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INTRODUCTION

By LeVar Burton

I believe that Fred Rogers was a saint. A living, breathing saint. That is my belief. My experience of the man was that he was a bona fide bodhisattva, an enlightened being on a destiny path of the highest calling. Of course I have no proof of this. The Catholic Church, one of the world’s most trusted authorities in such matters, hasn’t canonized him yet. In life, Fred was a Presbyterian and an ordained minister to boot, so I’m not certain he’d even be on their saint-seeking radar if there is such a thing. I spent quite a bit of time as a Catholic myself earlier in my life—from baptism well into my twenties—and when I was around ten or eleven years old, I had an unquenchable thirst for stories about the lives of saints. I was captivated by the notion that men and women, who came from mostly humble beginnings, could somehow manage to conduct their lives in such a profound and exemplary way so as to be recognized by arguably the most powerful force in Christendom. All these years later, my takeaway from the dozens of biographies of saintly lives I read as a child is that they all seemed to have at least three traits in common. First and foremost, saints were people who possessed a core belief in a power much greater than themselves—a higher authority of a spiritual nature that was outside of worldly dominion.

Secondly, they dedicated their lives to the service of others, actively addressing themselves to the elevation of the human condition through their actions in the world. And finally, they all seemed to be driven by a boundless sense of love and compassion for humanity, notably our frailties as well as our considerable potential. Check, check, and check! Fred possessed all these qualities and more as he was simply one of the most authentic human beings I have ever encountered. He knew who he was and why he was here, and he was dedicated to a practice of sharing the best of himself, unashamedly, with the world. He exuded empathy, embodied patience and kindness, communicated in a language rooted in gratitude and grace, wonder, and reverence, so that we might by his example identify those same qualities in ourselves.

I am forever grateful to Fred for being the role model I needed when I needed one the most. We met for the first time at a PBS function in Washington, DC, during the summer of 1983 or 1984, very early on in the production of Reading Rainbow. I remember being eager to meet the man behind what I was convinced was a television persona he’d created in Mr. Rogers. I was sure it was an act. It became immediately clear to me that Fred was not playing a character on TV; he was showing up as his authentic self in every episode of Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood. Fred was that present, that focused, that in the moment, with an open heart. Being in his presence that day blew my mind.

Later, as we got to know each other better, we’d have conversations about the value of engaging with an audience of children in an authentic manner. More than anyone it was Fred who encouraged me to consider my work as ministry: to connect with an audience through storytelling, bringing my authentic self to each and every moment and in that process perhaps someone in the audience might recognize a piece of their authentic self in the experience. I miss Fred. His curiosity, his compassion, his joy. His total commitment to simply being himself. May the wisdom in these pages inspire you as they have me and may the example of his life serve as inspiration for your own. It’s what saints do.







1.


“I would like to tell you what I often told you when you were much younger: I like you just the way you are.”










2.


Many adults feel that they are falling short in one, if not all, of the “assignments” of their lives. They often feel they are failures. Well, people are not failures when they’re doing the best they can.… Our performance doesn’t have to be measured against anyone else’s—just against our own abilities to cope.












3.


There’s the good guy and the bad guy in all of us, but knowing that doesn’t ever need to overwhelm us. Whatever we adults can do to help ourselves—and anybody else—discover that that’s true can really make a difference in this life.
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4.


The world needs a sense of worth, and it will achieve it only by its people feeling that they are worthwhile.














5.


There are many times that I wish I had heard that “just who you are at this moment, with the way that you’re feeling, is fine. You don’t have to be anything more than who you are right now.” I’d like to think it’s also something that’s happened to me through the years, that I’m more able to accept myself as I happen to be, rather than as somebody thought I should be.












6.


Being a giver grows out of the experience of having been a receiver—a receiver who has been lovingly given to.
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7.


“Each person in the world is a unique human being, and each has unique human potential. One of the important tasks of growing is the discovery of this uniqueness: the discovery of ‘who I am’ in each of us—of ‘who I am’ in relation to all those whom I meet.”









8.


“Understanding love is one of the hardest things in the world.”











9.


Children’s play is not just kids’ stuff. Children’s play is rather the stuff of most future inventions. Think how many people played about going to the moon before that was ever a reality. Let your imagination help you to know the truth about your identity.










10.


Our deep sense of knowing that we are cared for is probably the most important thing we human beings have for coping with the perpetual changes in our bodies, in our lives, and in the world around us.












11.


Forgiveness is a strange thing. It can sometimes be easier to forgive our enemies than our friends.
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12.


People have said, “Don’t cry” to other people for years and years, and all it has ever meant is, “I’m too uncomfortable when you show your feelings. Don’t cry.” I’d rather have them say, “Go ahead and cry. I’m here to be with you.”












13.


If you grew up with our Neighborhood, you may remember how we sometimes talked about difficult things. There were days… even beautiful days… that weren’t happy. In fact, there were some that were really sad.

Well, we’ve had a lot of days like that in our whole world. We’ve seen what some people do when they don’t know anything else to do with their anger.

I’m convinced that when we help our children find healthy ways of dealing with their feelings—ways that don’t hurt them or anyone else—we’re helping to make our world a safer, better place.
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14.


Since we were children once, the roots for our empathy are already planted within us. We’ve known what it was like to feel small and powerless, helpless and confused.











15.


Fame is a four-letter word; and like tape or zoom or face or pain or life or love, what ultimately matters is what we do with it.









16.


“Anything that’s human is mentionable, and anything that is mentionable can be more manageable.”









17.


Feelings from childhood—both the pleasant and the tough—never go away. They may get hidden, but they’re always part of who we are.










18.


“Listening is a very active awareness of the coming together of at least two lives. Listening, as far as I’m concerned, is certainly a prerequisite of love.”












19.


Mutually caring relationships require kindness and patience, tolerance, optimism, joy in the other’s achievements, confidence in oneself, and the ability to give without undue thought of gain. We need to accept the fact that it’s not in the power of any human being to provide all these things all the time. For any of us, mutually caring relationships will also always include some measure of unkindness and impatience, intolerance, pessimism, envy, self-doubt, and disappointment.
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20.


Discovering the truth about ourselves is a lifetime’s work, but it’s worth the effort.












21.


We start traveling down one street, and we find ourselves interested in something we never expected on a side street; and as we explore it, the side street becomes the main road for us.












22.


It’s very dramatic when two people come together to work something out. It’s easy to take a gun and annihilate your opposition, but what is really exciting to me is to see people with differing views come together and finally respect each other.
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23.


“We can’t be expected to leave the unhappy and angry parts of ourselves at the door before coming in. We all need to feel that we can bring the whole of ourselves to the people who care about us.”









24.


The real issue in life is not how many blessings we have, but what we do with our blessings. Some people have many blessings and hoard them. Some have few and give everything away.









25.


“The difficult truth is that there are real limits to how much comfort we can bring to loved ones when they hurt.”










26.


I don’t know that I’ll be alive when my grandsons have children, and so they just may be the last Rogerses that I’m acquainted with on this earth. I know they will have lots inside of them to give to their children or nieces or nephews. But still, it is really fun for me to see them doing things that I know Rogerses have done for a long, long time. There is a continuity that goes through the generations. My friend and teacher, Dr. Margaret McFarland, used to say, “I love being part of the beach of life—I like being one of the grains of sand.”












27.


In times of stress, the best thing we can do for each other is to listen with our ears and our hearts and to be assured that our questions are just as important as our answers.
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28.


What matters isn’t how a person’s inner life finally puts together the alphabet and numbers of his outer life. What really matters is whether he uses the alphabet for the declaration of a war or the description of a sunrise—his numbers for the final count at Buchenwald or the specifics of a brand-new bridge.












29.


Some days, doing “the best we can” may still fall short of what we would like to be able to do, but life isn’t perfect—on any front—and doing what we can with what we have is the most we should expect of ourselves or anyone else.












30.


I believe that at the center of the universe there dwells a loving spirit who longs for all that’s best in all of creation, a spirit who knows the great potential of each planet as well as each person, and little by little will love us into being more than we ever dreamed possible. That loving spirit would rather die than give up on any one of us.
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