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Comfort
Very literally, the work derives from the Latin, meaning, “With Strength.” It sounds so powerful yet so cozy. Yet it is a word always with a point of contrast. Comfort always comes with a need for it. Comfort in contrast to… as a relief from…
Other people can be such a comfort at times of need. We can be so helpful to others as givers of comfort. Yet comfort can be a tricky match to whatever the need is. Exactly what kind of comfort is needed or even wanted? If we determine what the other needs, our guess may be correct, but it might not. If we listen for what the other needs, we may hear correctly or we may not. Then again, sometimes what we or the other wants, may not be what the real need is.  Complex, eh?

Sometimes even the best comfort is not up to matching the need. What comfort was there for Rachael weeping for her children, or people trapped on the upper floors of a Twin Tower in flames? What do we do when the only real comfort involves changing the past?
It is at times like this that we desperately search for meaning, often turning to God for some sort of rational explanation. “There must be a purpose!” we say. “This cannot be just random!”

But the fact is, evil happens.

This year we will explore the need for and the reality of comfort and comforting in our lives. May these articles help you find and find ways to give comfort in the midst of our ever-present need for it.
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What is a Comforter?

Everybody knows that! It’s the fluffy thing that goes on your bed to keep you warm during all those cold Seattle summer nights!  Ahhhhhh! Now that is comfort.

This blissful object may even have childhood memories connected with it of having it tucked under our chins, the light turned out for us and being sent to sleep knowing all was well with the world. Sweet Dreams!

Children often carry around blankets that smell and feel like the comforting love of attentive parents. Adults carry around “lucky objects” that they don’t really believe bring luck exactly, but they do associate them with positive experiences of the past.

We are creatures who are able to relate to and use symbols. We assign meaning to objects, events and people. We are able to take comfort from them. We are able to call up these images in our minds and reproduce the feeling of comfort and well being. Comfort becomes portable.
What might it do for our mental and emotional state if we called up such an image every day for the next month? What more if we did it periodically throughout every day for the next month? Why would we forgo such comfort? Does that make sense?
It is well that that there are such comforts in our lives. Of course we survive without them but life would be more arid and barren. 

Does not God want us to carry such comfort? Would Jesus have come if that were not the case?
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Comfort Ye My People

Yeh, they could use it! 

The people of God are in exile and Isaiah is called upon to offer a message of encouragement and hope. “Your time of service is ended and you have already received double for all your sins! The God who makes the grass whither is ready to reveal the Glory side of things!”
Looks like God has been in charge all along! So don’t we all feel better? Well, maybe not a lot of warm and fuzzy comfort, but at least some perspective! 

Apparently it isn’t all about me personally after all. There is a larger picture here. Are innocent people killed and enslaved? Sure they are. Do we work for justice and mercy? Sure we do. Do they come instantly as a result of our efforts? Well…. Not often.

What kind of comfort is this? It is the comfort of time and scale. An episode in history might be over. Perhaps as a result of our efforts and God’s help, a new day is dawning.

Did the Civil Rights Movement come soon enough to prevent slavery, or with Reconstruction? It did not come soon enough for the many black soldiers who fought valiantly for their country during WW II.  But it did come. Is its work finished? Well, ask the people of New Orleans! They might have some opinions

There is movement. Slow, often too slow, but there is movement.

So be comforted, people of God. Oppression and injustice are evil to be sure. But we do have a world history of making gains, small that they are. God who makes the grass whither is ready to reveal the Glory side of things. Can’t you feel it?
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Southern Comfort
Ah, what an image this conjures:  Large white mansions with wrap-around porches, ladies in hooped skirts and parasols, men in white suits with fedoras on a summer’s afternoon. Gone with the Wind!
While there was hard work, this kind of comfort was never the less real. No wonder the manufacturer of this bourbon wants to call this image to mind and have you order a 

7 & 7. Of course you don’t get the plantation when you get the drink, but somewhere in your subconscious lurks the lord or lady of the manor who now sits to enjoy the fruits of their industry.

Our conscious dream might be just relaxing, going out to enjoy nature or indulging in some favorite activity.  We all long for comfort and rest at times.

Some labor hard and get little. Their concept of comfort might be falling into bed to sleep, not to rest up, but to get relief from the relentless strain of scraping by a meager living. For these there is no southern comfort. 

Southern comfort is a luxury. It doesn’t come every day but we should embrace it when it comes. Did not God sit on a veranda and enjoy a Southern Comfort on the seventh day? We should also pray for and work for those who have no hope of such comfort. 
To whom much has been given, much shall be required.
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Southern Comfort Redeux

Last month’s article was incomplete, wasn’t it? Of course those plantation owners had luxury, wealth and leisure time. It was possible because of the presence of one of the most inhumane institutions ever devised by humans. People owned other people and made them work without pay. 

Economies are ecosystems. If one person has gained wealth, that person has done it to some degree at the expense of others. Sorry, there is no free lunch. 
We are faith bound to ask, “Whose comfort did it cost and how much for me to have this luxury?” Ultimately comfort is a justice issue. The phrase, “You have to watch out for the other guy,” takes on new meaning in this context. 
Comfort ye my people, also takes on a different twist too. It isn’t just, “Tell them I’m going to make it better someday.” It is rather an order by God. “Comfort my people!” Action Not Optional.

God says, “Excuse me, I provided comfort for you. Are you looking around for the least of these my brothers and sisters to see how you can provide comfort for them? It is part of the package you know.” We can’t just pass the peace. We must pass the comfort.

Is your coffee or tea fair traded? Have you counted the cost of throwing that object away as opposed to recycling it? Do you notice where your clothing comes from? Do you oppose illegal immigration while buying goods from growers and manufacturers who keep their costs (and yours) down by hiring illegal immigrants?





“Comfort my people!”  



        Action Not Optional.








Lutheran Counseling Network
[image: image6.wmf]
Faith and Everyday Life




June  2008
Some Comfort I

This chair, this situation, this yoga position, this conversation… is uncomfortable. There are lots of ways out of the discomfort. Avoidance is one that comes readily to mind. Get out of the chair, don’t have the conversation, don’t do yoga or at least that position are all relatively simple solutions.
But there are times when avoidance can’t solve the problem. Either it won’t work or it is too late. We must pass through the dis-comfort to get to the comfort. There is no choice. 

A woman being coached through a particularly painful part of her labor once said to her mid-wife. “I can’t do this anymore!” To which the mid wife said, “It’s a little late for that. You can and you will.” 

The mid-wife was being comforting. Yeh, like a drill sergeant! Exactly! All the comforts of boot camp!
But comfort has a very different meaning here. Comfort means ‘bringing strength’ in this context. There is no way around, there is only a way through. The Comforter stands by our side and gets us through it when we honestly believe we can’t. We receive a “You can do it,” when we have no such belief.

Comfort does not always mean soothing and relief. Comfort sometimes means being strengthened and encouraged by those who have pledged to stand by our side. Comfort sometimes means getting tough now, so that soothing can come later.
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Some Comfort II

The Holy Spirit, the Comforter will come to you and strengthen you. Thanks for nothin’!
The Holy Spirit will come and propel you into the eye of the storm is more like it! “Here, guys, stand up, talk in some other tongues, call attention to yourselves. Here is a little flame so we can’t mistake who is who! Maybe we can bring all those who would like to silence you out of the woodwork for a little target practice.”
How’s that for comfort? Maybe I’ll pass. Martyrdom was never my thing anyway!
But, not so fast! This Paraclete, this one who is called to aid and comfort, not only convicts us of the Truth, but strengthens us for the challenge. This Spirit is with us physically because Jesus is not.
Well, that’s a little more comforting, I guess. I mean, if Jesus were here in the flesh, I’d be braver, wouldn’t you? Well maybe….
Is it possible that we take too little comfort from God for the struggle? Is it possible that we are more timid than we need to be and unnecessarily put ourselves on comfort deprivation because of it? 
Maybe our courage will rise to the level of our risk! What a concept! Maybe the eye of the storm is the Comfort-able place to be!

Perhaps we have to trust and to risk before we can receive the comfort. Maybe vulnerability and risk precedes comfort. Scary thought! 

Maybe you could give it a try sometime. Maybe the comfort is worth the danger!
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Giving Aid and Comfort to the Enemy

We are not talking about saying, “I hope you do well on your next suicide mission.” end of story! We are talking about assisting someone in a substantial way to carry out their mission against the country to which we claim loyalty. 

This is no small accusation anytime but it especially serious in the age of terrorism.

It is the next most serious betrayal behind actively being involved in the act of terror yourself.

But you don’t need to know any terrorists personally to give aid and comfort to the enemy. We do it all the time. Satan’s little helpers we are!

Perhaps more mischief has been done in the name of help and comfort than under any other guise. “Let me help you in exactly the way I think you need to be helped. I know what is best for you.”
Governments do this all the time. They create ‘programs’ which can be funded, not necessarily programs that will comfort the afflicted. But governments don’t have the market cornered on unhelpful comfort.
We do this to our children when we dress them warmly when we are cold, despite their protests, or when we ‘benignly manipulate’ a situation to protect our elderly parents by excluding them from decisions that affect them. 
Do we comfort anyone when we steal a person’s right to have a say in their own lives?

Perhaps giving aid and comfort to those we love in the way that they need it is a better idea after all.
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Comfort-Un-Able
In these dark recesses lurk words of comfort like, “It must have been God’s will. God must have needed another angel. Don’t cry, you will see them in heaven.”

Helplessness is perhaps one of the most un-comfort-able experiences that any creature can know. Our own impotence is such an unacceptable state that we proceed with bravado and bluster, rather than with honesty and humility. 

We are not able to soothe all wounds. Perhaps it would be better to not pretend that we can.
It takes both courage and humility to say, “I have no answers. I too am pained. The best I can do is stand by your side and feel my own pain. I hope by doing so that you know how much I care.” 

“I do not and will not fear your pain. It cannot overwhelm me. You will not go through this alone.”
You, in your strength, may know that you are also not alone and that the God who cares is comforting you as you hold up your friend or loved one. But it may not be the time to speak those words aloud. We may need to listen for the right time to speak words of comfort.

Can we keep our helplessness and anxiety from driving us to say something just to comfort ourselves? Will our faith allow us to say ‘nothing’ but to do ‘everything’ with our hearts? 

Can we wait until those we wish to comfort, are Comfort-Able?
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Taking Comfort
When it comes to acquiring comfort, perhaps passivity is not the best stance.
Haven’t you ever said, “I take comfort from the fact… the belief…? Taking comfort is a good thing. It is a proactive thing. It is a necessary act.

Comfort is not always apparent. We have to look for it, search our usual sources and try to find it. We have to ask, “What will comfort me in this circumstance?” In order to do that, we have to know quite a bit about ourselves and about comfort. There has to be a frame of reference and there has to be history.

Having a history of taking comfort from God is essential. Having a history of looking to God for comfort provides a sense of direction when a great need arises. Without this familiar and close relationship, when a crisis comes, there is not enough connection between God and us to make the comfort real. 
When we have a history of taking comfort from God in many small and regular ways, we are already close if difficulty should arise or tragedy strike. 
It pleases us when someone accepts our love and caring. It hurts our feelings when someone rejects that. God is no different. “Oh, that person liked my caring and comfort and wrapped themselves up in it like a blanket!” says God. “They took comfort in my presence and support!”
In this case it is better to take than to give, because we can’t give what we don’t have. 

Take comfort from how much it warms God’s heart to love, care about and support you through the difficulties of life.
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The Comfortable Thanksgiving
Is Thanksgiving able to comfort you?
Does this holiday bring you comfort by recalling Thanksgivings past? Are there smells of food, familiar surroundings, stories told of earlier times and people? 

Does this holiday bring you dis-comfort by recalling fights around the table, too much alcohol or just awkward family dynamics?
In a way, there is no them to continue to create these experiences. There is only you.
After all, you are the creator of the smells and the constructor of the surroundings. You are the earlier time for those who will have thanksgivings after this one. Your predecessors probably did not say, “I will create a Thanksgiving that will live in the hearts forever for all who were here!” They just gathered, cooked, served and were present as themselves.
You can’t set out to create that kind of Thanksgiving. You can infuse the time with gratitude, love, humility and yes, even soul. You can be someone who will touch hearts and provide light for the generations to come. 

Will gratitude come just a bit easier for others because of you this year? Will you bring yourself and your gifts to this wonderful holiday that is able to comfort so many, for so many years to come?
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Be of Good Comfort Snoopy
Snoopy is lying on top of his dog house with snow piled up on his nose. It is Christmas time and Charlie Brown is bringing him his Christmas dog food dish. “Be of good cheer, Snoopy,” he says and then turns around and goes into the house. Apparently there was no room in the inn. 

What ever happened to, “I was sleeping under a bridge and you helped me find the homeless shelter?” Or better yet, “I was down in my luck and you provided a way for me to regain my dignity and helped me become employed and able to meet my own basic needs.”
This is not a guilt trip or even a pitch for homeless shelters. It is an illustration that applies to every level of life. Am I going to patch it or fix it, what ever it is? Am I going to throw a bone at it or do something about changing the fabric or structure of it?

Bone thrown comfort salves our conscience but does little to provide real comfort to those in need. Are our Christmas baskets an end to our comforting or are they a beginning? Will we feed people once a year or will be like the man who started ‘Tailgate Ministries’ in Everett? He started with 10 sandwiches a night and now feeds thousands each week.
Real comfort translates into “paraclesis,” the coming along side that the Spirit does to strengthen and to provide hope for the possibility of a future.
We hope that this year you have been both Comforted and Challenged to understand the real meaning of Comforting in your life. May God grant us all the Comfort we need to be of Comfort to others. 
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