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2 Corinthians 1: 3-7   Job 2: 21-13

Comfort One Another

Grace to you and peace, from God our Father, and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.

I will never forget Gordon Bennett.  Gordon spoke with a Tennessee drawl and was a farmer south of Madison.  I remember Gordon for several things--his beautiful tenor voice, the pump organ in his living room, and the duets he sang with my mother when she was playing the organ. But what is indelibly etched on my memory was when he came to the parsonage while I was still a preschooler. He came to tell my folks that his wife had died. I'll always remember my dad putting his arm around Gordon while walking into the study and saying, "Gordon, come on in and let’s have a good cry.”  I can still remember those sobs.  It is my first recollection of observing grief.

I remember another incident in 1968 when I was on internship at Lutheran General Hospital in Chicago.  An ambulance brought a man into the emergency room following a car accident who was DOA – dead on arrival.  It was my responsibility to contact his family.  When his young wife arrived at the hospital carrying her infant daughter, I sat with her to inform her of her husband’s death.  Her shock was so great that she hardly uttered a word for an hour or more.  I remember calling her priest to tell him of her plight and urged him to come to the hospital to be with her in her grief. 

No one is spared the experience of grief.   “The statistics on grief are quite impressive," said George Bernard Shaw, the famous English playwright:   “One out of one people die." 

Grief, however, is not limited to the experiences surrounding death.  We feel the pangs of grief when we experience any kind of significant loss. Grief is a complex of feelings that well up within us when someone or something we care about is lost.

Almost daily I visit with members of our church who are grieving—some over the death of a family member or friends.  Or it may involve an unexpected medical diagnosis like cancer or diabetes.  For some it may involve dementia or Alzheimer’s which removes the family member or friend from meaningful relationships.  For others it may involve the loss of control over alcohol, drugs or gambling.  It may be a miscarriage or still born.  Maybe it is loss of function from a heart attack or impairment through a stroke.  Or the grief may be over lost opportunities. The losses are many and varied.  

Less dramatic but as excruciatingly painful are members who are grieving over the loss experienced in relationships like separation or divorce…or the breakup with a girl or boy friend.  I remember the lump in my throat saying goodbye in 1976 to John, our next door neighbor in Grand Forks, knowing that we would most likely never see each other again.  

In the last few years the loss of jobs has had a significant impact on members of our congregation.  So you can see that none of us are spared the experience of grief.  
In our grief, sometimes our anger focuses on God.  But it is helpful to remember that Jesus also grieved.  Remember his reaction when he was brought to the home of his friend Lazarus who had died?  The shortest verse in the Bible describes it.  “Jesus wept.”  And remember his words from the Sermon on the Mount?   "Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.” 

In the text chosen for today the apostle Paul reminds us of “the God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God.”

During this season of Lent we are reminded that Jesus experienced a great deal of suffering.  And because of this we have a God who understands our grief, suffering and pain.  Paul reminds us that the source of comfort for you and me is God’s love in Christ.    Paul writes:  “For just as the sufferings of Christ flow over into our lives, so also through Christ our comfort overflows.”

One of the greatest gifts that we can give is to share our love and support with people who are grieving.  I often hear from people, “What should I say.”  Actually, words are not that important.  My answer is simple.   “Just be a friend ... you don't have to do anything.”  Comfort comes when the bereaved knows he or she is not alone. There may be supportive things that can be done, like a hot dish to a grieving family or an invitation to dinner some time after the loss when the lingering pain is still acute.  But the most important thing is being available to the person.
No two people experience grief in the same way.  But one thing is for sure.  Grief grief hurts.  There is often a tendency on the part of the person experiencing the pain to withdraw and think that they can handle it alone.  But this is rarely satisfactory.  When Paul urges us to comfort one another, it can be as simple as a phone call with a statement like:  “I was just thinking about you.”   Or perhaps it is just a simple question about how you can be helpful. 
Some years ago I made a phone call to a seminary classmate whom I had not seen for years.  I don’t know why I called other than I just felt an urge to talk to him. Unbeknown to me he had just taken medical disability leave from his duties in his parish due to the fact that he was experiencing a panic disorder and depression.  This was a situation which caused him a great deal of inner turmoil.  We had a long and significant conversation.  I am convinced to this day that the “God of all comfort” nudged me to call him.  I have no other explanation.  
I believe that the Holy Spirit, who is often defined as “the Comforter”, uses us to provide comfort and support for each other in our grief and loss.  So when you feel the urge to call someone, do it.  When you are aware that someone may need a card or a letter, get out your pen or go to your computer.  As the saying goes, “It may be just what the doctor ordered” so to speak….
This last Wednesday Pastor Paul preached on the theme of “Encourage One Another.”  In many ways comfort and encouragement are similar.  All of us need both.  But I think that comfort may be more critically important.  
Unresolved grief can be crippling.  It is possible for bitterness and anger to envelop the grieving person so that future hope can be difficult at best.  Reaching out with comfort and love is an incredibly important ministry for all of us.  As you take time in your busy days for a moment of prayer, ask God for strength to be sensitive to the needs of others, particularly those in need of comfort.
The promise of Easter is that the God of all comfort will never leave us nor forsake us.  May God give all of us the strength to mirror that living hope to all who grieve.

May the piece of God which passes all human understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus, our comfort and our hope.

Amen. 
