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Jeff  Munroe   executive vice president, Western Theological Seminary in Holland

Note: Today’s Insight is adapted from a col-
umn written by Jeff  Munroe in the Reformed 
Journal daily post called “The Twelve.”

One day when my daughter was about 3, 
I came home, sat on the couch, opened the 
afternoon newspaper, and buried myself 
inside its pages. My daughter toddled up 
with a book in her hand and said, “Daddy, 
please read me a story.” I sort of grunted 
and mumbled something about “in a little 
while,” and she said, “Daddy, please read 
me a story” again and I grunted and mum-
bled again. Then a small hand pushed the 
newspaper aside and — no kidding — she 
said, “Hey, big fella, I’m talking to you. 
Read me a story!” Of course I picked her up, 
put her on the couch, and read her a story. 
You would have too.

I have come to recognize that reading 
the story was actually the second thing 
I did. The fi rst thing I did was wake up. I 
attended to her. I paid attention. I looked at 
her. I considered her. I recognized her.

I believe in reading. I believe in reading 
to children. I believe in attending to my 
family. But until she pushed my newspa-
per aside and called me “big fella,” I wasn’t 
doing any of that. I was lost in my fog, deep 
in my head, blind and deaf to the mysteries 
and miracles all around me.

Which helps explain why Mister Rogers 
is having a revival.

We know we should attend to the peo-
ple that are most important to us, espe-
cially children, but there have never been 
so many distractions in human history. We 
spend hours looking at screens, checking 
our news feed, Facebook, Instagram, Twit-
ter, email, all the while implicitly making 
the claim that whatever is happening on 
the screen is more signifi cant than what-
ever and whomever is directly in front 
of us. And if we aren’t on a screen, we’re 
plugged into earbuds, cutting ourselves off  
yet again from the lives of those around us.

Mister Rogers calls us back.
I saw “A Beautiful Day in the Neighbor-

hood” during Thanksgiving break. It’s a 
great movie and I urge you to go see it. I’m 
not going to review it here; instead, I am 
going to focus on why Mister Rogers is hav-
ing a revival 16 years after his death. Not 
only is there this movie, but the powerful 
documentary “Won’t You Be My Neigh-
bor?” was released in 2018.

Why do we crave Mister Rogers?
The Presbyterian minister and Pitts-

burgh Theological Seminary graduate 
Fred Rogers has become a Protestant saint. 
But it wasn’t always that way. I remem-
ber when Mister Rogers was hopelessly 
square. I remember when Eddie Murphy 
made gleeful fun of him on “Saturday 
Night Live.” Bill Murray did him for the 
National Lampoon, hilariously unable to 
pronounce “Egg McMuffin.” Johnny Car-
son did him on “The Tonight Show.” Today 
we have Mister Rogers on the screen again, 
and now it’s Tom Hanks, our most beloved 
actor, playing him straight-faced (and ever-
so-slightly falling into his Forrest Gump 
character in the process). There’s no satire 
or parody involved. We don’t make fun of 
Mister Rogers anymore.

Why?
B e c a u s e  M i s t e r  R o g e r s  i s  t h e 

antithesis of our distracting and dis-
tracted, fractured, hate-filled, polarized 
culture.

He’s calm.
He’s patient.
He’s kind.
He’s loving.
His revival is among adults, not chil-

dren. We are so hungry for love we sim-
ply cannot get enough of it when we see 
it. We are starved for grace, to know we’re 
accepted just as we are, and sit trans-
fixed when we hear Mister Rogers tell us 
he wants us to be his neighbor. And as 
strongly as we crave love and grace, we 

crave a public figure who decreases anxi-
ety instead of creating it. We crave some-
one whose voice and touch align, someone 
who authentically lives out her or his val-
ues, someone who shows that slowing down 
is important, and that silence is important, 
and that our feelings are important.

Mister Rogers, in all his slowness and sim-
plicity, is telling us to wake up. “Hey big per-
son,” he’s saying, “I’m talking to you. Don’t 
forget what matters most. Don’t forget who 
matters most.” I think the reason Mister 
Rogers resonates so deeply is his message of 
the good news of love and grace and forgive-
ness, and we are born with an innate hun-
ger for that message. “A Beautiful Day in the 
Neighborhood” is, in this sense, a Christian 
movie, focused on the message of forgive-
ness, but applicable to all persons.

Being human means your heart has 
been broken and that all we have to give 
each other are pieces of our broken hearts. 
As a result, our attempts at love are never 
enough. We never love each other enough. 
We are never loved enough. Once we sit with 
that reality for a while, we realize forgive-
ness is our only hope.

Can we forgive our parents for all the 
moments when instead of attending to us, 
they buried themselves in the newspaper or 
their work or their busyness or their anger 
or something else? Can we forgive them for 
not loving us enough? Can we let them off 
the hook for being human? Can we accept 
that even though sometimes they messed up 
they were doing the best they could? Mister 
Rogers wants us to. Not only that, he wants 
us to regularly take silent refl ection time not 
just forgiving but remembering and appre-
ciating all those people that have loved us 
into being.

And can we let ourselves off  the hook? Can 
we forgive ourselves for our failures to love? 
Can we forgive ourselves for all the times we 
buried ourselves in our newspaper or screen 
or whatever and shut ourselves off from 
those we love? Can we forgive ourselves for 
never loving our spouses, our children, our 
friends and even ourselves enough? Can we 
forgive ourselves for being human? Mister 
Rogers wants us to. Along the way, we’ll real-
ize there is a connection between our experi-
ence of forgiving ourselves and experiencing 
God’s forgiveness. This is holy work.

It’s time to wake up.
Wake up and consider the lilies.
Wake up and consider the least of these.
Wake up and love your neighbor as your-

self.
Wake up and forgive others and yourself.
Wake up.
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Why do we adults seek the 
decency of Mister Rogers?

David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Rev. Ray asks, “It would be well 
to have a column on ‘trauma 
prevention.’ What steps should 

be taken to prevent abuse in a religious insti-
tution?”

Fred Stella, the pracharak (outreach 
minister) for the West Michigan Hindu 
Temple, responds:

“Many religious institutions have pro-
actively instituted such programs. They 
include encouraging an atmosphere of 
transparency, rules regarding one-on-one 
meetings, and youth education.

“The challenge that many ancient reli-
gions face is a long history of patriarchy. 
This is not to say that women cannot be 
abusers. They certainly can. But the num-
bers don’t lie. The vast majority of abuse 
cases are caused by men. Deconstructing the 
paternalistic order does result in less abuse.

“Most often, we think of abuse as some-
thing that happens between an adult and 
child. However, even when a romance occurs 
between consenting adults, it can be detri-
mental to the non-clergy member. There still 
can be a power play at work in the dynamics 
of the relationship. In Hinduism, a number of 
spiritual teachers have created great trauma 
in the lives of their students in this manner.

“It is important that everyone in positions 
of authority (teachers, clergy, etc.) be aware 
that if a certain line is crossed the police 
will be notified. A safe harbor for miscre-
ants has been the custom of treating these 
issues in-house.  Genuine abuse is a matter 
for law enforcement. A college age youth 
group volunteer flirting with a 16-year-old 
member would certainly be inappropriate — 
even grounds for dismissal — but should not 
be viewed with the same concern as actual 
crimes.”

Chris Curia, the director of youth min-
istries at Fairway Christian Reformed 
Church, responds:

“Unfortunately, in trying to maintain a 
facade of spiritual perfection, religious orga-
nizations can be the very places that breed 
and perpetuate deceit, neglect and secrecy. 
Its leaders must vow to cultivate responsi-
bility and protect the safety and integrity of 
individuals and families in and outside of 
the organization. They must respect their 
commitments and protect anyone in their 
jurisdiction from being broken by miscon-
duct. And organizations must have clear, 
specifi c policies to hold those values intact, 
particularly protecting the most marginal-
ized in the community.

“Especially as our societal exposure to 
trauma has increased, organizations must 
uphold universal values that respect the 
dignity and value of every human being. 
To paraphrase theologian Peter Rollins, we 
come under particular scrutiny when the 

stories we tell about ourselves do not align 
with our practices. So, to prevent abuse, it 
is imperative that the stories and values 
of religious organizations are aligned, and 
their alignment is maintained.”

The Rev. Sandra Nikkel, head pastor of 
Conklin Reformed Church, responds:

“There are laws of physics to govern the 
behavior of the cosmos. The rule of law 
maintains the fairness, equilibrium and 
well being of society. In Matthew 22:37-
39 Jesus talks about a two-prong law that 
summarizes the entire Old Testament 
Law: ‘Love the Lord your God with all your 
heart and with all your soul and with all 
your mind. This is the first and greatest 
commandment. And the second is like it: 
Love your neighbor as yourself.’ When we 
as representatives of God violate this law, 
all other pillars of the institution and the 
work that we do falls apart. Steps should be 
taken to prevent such violation. Religious 
leaders should be held to the highest stan-
dards of accountability — not perfection. 
They in turn should humbly be willing to 
give account of the purity of the work they 
do. No one should be above scrutiny. 

“If we abide by the law of love, we will be 
making room for God’s kingdom to infil-
trate and purify the lowest levels of corrup-
tion in our world. We live in an age where 
the kingdom of God already has come, but 
it has yet to come fully. May God’s servants 
be the means of speeding the fullness of 
the kingdom to come as they remain faith-
ful to the law of love!”

My response:
It is not possible to prevent every 

tragedy under all circumstances. But 
congregations can take reasonable steps 
to reduce risk, especially by focusing on 
children’s safety. First, any employee who 
has extended contact with children should 
have a background check before being 
hired. Second, for school and youth events, 
there should be policies in place restricting 
situations in which an adult and a child or 
teen may be alone.

Finally, note that I am not in favor of 
banning individuals with criminal records 
from worshiping in the synagogue. I do, 
however, appreciate that the subset of 
off enders of a particular sexual nature that 
makes them more likely to re-offend (not 
all sexual offenses fall into this category, 
although off enses against young children, 
for example, do), should be allowed into the 
house of worship only under a set of safety 
restrictions and only under constant super-
vision.

NOTE: Next week’s column will respond to 
the question of how leaders should respond 
to allegations of abuse.
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What steps should be 
taken to prevent abuse? 

In the movie “A Beautiful Day in the Neigh-
borhood,” television host Fred Rogers (Tom 
Hanks) meets skeptical journalist Lloyd 
Vogel (Matthew Rhys). Fred Rogers, known 
to many as “Mister Rogers,” is remembered 
for his decency, and the country seems to be 
craving that character trait, says Jeff  Munroe 
in today’s Interfaith Insight.   Photo, Lacey 
Terrell/Sony Pictures/TNS

Sarah Pulliam Bailey   Washington Post

It seems some Christians are finding 
themselves taking sides after Christian-
ity Today published an editorial describing 
President Donald Trump as “immoral” and 
calling for his removal.

Christianity Today President Timo-
thy Dalrymple said thousands of people 
dropped subscriptions and thousands of 
others subscribed. Trump himself rebuked 
the publication after the editorial, written by 
retiring editor in chief Mark Galli, was pub-
lished last weekend.

Now, journalist Napp Nazworth, who has 
worked for the Christian Post website since 
2011, said he quit his job Monday because 
the website was planning to publish a pro-
Trump editorial that would slam Christian-
ity Today. Nazworth, who sits on the edito-
rial board as politics editor, said the website 
has sought to represent both sides and pub-
lished both pro- and anti-Trump stories.

“I never got the gist they were gung-ho 
Trumpian types,” Nazworth said. “Every-
thing has escalated with the Christianity 
Today editorial.”

Nazworth, who has been critical of Trump 
and suggested leaders who supported him 
have “traded their moral authority,” said he 
doesn’t know what he will do next.

“I said, ‘If you post this, you’re saying, 
you’re now on team Trump,’” he said. He 
said he was told that’s what the news outlet 
wanted to do.

“I’m just shocked that they would go this 
path,” he said, adding that even though 
he felt “forced” to make the decision to 
quit, the parting was a mutual agreement 
between him and the outlet.

Since the editorial, many Trump sup-
porters have decried Christianity Today as 
irrelevant and even “elite.” On Sunday, 200 
evangelical leaders and other Trump sup-
porters issued a letter slamming the publi-
cation. It was signed by many on the pres-
ident’s evangelical advisory committee, 
pastors of Pentecostal and Southern Bap-
tist churches and Christian musicians such 
as Brian and Jenn Johnson and Michael 
Tait. Other evangelical leaders were plan-
ning a letter in support of the magazine 
that was scheduled to come out Tuesday.

Dalrymple cautioned that even if Chris-
tians disagree about the president or any 
other subject, it is important to continue to 
talk to each other.

“We need to stay in conversation with 
one another even when we disagree,” 
Dalrymple said.

Editorial pushing Christians 
to make a political choice

“If we abide by the law of love, we will be 
making room for God’s kingdom to infiltrate 
and purify the lowest levels of corruption in 
our world.”
The Rev. Sandra Nikkel, head pastor, of Conklin Reformed Church

Evangelical publication supports impeachment of Trump
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