As the donations poured into the Navajo and Hopi Families Covid-19 Relief Fund, Begay believed the Irish people were “paying forward” the kindness the Choctaws showed all those years ago. Another way to define it might be as the golden rule in action. You’ve heard that “golden rule” of course. Jesus referred to it, as included in our passage from Luke today: “Do to others as you would have them do to you.” 

Jesus did not originate that command; it exists in the Old Testament in slightly different form: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18).  The golden rule is a great summary for an ethic Christianity shares with other faiths. Golden rule thinking can be the reason for small acts of kindness, such as when you find a lost wallet and you use the contact information in the wallet to find the owner and return it intact. Golden rule thinking can also take the form of larger acts of kindness, like the Irish-Native American connection.

The sad fact is a lot of the world rumbles along without paying much attention to the golden rule. This seems to be especially true in politics these days. But even in places where the golden rule gets lip service, it sometimes gets twisted. In some circles, the rule is offered in a negative sense, such as “Don’t do anything to others you wouldn’t want them to do to you.” There is nothing wrong with that negative version, but it demands far less of us than the way Jesus taught it. This negative mutation of the golden rule is a common-sense, self-preservation directive. For example, “I won’t steal from my neighbor in the hope that he won’t steal from me.” There is nothing particularly Christian about the idea and it does nothing to benefit either person.

The negative version also does not urge us to offer anything to our neighbor who might be helped by something we have. It is one thing to say, “I won’t injure others because I would object to them hurting me.” It is quite another thing to say, “I will go out of my way to help others as I would want them to do for me.” The golden rule, as taught by Jesus, is not an avoidance mechanism, but a principle of deliberate engagement with others.

In other settings, the golden rule is transformed into a cynical “Do to others before they do to you.” This is a grotesque distortion of Jesus’ ethic. Instead of being the golden rule, this becomes the gold rule: “I’ll get mine while the getting is good.” This attitude is often coupled with the cynical observation: “Corruption is everywhere, so I better look out for myself because no one else will.”

Unfortunately, there is some truth to the observation that corruption is widespread and that many people who are supposed to be working for the public good are looking out primarily for themselves. That is not true everywhere, but even if it were, it does not excuse those of us who try to follow Jesus’ way from seeking the welfare of others. Even where sin is rampant, God still calls us to be holy, to do the right thing, to put others’ needs first.

Some people view Jesus’ golden rule teachings, including advice like turning the other cheek, as too weak to take seriously. Russell Moore, editor-in-chief of Christianity Today, says that this belief is one reason that Christianity is in crisis. Pastors tell Moore that when they quote Jesus saying, “turn the other cheek,” someone will ask, “Where did you get those liberal talking points?” When the pastor says, “I’m literally quoting Jesus Christ,” the response is often, “Yes, but that doesn’t work anymore. That’s weak.” Moore adds, “when we get to the point where the teachings of Jesus himself are seen as subversive to us, then we’re in a crisis.” Moore refers to a limited number of settings where the term “liberal talking points” reveals that the divisiveness of politics is ripping the Christian fabric apart. 

Fortunately, in many places, the golden rule still runs deep in people’s hearts and lives. For example, many people in the movements for political, civil, social, economic, and racial justice have a deep desire to treat other people the way they would like to be treated if their roles were reversed. So, the golden rule continues to inform people who take Jesus seriously.

Looking beyond social justice actions, the place where we need the golden rule is in those seemingly minor matters that determine the quality of our lives and the integrity of our existence. Few of us personally confront daily issues of murder, political corruption, food instability, or nuclear responsibility. We do, however, continually face ethical questions such as, “Shall I keep my word?” or “Can I honor my commitments?” Being faithful to others is a form of “doing unto others.”

We should hear something else Jesus said in this passage: “If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners love those who love them.” In other words, Jesus calls us to reflect in our actions a distinctive ethic that marks us as his followers. We should hear Jesus asking his disciples: “What do you do more than others?”

If you google “golden rule,” you’ll come up with a whole raft of articles that praise it as an “Ethic of Reciprocity.” But that is not what Jesus means by this teaching. The Golden Rule is not just another variant of “You scratch my back, and I’ll scratch yours.” Even monkeys live out such reciprocity as they groom one another, picking out the nits. In the context of Jesus’ teachings, the golden rule clearly means more than that. Remember, Jesus is the one who teaches his disciples to “turn the other cheek” when someone strikes them. When a Christian is commanded to carry his pack for a mile, Jesus charges the disciple to bear it for another mile. If a disciple has two coats, Jesus instructs her to give one to someone who has none. This is not reciprocity. It is something else altogether. It is love for our neighbor. The golden rule can only be understood by those who can place themselves in the situation of a neighbor.

Novelist and activist Anne Lamott writes about the power of love for our neighbor. Quoting William Blake, Lamott says: “’We are here to learn to endure the beams of love’….This is a radical idea, absolutely contrary to everything I was raised to believe. I was taught to strive, to feel ashamed, to keep the family secrets, to believe I was better than, yet always in danger of lagging behind. I was taught to judge and surpass and above all to showcase a shiny surface of confidence, individualism, and self-sufficiency.…[But] to bear the beams of love: What a nightmare. No thanks. The cold vibrating spaces inside us protect us and keep us on our toes. Love breaks your heart and love makes you soft. It gets in past your Brooks Brothers armor and makes your skin as permeable as the little green tree frog my friend Caroline found in her shower. If you practice enduring people’s bewildering love for you, it will change you molecularly: it loosens you, gooses you, warms you. Bearing the beams of love can dislodge ancient sachets of joy, pain, shame, and pride trapped inside you….Love can leave bruises on the heart, an oceanic ache. When you give someone your best love, you too are filled with warmth. The world can be so lame, disappointing, and even mean, like an alcoholic father towering over us. But we can’t give up on love batting last or we are truly doomed.”

The golden rule will not work if we expect others to turn around and do unto us right back. To truly live the golden rule is to do what we would have others do unto us without expecting anything in return. “As you would have them do unto you” does not mean that is what will happen. Often it will, but keeping that rule is not so we can get credit for changing the world; it is so we can keep faith with Jesus, who calls us to follow him.

Prayer: Lord, receive the prayers of your people who call upon you, and grant that we may know and understand what things we ought to do, and have the grace and power faithfully to accomplish them; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever. Amen.
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As the pandemic raged in May 2020, the women operating the Navajo and Hopi Families Covid-19 Relief Fund noticed a significant increase in donations to its GoFundMe page. Almost all the new money came from the Republic of Ireland. The Navajo and Hopi Families Covid-19 Relief Fund was a volunteer effort to get food and water to homebound tribal elders in remote areas. 20,000 Irish donors gave $670,000, helping the fund ultimately top $4 million in support of indigenous people.

The uptick in contributions baffled Cassandra Begay, the fund’s communication director. She wondered if someone hacked the website. What she discovered is that the new donations started with a Twitter exchange between an Irish news correspondent and a Navajo engineer. Naomi O’Leary, a reporter for The Irish Times, tweeted, “Native Americans raised a huge amount in famine relief for Ireland at a time when they had very little. It’s time for us to come through for them now.” Aaron Yazzie, the Navajo engineer, responded by tweeting the web address to the GoFundMe site.

O’Leary’s reference is to an 1847 act of charity by the Choctaw Tribe. Recently off the Trail of Tears and struggling to settle in the Oklahoma Territory, the Choctaw heard the Irish were hungry due to the Potato Famine which claimed the lives of one-eighth of the population. The Choctaws stepped up, despite having few resources, raised $170 ($6,500 in today’s dollars) and sent it to help with food relief. That $170 was the largest donation received during those terrible days.

Reporting on the surge of money to the Navajo and Hopi Families Covid-19 Relief Fund, The Christian Science Monitor commented, “There were thousands of unfamiliar names appearing on the team’s GoFundMe page — the first names Siobhán [shiv-awn], Padraig and Aoife [EE-fuh], or surnames O’Leary, McMullen and Gallagher — each donating small amounts from across the Atlantic. Many posted an Irish proverb: Ar scáth a chéile a mhaireann na daoine, which means, ‘In each other’s shadows the people live.’”

The Irish donations ranged from $10 to more than $1,000. “We’re so grateful to the ancestors of the Choctaw Nation for their generosity generations ago, and to the Irish people for paying it forward,” said Begay. “It just goes to show the interconnectedness of everything, which is our concept of K’e [kinship], and that a simple act of kindness can be profound.”

