
DAILY MASS HOMILY – JUNE 23, 2020 
St. Mary’s Catholic Church, Richmond VA 
Fr. Michael A. Renninger 
 
 
It is called the “Golden Rule.” 
 
Historians tell us that this teaching can be found in almost every religious and philosophical 
tradition known to humanity. 
 
We heard it in today’s Gospel reading, where Jesus says in the Sermon on the Mount: 
 
“Do to others whatever you would have them do to you. This is the Law and the prophets.” 
 
As far back as ancient Egypt, and continuing through the Greek Philosophers; in the writings of 
ancient China, and in the Roman poets; in the Old Testament, and here again in the New; this 
teaching is repeated. 
 
“Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” 
 
Or, in a negative version: 
 
‘Avoid doing to others whatever you would not want them to do to you.’ 
 
There seems to be a universal truth that is encapsulated here. Why else would Jesus include it in 
his profoundly original preaching on that Mountaintop in Galilee? 
 
And yet, both ancient writers and modern psychologists understand that this saying, in and of 
itself, can become nothing more than a narcissistic catch phrase, misused to advance a selfish 
agenda. If we rip the Golden Rule out of the context of everything else that Jesus says in the 
Sermon on the Mount, then its meaning can become horribly selfish.  
 
What do I mean?  
 
Well, listen again to what the Golden Rule says: “Do to others whatever you would have them do 
to you.” 
 
So far, so good. 
 
But if we remove this saying from the context of the Gospel, it becomes a roadmap for ambitious 
people. 
 
On its own, the Gold Rule can become a formula. ‘Think about how you want that person to treat 



you. The treat them that way yourself. So that, when the time comes, they will treat you the same 
way.’ 
 
In the wrong hands, the words of Jesus can become a calculus for ambitious and hypocritical 
people. ‘If I just treat them right, right now, then they will help me when I I need help. I scratch 
their back, they scratch mine. We all get ahead.’ 
 
I once attended a large gathering at a Catholic University. I ran into a newly ordained priest that I 
had met once or twice. I noticed how he seemed to know everyone in the room. He made a point 
to say hello to everybody. He was very engaging. I complimented him at the end of the 
gathering, saying that as an introvert I would find such interaction draining. 
 
He looked at me and said, “Oh, I can’t stand it. But you have to be nice to everyone in this room, 
since you never know who will be able to do you a favor in the future. If you want to get ahead, 
you have to follow the Golden Rule: Do unto others…”  
 
Ugh. Suddenly, the words of Jesus were being used to explain the artificial behavior of a horribly 
ambitious man. ‘Treat others this way – then the day will come when they will have to repay 
you…’ 
 
Of course, this is not what Jesus means. In order to understand what Jesus means in any single 
verse, we have to look at what he says before and after the verse. Context is key. 
 
In the verses leading up to the Golden Rule, Jesus has said the following things: 
 
+ love you enemies. Pray for those who persecute you. 
+ turn the other cheek 
+ When you give alms, give in secret 
+ if you do not forgive, then your Father will not forgive you 
 
In all of these verses, Jesus tells us how to behave, without ever saying that we should only do 
these things IF the other person treats us the same way. 
 
He does NOT say: ‘Turn the other cheek, IF the other person turns their cheek.’ 
He does NOT say, “Pray for your persecutors, IF they pray for you.” 
 
No. Over and over again, he is telling us how his disciples MUST behave, even when everyone 
around us is NOT behaving in that same way. 
 
So it is with the Golden Rule. This is not some calculous for ambitious folks who want help 
climbing the ladder. Notice what Jesu says:  
 
“Do to others whatever you WOULD have them do to you.” 



 
Do you see? The Christian disciple is called to act in the loving, generous, forgiving, Christ-like 
way. No wiggle room. No excuses. And no guarantee that the other person will treat us the same 
way. Just the clear truth of Jesus’ words. 
 
In my relationship with my neighbor, I must not expect anything from them that I am not willing 
to do for them first.  
 
The text of the Golden Rule tells me that I  MUST do for my neighbor whatever I desire that 
they might do, they would do, at some point, maybe, for me. 
 
The only thing I can guarantee is my own action, here and now. As a child of God, I must always 
act as if others are going to treat me in the same manner, even if they do not. 
 
God treats us with abundant love, as if we were always ready to reciprocate.  
 
The Christian must learn from our Savior not to be a calculator, but to give without measure. 
 
The Lord do not say,  “Do unto others AS they do unto you.” He says: “Do unto others as you 
would have them do to you.” 
 
As we read the whole Gospel, the sad but saving pattern in clear: Jesus puts the Golden Rule into 
action every day, in every way, even though we rarely reciprocate. He ‘does unto us:’ he loves 
us, forgives us, serves us, feeds us, heals us… and he does all of this knowing full well that we 
will not always do unto him. 
 
So his life continues to be the perfect teacher of the perfect way of life.  Which is why we must 
keep coming here to listen to his word and be strengthened by his meal. 
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