
In Need of Comfort 
by Erica L. Bartlett 
 
In my younger years, my response when I needed comfort was simple. 
Chocolate. The form didn’t matter – cake, cookies, brownies, candy. Even 
chocolate chips straight from the bag would work. It was easy, and even 
better, it kept me from thinking about what was wrong. 
 
But once I started paying more attention to why I ate, that all changed. 
Suddenly I had to find other ways of dealing with my emotions. And I had to 
acknowledge that if I was reaching for comfort foods when I wasn’t hungry, 
what I needed was comfort, not food. 
 
This wasn’t easy to do. In fact, for a long time, I was envious of the younger 
me, who could go for the quick fix. I especially remember thinking that in June 
2006, after finding out my aunt Gail had committed suicide. I longed to be able 
to drown my pain in chocolate. To do anything to distract me from the cold 
reality. 
 
The problem was, by then I knew that while food was quick, it wasn’t truly a 
fix. It wouldn’t change anything, and any comfort it gave would be gone as 
soon as I stopped eating. 
 
At first, I didn’t know how to handle difficult and painful situations in other 
ways. It’s not something we’re taught in school, after all. And many times, we 
Yankees don’t even like to admit we need comfort. We tend to prefer a stoic 
front, even if we’re crumbling internally. 
 
But I’ve realized since then that trying to keep it in all inside eventually 
backfires. And these days I’m more interested in addressing the underlying 
pain instead of pretending it’s not there. 
 
Since then, I’ve learned that for me, writing and music are wonderful ways of 
expressing those emotions and giving me longer-lasting comfort. For instance, 
the poem I wrote after my aunt’s death is something I can still return to now, 
over a decade later. 
 
And I’ve also learned that if you can admit you need comfort, you may find it 
all around you. 



 
Sometimes it’s simple things. For instance, coming in out of the cold and 
wrapping my hands around a mug of hot tea is sheer bliss. Or inhaling the 
steam rising from homemade soup.  
 
Then there are my cats. I can always rely on Salem to be a warm, purring 
presence on my lap, the same way she was nearly 19 years ago in the days 
after my mom died. And Osiris, with his big ears and silly antics, never fails to 
make me laugh or lift my spirits. For instance, a couple of weeks ago when I 
was in the middle of cleaning, I turned around and saw him sitting in the dust 
pan. It wasn’t a box, but I guess it was close enough. 
 
When I think about what all these things have in common, I realize that it 
mostly comes down to warmth. When our bodies ache, we sink into a bath, 
take a hot shower, or use a heating pad. The heat relaxes our muscles, but I 
think it also relaxes our spirits.  
 
Consider an embrace, or someone’s hand reaching out to you in a time of 
need. Or perhaps getting a shawl from Allen Avenue’s knitting ministry. 
They’re offering these shawls on loan for those “in need of comfort for a short 
period and like the idea of being wrapped in the arms of our community.” 
What could be more warming and comforting? 
 
Such warmth might seem in short supply these days. We’re entering the 
coldest season, and daylight grows short. You might miss loved ones you’ve 
lost, like I miss my mom and my aunt and my niece who’s been estranged for 
four and a half years. Maybe you feel left out of the bright holiday cheer. And 
with all the political turmoil, you might be worried about the future. I know I 
am. 
 
It can be tempting to smother those feelings with chocolate or other 
substances. And seeking comfort can make us feel vulnerable, or like we’re not 
strong enough. But the funny thing is, when we get the comfort we need, we’re 
actually stronger, better able to focus and do the work that calls to us. 
 
So I hope during these times, we can be open to telling people when we need 
comfort. And just as important, to hear and see each other truly, to recognize 
when someone else is in need. Perhaps, together, we can make these days a 
little brighter and warmer. 



Comfort Me 
By Rick Kimball 
 
Sayeth the Lord God of the Bible, “Comfort ye, my people.” Sayeth the 
members and friends of Allen Avenue, “Comfort ye my thermostat.” 
 
Old-timers know, and newcomers soon discover that at A2U2 we often play a 
game called “Thermostat,” something I first noted from this pulpit many years 
ago. The playing field is any room, like this one, with a thermostat, and the 
winner is the last person to adjust the room’s temperature control to his or 
her own comfort level.  
 
Advanced players have developed special secretive strategies, like the 
“twitch,” a maneuver in which they back up to the thermostat while earnestly 
engaged in conversation or looking somewhere else, and give a little twitch 
that raises or lowers the temperature by five degrees.  
 
Super advanced players have trained their scapula to define, distinguish, and 
then push the little buttons on the newer thermostats.  
 
You can tell when the game is going well in the sanctuary because one person 
is stealing other people’s coats to bundle up in while another is struggling to 
cool off by frantically fanning her or himself with an order of service – an 
effort which, by the way, is likely to raise one’s body temperature.  
 
The game became much more challenging and interesting in 1990, when we 
added the Religious Education wing and diabolically installed a single 
thermostat in the memorial room to control the temperature in both it and the 
board room next door. Now people in the memorial room get to torture 
people in the boardroom, inadvertently or not, by cranking the temperature 
up and down whenever and however they like.  
 
By the way, some people play thermostat without even touching the controls. 
These are the people who arrive late to committee meetings and say, before 
they have even closed the door, “Oh my god, it’s hot in here, do you mind if I 
open a window?“ – a suggestion they act on faster than a ghost can say “boo.” 
 
Thermostat can be great fun for players, and it also good for the church. For 
one thing, it offers a chance to pad our coffers. We could sell special A2U2 



towels for people to wrap themselves in when they are too cold, and/or to 
wipe themselves off when they are sweating from the heat.  
 
More importantly, Thermostat opens a church window to the study of ethics. 
How should people who subscribe to the seven UU principles, strive for social 
justice, and pray to be morally right, how should these people play 
Thermostat? Not at all is one easy answer, but how much fun and how 
practical is that? People are going to adjust the temperature no matter what 
you do.  
 
So let’s apply the ethic of reciprocity, the Golden Rule. Do unto others as you 
would have them do unto you. How do I want others to do unto me when it 
comes to temperature control? I want them to set the temperature at a level 
comfortable for me. So how should I do unto them what I would have them do 
unto me? The same way, of course – by setting the temperature at a level 
comfortable for me. 
 
Well that doesn’t work very well, does it? I guess we’ll need to take the only 
other possible action: setting up a committee to study the issue. Or two 
committees, or three, or a dozen. However many committees we set up, I 
predict their conclusions will be the same: that we as human beings have the 
power and the responsibility to make ourselves comfortable, without sitting 
around waiting for the gods to do it; that we as Unitarian Universalists are 
responsible for not only our own comfort but the comfort of others; and that 
we as members of A2U2 should redesign our Thermostat game so we stop 
playing as individuals. We must make Thermostat a team game, a team game 
with just one team.  
 
As that one team, we need to cooperate and compromise and coordinate and 
communicate to establish the greatest comfort for the greatest number. We 
need to help each other to levels of comfort, whether our focus is room 
temperature, spiritual understanding, personal health, or practical concerns, 
like fixing sticky windows, or getting to medical appointments. Then we must 
turn our team’s attention outward, to the world around us, and strive to 
establish comfort for all people everywhere, and for the natural world as well.  
 
That is the Unitarian Universalist way, the way that offers strength and unity, 
the way that makes us a solid force for good and justice in a world that needs 



much more, the way that strives to insure comfort in the form of social justice 
for all that is and all that will be.   
 
 
  



The Sliding Scale of Comfort 
By Mike Luce 
 
Many of you know I worked in community mental health. For most of my 
career I was privileged to work in situations which allowed me much more 
time and intimacy with folks than the usual hour in an office.  I worked most 
often in their homes or out in community. Mostly, I worked with folks who 
had been hospitalized recently or at some time in the past. The general point 
of my being there in whatever situation was to help them recover after 
hospitalization and/or avoid going back. This meant that acquiring and 
strengthening coping skills for the stressors in life was huge. It also often 
meant that they needed lots of help and buffering in getting there.  
 
The question I wrestled with repeatedly in one way or another, was when and 
how to provide comfort. So what’s the best help? I mean when you see those 
worry crinkles over the nose deepen and the breathing quicken and the eyes 
twitch, it’d be a lot easier to allay all that with a promise to do whatever it is 
for them, and that might be the right thing. Or it might not. Taking the bus for 
the first time with people looking at you may be very unpleasant, but it isn’t 
going to get easier by not doing it. Of course if it’s going to result in a panic 
attack then maybe a plan B. I’ll ride with you, or we’ll take my car as a last 
resort. I’ll provide a little comfort, but I won’t coddle. 
 
This is very shifty ground, between comfort and useful discomfort. How 
comfortable should we be? Comfortably inert? Well, no. There’s nothing 
wrong with comfort, you just don’t want to get stuck in it. My own thing is a 
tendency to give voice to my inner pessimist, listing all the damage done and 
bemoaning how power corrupts. And of course I had my tinfoil hat reinforced 
because after all, the sky is falling. 
 
I know most of us here are wrestling with this balance between the alluring 
comfort of retreating from the political and societal events around us, and the 
knowledge that action is needed, that knowing very unsettling things is 
necessary for taking constructive action. I’ve actually started losing a little 
sleep over the absolute evil made manifest in high places and addicting 
millions of people to its political prosperity gospel.  Not serious insomnia, but 
annoying when I’d like to roll over for another hour in the morning.  
 



I comfort myself in a seesaw of engagement and disengagement. I want to do 
positive things for my fellow beings and the world. I want to change our 
politics. I want to survive my positive efforts which require knowledge of 
things evil. I want to retreat to my woodshop and make wood chips. Please 
send my meals down. I’ll be up in a decade, or this evening for the committee 
meeting. 
 
 
  



Northern Comfort 
By Susan Selbe 
 
A few weeks ago, I volunteered to usher. 
I’d been out late the night before, driving 2 hours back and forth to 
Massachusetts to see my favorite Lily Tomlin for one last time. It was past 
midnight when I arrived home, and much later before sleep finally took me.  
 
I had set my alarm for 8. Still groggy when it went off, I thought I had so much 
time till the service; I’ll just snooze a few more minutes. I realize this is 
scandalous, but after my little snooze was over, I looked at the clock and in a 
panic, saw I had way overslept, and it was too late to be in time to usher. I 
tried calling the church and a few folks here, but no answer.  
 
Right now, I will share that I am subject to Seasonal Affective Disorder, and 
this is the time of year it can begin to hit. This is an ailment that can leave one 
in depression during the months when there is less sunlight.  
 
In those moments of realizing I was failing the responsibility of being an 
usher, I quickly shifted from the buoyant happiness I had from the night 
before to a dark punishing mood, feeling guilt, failure, worthlessness. I waffled 
between hurrying to get here to help, and thinking I was too embarrassed to 
show up at all. So I alternately raced to get ready, and dawdled, feeling 
morose, wanting to hide.  
 
It seems comical in retrospect, but the despair that clung to me was very real 
that day. I finally realized that if I ever needed to be here, that was the day. 
Arriving very late, I hid in the foyer, listening. When the choir sang, I held my 
ear to the door to soak in the music. I was relieved I had at least arrived in 
time to hear Rev Anita’s sermon. Finally I let myself into the sanctuary, sat and 
listened. 
 
She spoke of 2 of our 7 principles that day. In referring to our 7th principle, 
about our interdependent web of existence, she said: 
“We are reminded here that we did not create ourselves, that we are part of a 
universe and a life cycle that sustains us and in which we are reliably 
embedded, despite our fantasies and hubris that would sometimes like to 
believe we are self-made and self-originating. 
 



To be elated and amazed at how wonderful it is to be us and to be here, 
inherently worthy, while also being awed by the universe of which we are one 
small yet integral part, interdependent, is to be grounded in the most basic 
and sustaining realities of our existence. It is from inhabiting the truth of both 
of those that we have a foundation upon which we can build our meaning and 
craft our lives.” 
 
As she continued, I clung to each word as if they were life lines pulling me into 
this good life again. And they did.  
 
Comfort. This imperfect space, this varied congregation, the music that carries 
us to wonder, the words reverently spoken here have offered comfort and 
belonging more than I can say. They certainly derailed my quickly burgeoning 
and irrational darkness that day. 
 
I apologized to my co-usher who was so easily forgiving, reminding me gently 
that none of us is perfect. Ahh, the comfort of complete and easy forgiveness. 
The veil was lifting, my smile returning.  
 
We often think of comfort as physical--an easy chair, a good meal, a warm hug. 
There is also emotional comfort, with the loss of a loved one for example. And 
of course, there’s the traditional comfort of a good Thanksgiving dinner with 
friends or family.  
 
There is also another comfort, of the mind and soul. This is the comfort that 
touched me that day, and gently lifted me from the gloom I race to outrun each 
winter. This is the comfort I have found here, in this very room and building. I 
wish I could grace you all with this warm blanket of comfort we provide each 
other. I hope you can feel it. 
 
 




