
3.1 SACRIFICE IN SERVICE

 

The Gospel of the Second Mile 
SERVICE & SPIRITUALITY

 

Tucked inside the Sermon on the Mount is a single image our Lord drew from the streets of occupied 
Palestine: a Roman soldier compelling a Jewish passerby to carry his pack for one mile. The law of the 
occupiers required the first mile. Our Lord, in a sentence that must have astonished His first hearers, 
asked for a second. 'Whoever compels you to go one mile, go with him two' (Matthew 5:41). The 
second mile is the gift no one can demand, the step no one is forced to take, the yard given freely after 
the obligation has been met. It is not the whole of the Christian life, but it is the hinge between duty 
and love. This lesson walks slowly through that second mile — what it meant on the first day it was 
spoken, what it asks of the servant now, the saints whose lives embodied it, and the quiet way a 
second-mile servant changes the weather of a parish. 

The First Hearers 

To understand our Lord's sentence we must first hear it as His first hearers did. In first-century 
Palestine a Roman soldier had the legal right to impress any able-bodied man into carrying his pack 
for a single Roman mile — about fifteen hundred paces. The law was specific about the distance 
because the distance was the limit of the humiliation. No occupier could demand more. The pressed 
man could drop the pack at the milestone and walk away. 

This is the world into which our Lord speaks: 

“You have heard that it was said, 'An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.' But I tell 
you not to resist an evil person. But whoever slaps you on your right cheek, turn the 
other to him also. If anyone wants to sue you and take away your tunic, let him have 
your cloak also. And whoever compels you to go one mile, go with him two.”  Matthew 
5:38–41, NKJV 

The crowd on the hillside would have heard the shock of it. The Lord was not telling them to endure 
the occupation more grimly; He was telling them to outflank it with a love that the occupier could not 
predict and could not command. One mile was required; two was given. The second mile changes the 
whole meaning of the first. It is no longer the fruit of coercion; it has become a gift. 

Beyond the Law 

The second mile is one instance of a wider pattern running through the whole Sermon on the Mount. 
Our Lord, again and again, takes a good law and asks for a righteousness that exceeds it. 
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“For I say to you, that unless your righteousness exceeds the righteousness of the 
scribes and Pharisees, you will by no means enter the kingdom of heaven.”  Matthew 
5:20, NKJV 

The key word is exceed. The scribes and Pharisees were not wrong about the law; they were simply not 
generous with it. Our Lord asks for a life that walks past the boundary of what is required into the open 
country of what is given. Do not murder, yes — and do not hate your brother in your heart. Do not 
commit adultery, yes — and do not linger on the lust. Return what is owed, yes — and add to it a gift no 
one asked for. 

Every one of these movements has the same shape as the second mile. There is a first mile of 
obedience, which is good and necessary. And there is a second mile of love, which is where the Gospel 
actually begins to shine. 

The First Mile Is Not Despised 

It is easy, in praising the second mile, to speak as though the first were unimportant. This would be a 
serious misreading. The first mile — the keeping of the commandments, the meeting of our 
obligations, the doing of what is required — is the foundation on which the second is built. A servant 
who has not learned to show up for the first mile cannot honestly offer the second. 

“Do not think that I came to destroy the Law or the Prophets. I did not come to destroy 
but to fulfill.”  Matthew 5:17, NKJV 

The runner who has never trained cannot sprint the last quarter. The servant who has not learned to 
come to liturgy on time, to keep his promises, to finish what he began — that servant is in no position 
to speak of going beyond. The second mile is not a shortcut around the first; it is the overflow of a soul 
that has already learned to walk the first with honor. 

This ordering is pastorally important. When a servant feels overwhelmed by the thought of the second 
mile, the quiet wisdom is often this: go back and walk the first well. The second follows. 

What the Second Mile Looks Like 

In the concrete life of a servant, the second mile takes many ordinary shapes. It is often small, 
unphotographed, and uncelebrated. 

In the classroom, the first mile is teaching the lesson well. The second is noticing the child who stayed 
behind, asking the question no one else thought to ask, or simply sitting a few extra minutes with the 
one who came in weary. The first mile is required of us; the second is a gift the Lord remembers. 

In hospitality, the first mile is welcoming the people we know. The second is seeking out the one we do 
not know, walking across the hall to introduce ourselves, and inviting the new family to our table — 
even when our own week is full. 
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In forgiveness, the first mile is refusing to strike back when we have been wounded. The second is 
praying for the one who wounded us, by name, until the bitterness loosens and the prayer is honest. 

In service, the first mile is doing the task we signed up for. The second is staying to help clean up, or 
volunteering for the quiet work no one wants. The servants who keep a parish going over the long 
decades are almost always second-mile servants — the ones who arrived early, stayed late, and never 
made much noise about either. 

In money and time, the first mile is meeting our obligations. The second is giving beyond what is 
asked, without being thanked, and without letting the left hand know what the right is doing (Matthew 
6:3). 

None of this is heroic in the dramatic sense. It is, rather, the quiet thousand small decisions by which a 
life is slowly given away. 

The Saints and the Second Mile 

The saints are those who made the second mile the habitual shape of their lives. Their stories have 
come down to us precisely because they astonished their own generations. 

Abba Bessarion, one of the desert Fathers, was walking through a village on a cold winter day when he 
came across the body of a dead man. Without hesitation he took off his own cloak and covered the 
corpse. A little further on, he met a shivering poor man and gave him his tunic as well. When a Roman 
soldier asked who had stripped him, the saint simply held up the Gospel book in his hand. Another 
day, meeting a beggar and having nothing else to give, he sold the Gospel itself and gave the money 
away. Asked later where his book was, he answered plainly that he had sold the Book in obedience to 
the Book. 

Father Bishoy Kamel, a modern priest who reposed young in 1979, gave away the food from his own 
table after the late Paschal services to anyone who still stood in need. On one night when two people 
came to him in crisis — a young woman without resources and a college student unable to pay his 
registration — Fr. Bishoy had nothing in his hand. He asked them both for patience, and within the 
hour a little girl appeared at his door with an envelope containing exactly what was needed for both, 
saying only, 'My mother, Mary, sends this to you.' The second mile, when offered in simplicity, tends to 
be met. 

These are not ornaments of the tradition. They are its central line. The Lord who told us to go the 
second mile walked it first, the whole road from heaven into the manger, from the manger to the cross, 
and from the cross down into death itself. The second mile is not a strange extra; it is the shape of His 
love. 

Love Covers 

The second mile has its natural home in love, and the Scriptures describe this love with a particular set 
of capacities. 

 

164 



3.1 SACRIFICE IN SERVICE

 

“And above all things have fervent love for one another, for love will cover a multitude 
of sins.”  1 Peter 4:8, NKJV 

“There is no fear in love; but perfect love casts out fear.”  1 John 4:18, NKJV 

“Love suffers long and is kind; love does not envy; love does not parade itself, is not 
puffed up; does not behave rudely, does not seek its own, is not provoked, thinks no 
evil... Love never fails.”  1 Corinthians 13:4–5, 8, NKJV 

A servant whose love has grown into the second mile covers the small sins of his brothers rather than 
broadcasting them. He is not quickly provoked by the failures of the parish. He does not keep a mental 
ledger of who is still on mile one. He simply keeps walking — past the first milestone into the country 
where grace is at home. 

St. John Climacus, in the Ladder, describes three spiritual levels of response to being wronged: 

“The first is to bear the injury reluctantly, in obedience to the commandment. The 
second is to rejoice at the wrong done, expecting the crown that follows patience. The 
third, and the most perfect, is to weep for the one who wronged us, saying: 'Why, O 
Lord, does this brother sin and perish for the sake of the crown of my endurance?'”  St. 
John Climacus, Ladder of Divine Ascent, Step 8 (paraphrased) 

The first is the first mile — we endure because we were told to. The second and third are the country of 
the second mile — where we have begun to love even those who wound us, and to grieve for them 
more than for ourselves. 

The Second Mile in the Parish 

A parish in which a few servants quietly live the second mile is, to outsiders, hard to explain. There is a 
warmth to it that no program can generate. Newcomers are drawn in not by the decor or the music but 
by the sense that the people here are not merely fulfilling an obligation — they seem to be enjoying 
something. 

Much of this atmosphere comes from a handful of second-mile servants who keep the quiet habits in 
place. They arrive before the service to warm the room. They stay after to speak with the visitor no one 
noticed. They write the note to the sick member no one else thought to write. They cover a weak 
teacher's class without comment. They never mention any of it. 

There is a kind of spiritual physics at work here. Where the second mile is walked consistently by even 
a few, it begins to pull others along. The servant who has been only a first-mile servant sees what the 
second costs and what it gives, and slowly begins to wonder whether he might walk a little further too. 
This is how parishes become radiant, and how young people eventually stay. 

We should not, however, make the second mile into another law by which we measure each other. The 
second mile is the free country. It is the last place for obligation. If we begin policing each other's 
mileage, we have turned the Gospel back into the scribes' spreadsheet. The second mile is for those 
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who have chosen it and cannot quite say why — only that the Lord walked it first, and they would like 
to walk a little of the road with Him. 

Training for the Road 

Finally, a few practical wisdoms. The second mile is not walked by an act of will on a single Sunday. It 
is grown, as every Christian virtue is grown, by small daily habits. 

First, make a short list each morning of today's first-mile obligations and do them with care. The first 
mile well walked is the quiet doorway into the second. 

Second, look for the one unasked gift today could hold — a phone call, a small envelope, a stop at a 
sickbed, a five-minute conversation with someone we usually pass. Keep it small. Keep it 
unannounced. 

Third, receive the second mile offered to us. Part of why servants hesitate to walk it is that we 
ourselves have seldom received it. When someone covers our mistake or carries our load, we should 
thank them honestly. Then we will understand what it is to give. 

Fourth, go to confession about the first mile before we ambition the second. The servant who is honest 
about the ordinary obligations he has skipped is already on his way. 

May the Lord who walked from the manger to the cross and past the grave for our sake give us hearts 
that are no longer content with the boundary of duty. May He teach us the small, daily gifts that cost 
more than we planned and change us more than we expected. May He deliver us from the policing of 
each other's miles and set us free simply to walk a little further with Him. And when the long day of our 
service is done, may we find that what we gave in the unrequired hour was what the Lord most 
remembered, and what He was most pleased to receive. 

  

Review Questions 

1.  The second mile is the gift no one can demand. When have we seen a servant offer that gift 
recently, and what did it teach us? 

2.  Our Lord asks for a righteousness that exceeds, not that replaces, the Law. Where in our life is 
the first mile still unfinished, and how does honesty about that change the question of the 
second? 

3.  Five concrete arenas were named (teaching, hospitality, forgiveness, service, money and time). 
In which of these is the Lord currently inviting us to walk a little further? 

4.  Abba Bessarion sold the Gospel in obedience to the Gospel. What modest possession — of time, 
comfort, reputation — might the Lord be asking us to loosen our grip on? 

5.  Climacus names three levels of bearing a wrong: reluctant endurance, joyful expectation of a 
crown, and weeping for the one who wronged us. Which level honestly describes our hearts 
today, and what would the next step be? 
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6.  A parish becomes radiant when a few servants quietly live the second mile. Who are those 
servants in our own parish, and what quiet habit of theirs might we begin to imitate? 

7.  The second mile is a free country, not another law. How do we guard ourselves against turning 
it into a new standard by which we measure and judge each other? 

  

Books & References 

Scripture: Scripture in this lesson is quoted from the New King James Version (NKJV) unless 
otherwise noted. 

Further Reading: 

•  The Holy Bible, New King James Version (NKJV). Thomas Nelson. 
•  St. John Chrysostom, Homilies on the Gospel of Matthew, XVIII (on Matt 5). Nicene and 
Post-Nicene Fathers, Series I, Vol. 10. 
•  St. John Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent (Step 8, On Meekness; Step 24, On Simplicity). 
•  The Sayings of the Desert Fathers (Apophthegmata Patrum), Bessarion. 
•  Fr. Bishoy Kamel, Life and Writings (in Arabic and in English translations published by the 
Coptic Orthodox Church). 
•  Fr. Matthew the Poor, The Communion of Love. 

Patristic texts are cited in widely available English translations; where sense required, phrasing has been 
lightly modernized without altering meaning. 

  

Lesson Notes 
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