
 

Have we outsourced the Second Great Commandment?  What an odd question!  We 

outsource all kinds of things, don’t we.  Even our food, or at least most of it, for most of 

us, is provided by the combined efforts of many others.  We go to the store (even a local 

farmer’s market) and select what we want, go to the checkout counter, plunk down some 

money (or a credit card), pay for it and leave  But the Second Great Commandment?  

Surely not… 

Or… really? 

Many years ago – a lifetime for most early middle age folk, in fact – we lived in a small 

town in central Vermont, along with 828 other people.  The town was spread out in two 

valleys and one ridge, and three villages – which we can call, for convenience, East 

Overshoe, on a main road in one valley, West Overshoe, a mile off another main road on a 

gravel road up a side valley. And Overshoe, on the ridge in between – with no easy way to 

get to it at the time from anywhere, at least in the winter.  There had been three 

churches, but only the one in Overshoe was active (except for Christmas Eve), and three 

schools, but with the advent of the motor-grader (to plow the roads) and the motor school 

bus, to carry the students, they had been assembled into one, with four classrooms, also 

in Overshoe. 

A fairly typical small Vermont town, in fact, as they were at that time. 

Most of families were either farming people, or had one (or occasionally both) adults who 

worked quite locally – there was a larger community about 10 miles south, which actually 

had a hospital, a market, a railroad station – and a stoplight!  There were a few more 

wealthy people who came in the summer and fled in the winter – perhaps a dozen or so. 

There were also a few families who didn’t – or couldn’t – have a regular job, and this little 

story is about one of those. 

Tenney Call and his son Oakley were, when this story takes place, about 75 (no one really 

knew for sure) and 45 (again, no one really knew for sure).  Tenney was a widower; 

Oakley’s mother had died some years before.  Oakley had never married.  The Calls had 

lived in Overshoe for several generations, and still lived about half a mile from us down 

one of the roads.  Both Tenney and Oakley had attended school, but it hadn’t really stuck.  

Tenney had been, in his younger years, a farm hand, in the days when being a farm hand 

didn’t require much schooling.  I don’t think Oakley had ever had a formal job, but he was 

a good, hard-working man when there was manual labour to be done – not quick, 

perhaps, but thorough and reliable. 

I can’t say much for their house – I never was in it – but it was in decent condition if not 

fancy.  It did lack certain things commonly thought of as essentials – like electricity, 

telephone, running water, central heating and that sort of thing – but it was comfortable 

and safe and they loved it and cared for it. 

Whatever they lacked in formal education, they knew and lived their faith.  Particularly, 

for the point of this story, the Second Commandment.  If there was a garden to be hoed, 

and they noticed, they’d be there with a hoe to help.  If the town plow had built a 

barricade around your garage and you were trying to shovel yourself out, they’d be there 

to help.  If a cow got loose, it was good odds that Oakley would be found herding it back 

home.  (Tenney didn’t get out so much when I knew him – the rheumatism, he said – but 

he’d do what he could, and was always good for a story).  They’d always politely ask if 

they could help (if someone was around), but they’d be disappointed if you said no.  And 

they never, ever, would take payment in cash money for helping out – not even the day I 

managed to get my car bogged to the frame in the mud in front of their house, and they 

pushed me out (and got covered with mud for their trouble). 



They hadn’t much use for welfare, either.  But we – the people of the Town – always 

managed to find a paying job for them which they could and would accept.  The kept the 

cemetery down at the foot of the hill mowed and trimmed – immaculately.  Oakley made 

sure that the church yard was mowed – though it was never used.  They mended fences 

along the Town roads.  There wasn’t any formal accounting for any of this, and the 

payment wasn’t always in money, but the locals – us – did kind of keep track, and made 

sure that they had enough food and clothes, and a ride to the doctor if they needed one – 

and they’d pay what they could (they insisted!) and, if it wasn’t full cost as the rest of the 

world counted cost, that didn’t matter. 

I don’t think most of us thought about this in terms of the Second Commandment – 

rather was simply how things were done.  But wasn’t this almost the essence of the 

Second Commandment?  “Love thy neighbour as thyself”.  They surely were neighbours – 

we saw Oakley, at least, pretty much every day.  But love?  I have to admit that Oakley 

didn’t strike me as a likely candidate for my daughter’s hand, had she been older, nor 

were we friends in the jolly good fellow down at the club sense at all.  But what is love?  

Isn’t it a caring for?  A helping hand?  A guidance when guidance is wanted?  A support 

when times aren’t quite that good?  A willingness to protect without question when 

protection is needed?  A commitment to be there when being there is needed, even if it 

isn’t particularly convenient?  Perhaps even a rebuke, had one ever been needed, but only 

delivered in kindness?  Respect for the person themselves – not for their job or 

accomplishments, or how they dress or how they look or speak, but just for who they are 

– no less, and not more. 

All that is surely what Oakley and Tenney gave us, and if we didn’t give as much in 

return, that is not to our credit. 

Can we, as a society, say as much today (actually, I think the parishioners of St. John’s 

do pretty well, all things considered)?  Or has our definition of love been reduced to like 

or, worse, lust?  And have we split it from charity and, far worse, have redefined charity 

to be only the cheque we send to the church or the symphony or an environmental cause 

or our university or whatever, and then list on our 1040 B sheet to reduce our taxes?  

Have we passed the responsibility of seeing that the less fortunate in our communities 

are fed and housed and cared for to a faceless bureaucracy, ticking boxes and filling 

forms, trying to make the person fit the regulation created by another faceless 

bureaucracy, without respect for the person?  Haven’t we even managed to arrange our 

charity for them so that, in our desire for them not to have to work, they are actually 

discouraged from working?  Haven’t we given up our duty to care and guide to a 

government agency we can’t even identify?  Haven’t we given up our duty to protect to 

others whom we rarely see – and whom some of us even fear? 

We have outsourced the Second Commandment.  We have rearranged our thinking about 

love to be more about satisfying ourselves, without regard – or often even real respect -- 

for the other – and we have passed the responsibility for actually loving our neighbours to 

others, whom we never see or meet. 

I am surely as guilty of this as most, and far more so than some.  But isn’t it something to 

think about?  Oakley and Tenney would be horrified, I’m sure, but surely they were as 

good men as I, if not better, and I hope they have found their heavenly city, with its 

twelve gates and streets paved with gold.  They earned it, and may they rest in peace. 


