rogers. 

Later, other adults complimented Mister Rogers on this clever interaction. What a nice way to 

make that boy feel good about himself, they said. But Fred Rogers was taken aback. “I didn’t ask 

for his prayer for him,” he said. “I asked for me. I asked him because I think that anyone who has 

gone through challenges like that must be very close to God. I asked him because I wanted his 

intercession.” 

“Do not worry,” Jesus said, because God cares even for the birds of the air and the lilies of the 

field. And so Mister Rogers had faith that if someone was struggling with so great a burden, that 

surely God would have drawn very close to him, and that therefore that young man must 

especially have God’s ear. 

As we gather at the table, as we remember the saints who have gone ahead of us, as we carry 

whatever burdens we ourselves are carrying, and brace ourselves for whatever lies ahead, as we 

worry our worries, small or large, valid or implausible, let us trust in the God whose care is for 

worrying children and grieving congregations, for birds and for flowers, for saints living and 

saints in glory. The God whom we can trust, whose promises are true, whose love endures 

forever. And let all God’s people say: Amen. 


