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In a recent article, Michael Gerson referred to the golden rule.

In the grab bag of reasons for vaccine resistance, the religious exemption claimed by evangelicals is perhaps the most perplexing. The default ethical stance of Christianity is the Golden Rule: “Do to others as you would have them do to you.” . . . In the New Testament, the Golden Rule is the moral culmination of the Sermon on the Mount. And it is clear from the text that Jesus is not encouraging a calculating ethic of reciprocity. His goal is to inspire a kind of aggressive, preemptive generosity. “If anyone would sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well. And if anyone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles.” (“Most Evangelical Objections to Vaccines Have Nothing to Do with Christianity.” WashingtonPost.com. 30 Dec. 2021. 31 Dec. 2021. Web.)

I disagree with Gerson that “The default ethical stance of Christianity is the Golden Rule . . .” While Jesus does enunciate the Golden Rule in the Sermon on the Mount, he also says to love one’s enemies. The two principles are not identical, and love of enemies is a higher ethic than the Golden Rule.

The Golden Rule says (Matt 7:12), “do to others as you would have them do to you.” This principle requires that, when deciding how to act toward another, one should undertake a two-part process. First one is to imagine what one would like to get (“as you would have them do to you”); then one is to give the same (“do to others”). What is (imagined as) received and what is given are to be equal.

To the extent that the Golden Rule advocates reciprocity, it is similar to the lex talionis (the law of retaliation), which is in Exod 21:23-25, “you shall give life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.”

But Jesus enunciates a second moral principle in the Sermon on the Mount, in addition to the Golden Rule: Matt 5:44, “Love your enemies . . .”

In the Golden Rule, what is given and (imagined as) received are equal. In love of enemies, what is given is better than what is received. Jesus explicitly contrasts a better return with reciprocal giving (Matt 5:38-42), “You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I say to you, Do not resist an evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also; and if anyone wants to sue you and take your coat, give your cloak as well; and if anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile. Give to everyone who begs from you, and do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow from you.”

Gerson quotes from these verses also; but he associates them with the Golden Rule, as proof that the Golden Rule advocates more than reciprocity. Like many Christians, Gerson conflates the Golden Rule and love of enemies. But in truth, the two are distinct principles; and love of enemies is the higher ethic. “The default ethical stance of Christianity,” to use Gerson’s phrase, is not the Golden Rule, but love of enemies.



The law of retaliation is Exod 21:23-25 (“you shall give life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth,” etc.) is immediately followed by 21:26-27: “When a slaveowner strikes the eye of a male or female slave, destroying it, the owner shall let the slave go, a free person, to compensate for the eye. If the owner knocks out a tooth of a male or female slave, the slave shall be let go, a free person, to compensate for the tooth.” From the context, then, it looks like the lex talionis is part of a list, not just of ethical principles, but of laws. It was a yardstick by which to adjudicate matters in a law court.

Some have suggested that the lex talionis was intended to limit vengeance: don’t be overly vengeful. Perhaps that is true. Ancient Israel, like other ancient Semitic societies (e.g., the Arabs), was influenced by desert life. Perhaps, in those grueling conditions, the lex talionis did restrain the most ferocious males. (Remember that desert society was highly patriarchal—e.g., the Taliban.) But to claim that the lex talionis limited vengeance smacks too much of apologetics for me to simply accept it at face value: “See? The Old Testament wasn’t so bad. It was actually an improvement on other ancient-Near-Eastern ethical systems, because it limited vengeance.”

The golden rule is unquestionably an advance on the lex talionis. The law of retaliation refers to tit for tat of injurious acts, whereas the golden rule refers to tit for tat of beneficial acts. But in both cases, we are still talking equality of reciprocity. Love of enemies is an advance on the golden rule: it refers to the return of beneficial acts for injurious ones.

Let us consider Luke’s version of the Sermon on the Mount. (Matthew’s version occurs in Matt 5-7; Luke’s version occurs in Luke 6:20-49. Luke’s version is about one-third the length of the Matthew’s. Because Matthew’s version begins [Matt 5:1-2], “When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up the mountain,” it is called “the Sermon on the Mount.” Because Luke’s version begins [Luke 6:17], “He came down with them and stood on a level place,” it is called “the Sermon on the Plain.”)

Here is Luke 6:27-35: “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you. If anyone strikes you on the cheek, offer the other also; and from anyone who takes away your coat do not withhold even your shirt. Give to everyone who begs from you; and if anyone takes away your goods, do not ask for them again. Do to others as you would have them do to you. If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners love those who love them. 33 If you do good to those who do good to you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners do the same. If you lend to those from whom you hope to receive, what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, to receive as much again. But love your enemies, do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return. Your reward will be great, and you will be children of the Most High; for he is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked.”

In the first half of this passage, there are acts done by others, and there are responses to be done by disciples. The acts done by others are injurious. Here is the list.

	hate you
	curse you
	abuse you
	strike you on the cheek
	take away your coat
	beg from you
	take away your goods

The responses by disciples, on the other hand, are invariably to be beneficial.

	love enemies
	do good
	bless
	pray for
	offer the other cheek
	give the shirt also
	give to beggars
	do not ask thieves to return goods

Following this listing of injurious vs. beneficial acts, Jesus asks three rhetorical questions: “If you love those who love you . . . If you do good to those who do good to you . . . If you lend to those from whom you hope to receive . . . what credit is that to you?”

Notice that his rhetorical questions state cases of equivalence of reciprocity. Because the questions imply a negative answer (equivalence entails no “credit,” no reward), he condemns equivalence. Instead, he advocates the return of good for evil: “But love your enemies, do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return.”

It is interesting that, in between the listing of injurious acts with beneficent returns (Luke 6:27-30) and the rhetorical questions (Luke 6:32-35), we find the Golden Rule (Luke 6:31), “Do to others as you would have them do to you.” I suppose Gerson could argue that its placement in the middle of a passage devoted to love of enemies shows that Jesus intended to temper its equivalence of reciprocity. But the Golden Rule is immediately followed by rhetorical questions positing equivalence of reciprocity; so instead it can be seen as an introduction to an ethic that Jesus advocates going beyond.

