One year before election, Christian leaders cross divides to call for respect

by Emily McFarlan Miller in the December 4, 2019 issue

President Donald Trump shakes hands with House Speaker Nancy Pelosi as he
arrives in the House chamber before giving his State of the Union address to a joint
session of Congress, on Feb. 5, 2019, at the Capitol in Washington. (Doug Mills/The
New York Times via AP)

November 3 marked exactly one year until the 2020 US presidential election.

Christian leaders across theological and political divides used the occasion to kick off
an initiative called “Golden Rule 2020: A Call for Dignity and Respect in Politics,”
hoping the next 365 days won't be a repeat of 2016’s divisive election season.

Representatives from conservative evangelical institutions like the National
Association of Evangelicals and mainline denominations like the Evangelical
Lutheran Church in America have signed on to a statement urging their members to
pray for the healing of divisions in the US and to promote the golden rule in their
political discussions and election activities over the next year.
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The golden rule appears in various forms in world religions, including in Jesus’ words,
“Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”

“We believe that we can find guidance through this national dilemma in the
teachings of Jesus,” the statement reads.

Golden Rule 2020 grew out of a May meeting of faith leaders hosted by the National
Institute for Civil Discourse.

“In its simplest expression, civility brings Jesus’ Golden Rule into politics and we
hope that evangelicals will take advantage of this opportunity and reflect on how we
can do that more effectively,” said Galen Carey, vice president of government
relations for the National Association of Evangelicals, in a written statement.

The initiative will continue throughout the 2020 election season, both in an online
pledge that all people of faith are invited to take and in a number of activities
planned by participating institutions and denominations.

For example, the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship is asking its pastors to write and
teach about applying the golden rule to politics in the presidential election season.
And the Episcopal Church is creating a curriculum for “reflection, consideration, and
discussion” on civil discourse, according to the initiative.

Elizabeth Eaton, presiding bishop of the ELCA, said some regional synods within the
denomination already have begun to act on the Golden Rule 2020 initiative. Pastors
and other leaders in the New Jersey Synod are planning to gather in several weeks
to discuss the church’s role in a divided society.

It doesn’t take more than turning on the news or gathering with family to recognize
why that is so important, Eaton said.

“l think it’s gotten to a critical point where it’s disruptive to congregational life when
people are not able to have differences and still be together at church,” she said.

Jesus was clear about how Christians should treat those with whom they disagree,
according to the presiding bishop. So was Martin Luther in his explanation of the
commandment “You shall not give false testimony against your neighbor”: “We
should fear and love God so that we do not tell lies about our neighbor, betray him,
slander him, or hurt his reputation, but defend him, speak well of him, and explain
everything in the kindest way.”



Christians should pray, Eaton said. Prayer is powerful not only because praying for
those with whom one disagrees can change the other person, but also because it
can change the person praying.

And civility doesn’t exclude speaking out against injustice, she said.

“When our tone is automatically uncivil and it’s automatically accusatory, how can
we ever hope that we're actually going to communicate with somebody else if we've
already belittled and accused them?” she said.

Other participants in Golden Rule 2020 include representatives of the American
Baptist Churches USA, Billy Graham Center at Wheaton College, Council for Christian
Colleges and Universities, National Latino Evangelical Coalition, Presbyterian Church
(U.S.A.), Red Letter Christians, the United Church of Christ, and the United States
Conference of Catholic Bishops’ Department of Justice, Peace and Human Develop-
ment. —Religion News Service



