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We don’t use the word solace much these days.   Solace is one of those old English 

words from Latin meaning “relief” and “a comfort.”  Behind that, as often happens, is ancient 

Greek, and the word: olos—meaning something that’s “whole.”  My dictionary tells me that 

solace is “comfort in distress or disappointment.”  “To comfort,” which we do say more often, 

combines the prefix: com—meaning “with,” or “together,” and the verb fortare, “to strengthen.” 

In any case, there’s something causing suffering, there’s something distressing in a person’s life 

that calls for a thoughtful, feeling response: an effort to make something broken whole again; 

something weakened in need of strength; some burden hard to bear under in need of relief.  

If we think about the history of the word “solace”—it opens up a window into the past 

and into the souls of ancient people not so unlike ourselves.  It speaks of a continuity in human 

nature and experience: people who suffer, people in distress, people burdened down with 

disappointments in life.  And that there words created in ancient civilizations to name this so-

human a response—solace, consolation, comfort—it helps me feel just a little more connected 

with the human family across cultures and down millennia of time.

We suffer at times of grievous loss—the death of a loved one, impairment and pain due 

to injury and grave sickness, being made redundant at work and seeing careers and work vanish, 

and with it our sense of worth.  Distress mounts as high rents, mortgage and student debt 

overwhelm us and we wonder if we and those we love will ever be secure and know peace.  We 

endure grave moral injuries when betrayed by colleagues, spouses, and friends, and by leaders in 

the workplace, in our culture, in the worlds of finance and the economy and by our elected 

officials.  The sheer magnitude of the universe on the one hand—and reckoning our own 
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diminutive ephemerality on the other—can make us wonder if our brief moment of life really 

matters at all.  The causes are many, the list could go on, and we know, we human beings know, 

that the suffering is acute, deeply personal, and is as uniquely experienced and endured as there 

are people who have lived, loved and died on this planet.

It’s no wonder then, that whole religions and schools of philosophy have been created, 

and many endure, precisely because they acknowledge that suffering is real and say they can 

deliver meaningful solace, consolation and comfort.

The writer of Psalms attests that the “lord helps the fallen and lifts those bent beneath 

their burdens;” we need fear no evil…even though we “walk through the valley of the shadow of

death.”  Enslaved Afro-Americans found solace in reciting the story of deliverance of the 

Hebrews from Egypt in the Book of Exodus—and likened their plight and hoped for liberation to

those of an ancient enslaved people.  

Jesus is forsaken by colleagues and God, gets crucified and dies; and his disciples then, 

and down through two millennia, have consoled themselves saying, in fact, he conquered death 

and ensures the same—the end of death, eternal life!—for the rest of humanity. 

The privileged prince Siddhartha attained solace from his own emotional suffering 

through a decades-long journey to an enlightened intuition—to nirvana—and assures freedom 

from the wheel of suffering by embracing the Four Noble Truths and following its path.

Lady Philosophy consoled disciples of Stoicism in Ancient Rome by teaching them to be 

indifferent to fame, wealth and the setbacks of misfortune, saying that the one true good comes 

from within—that happiness comes from cultivating rigorous virtues and the things of the mind; 

these alone cannot be imperilled by the fickleness of Fortune and Fate.
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The great Paiute medicine man Wovoka surveyed the near annihilation of indigenous 

peoples in the late 19th century and found solace in a vision where he’s instructed by the spirits to

teach the Ghost Dance.  They promised him if the dancers danced and lived uprightly their 

power would remove the white colonizers and their works from North America and resurrect the 

Native dead.

When he first began to hear a voice commanding him to Recite!, the prophet Muhammad 

feared that he was going mad.  It was his wife Khadijah who brought solace to her mate by 

kneeling down on the ground with him, covering his shoulders with her cloak, embracing him, 

assuring him that he wasn’t mad for there was meaning in the words coming from the angelic 

voice.  And thus, the recitation, the revelations continued that became the Quran….

The British rabbi Jonathan Romain begins a story about suffering and solace in the life of

a member of his synagogue by first stating upfront that there is “no divine purpose in suffering 

whatsoever,” and that he “despairs when hearing claims that through suffering God is teaching 

something very meaningful.”  Nevertheless, here’s the story.  Henry’s daughter is killed in an 

accident when her car struck a tree.  It was broad daylight.  She wasn’t speeding.  No drugs or 

drinking were involved. The police were baffled and had no explanation for the accident.  

But Henry knew what had happened—God was punishing him for not going to 

synagogue.  The rabbi told Henry, over and over again, that this was ridiculous, and that God 

would not punish his daughter for his supposed sin.  But Henry was adamant.  And then the rabbi

realized what was going on and stopped rebuking Henry.  The fact was he couldn’t cope with his

daughter’s death if it was meaningless; but he could cope if he believed it was God’s will.  It 

gave him an explanation, no matter how horrendous —a bad reason being better than no meaning
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at all.  It also gave him a comforting remedy and a means, by faithfully attending the synagogue, 

of reasserting some control in his life and perhaps regaining the consolation of God’s favour.

Perhaps we’ve known Henrys in our lives— I know I have—those who can live with an 

exclamation point but not with a question mark; and know, as well, the power of religion to bring

solace—it could be the promise of eternal life, the end of time and the tragedies of history, 

compassionate fellowship, dignity and status to the marginalized and oppressed who are assured 

they are known and love by divine beings.

Chances are, however, we resonate more sympathetically when Catherine tells Nelly 

Dean in Emily Bronte’s Wuthering Heights: 

“If I were in heaven…I should be extremely miserable….I dreamt once, that I was 
there….Heaven did not seem to be my home and I broke my heart with weeping to come back to 
earth; and the angels were so angry that they flung me out, into the middle of the heath on top of
Wuthering Heights, where I woke sobbing for joy.”

For her, solace is not in the heavens or with angels; rather, it is living into this world, the 

rough touch and smell of heather, and the solid earth beneath her.

I looked for the words solace, comfort, and consolation in our Unitarian Universalist 

Seven Principles and Six Sources—they’re not there; nor are the words: suffering, distress, and 

disappointment.  There are abundant affirmations, and calls to compassion, to equity and justice, 

to live in harmony with nature and acceptance of one another.  Thinking, though, especially 

about our First and Seventh Principles—the most succinct, positive statements about what we 

believe: the inherent worth and dignity of every person; respect for the interdependent web of all 

existence of which we are a part—behind those two Principles is a darkness churning just out of 

sight.  

For the flip side to the sunny side of the affirmations of our faith is the knowledge, costly 

and difficult to bear, that people suffer because their worth and dignity is abridged, denied and 
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under assault; that the planet and its teeming web of life suffer—their well-being, their future and

the future of coming generations of living beings and things are wantonly abridged, denied, 

under assault and grievously imperilled….

When I asked some time ago, what subjects and themes I should address in worship 

services during this, my final year with you, two people, one elder, one young adult, said 

“solace.”  “How can and do we console another person born down with loss and distress?” the 

older one asked.  And the younger person?: it was “climate grief.”  “These are apocalyptic times 

for my generation,” she said.  

As if being crushed with debt, priced out of housing, facing extreme precarity in the 

workplace and the heartless market economy wasn’t enough; our Boomer generation and those 

since the advent of the Age of Industrialization are passing along to our children despoiled 

ecosystems and a planet unsustainably heating up.  Said this young woman, as a result: “a lot of 

us are giving up on having a family; a lot of us are giving up on organized politics altogether.”

OK.  My spirits were lifted by scenes last Friday from around the world of children, teens

and their allies rallying by the millions demanding immediate, systemic action to address global 

warming and climate change.  Even the editor-in-chief of the Economist magazine wrote that 

“the processes that force climate change are built into the foundations of the world economy and 

geopolitics, measures to check climate change have to be similarly wide-ranging and all-

encompassing.  To de-carbonise an economy is not a simple subtraction; it requires a near-

complete overhaul.”  

Meanwhile, in the space and time between now and then?  

I don’t have an official manual for solace, nor a platform to proclaim.  I feel more like the

person on the right side of the frame in the cartoon inside our orders of service: fumbling to 
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respond, wanting to fix, knowing something should be said; only to hear that what was needed 

all along was just to listen….  

Solace?  

There are some stories I want to share.  The Irish psychiatrist Pat Bracken worked for 

several years in a particularly violence-torn and ravaged part of Uganda in the 1980s.  “They’d 

just gone through war and their cultural life and economy were in bits,” he said; and “going in, I 

was convinced that individuals like that were in severe trauma.”  But soon, he said, “I discovered

that when I asked what they wanted from someone like me, it was practical support: help re-

build our school, our medical clinic.  Help re-build the road so that we can get the market going 

again.”  And that’s what he did, along with assisting the local nurse and traditional, indigenous 

healers.  It was only then, and over time, that people began to open up somewhat and told him 

what had happened to them.  “People can move on,” said Dr. Bracken; “they do so to the extent 

that their way of life and economy is brought back, along with a meaningful society’s way of 

functioning. They did want someone to witness what went on in those terrible years, but there’s 

no shortcut to trusting relationships.”

Another story.  Scarred by witnessing the suffering and deaths of family, a close friend, 

and of veterans returning from wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, Bryan Dorries turned to ancient 

theater and its methods of dealing with unhealed wounds.  Since 2009, when he co-founded a 

team called “Theater of War,” Dorries and his group have acted out scenes from ancient Greek 

tragedies and led discussions with 10,000s of enlisted soldiers and officers, inmates in jails and 

prisons, and in hospitals and homeless shelters.  

 One of the plays Dorries presents is Ajax, written by Sophocles 2500 years ago.  In the 

story, Ajax is a formidable warrior who loses his friend Achilles, falls into a deep pit of grief, 
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and is passed over for the honor of inheriting Achilles’ armor.  Feeling betrayed and overcome 

with blind rage, he attempts to kill his commanding officers; consumed with madness, he then 

slaughters a herd of cattle mistaking them for his so-called enemies.  When he finally realizes 

what he’s done—covered with blood and consumed with shame—he takes his own life.  

This 2500 year-old play can be as contemporary as the morning’s news.  Standing before 

a crowd of war-weary infantry soldiers after a reading of Ajax, he posed the following question: 

“Why do you think Sophocles wrote the play?”  A junior enlisted soldier raised his hand and 

matter-of-factly replied, “He wrote it to boost morale.” Dorries stepped closer to him and asked, 

“What’s morale-boosting about watching a decorated soldier descend into madness, try to kill his

commanding officers, and then take his own life?”  “Because it’s the truth,” the soldier replied, 

and “we’re all watching it together.  Knowing that this was known so long ago makes me feel 

less alone in the world.”

A personal story.  I’d lost my job, heath insurance for my family, and my religion.  It was

a pretty bad time.  A neighbour three doors up, who I hardly knew at all, came by our place.  She

didn’t ask any questions or commiserate.  She simply told me she’d be gone for the next six 

months or so and that she had a small orchard and garden out behind her house, and I was 

welcome to take care of it.  In the months that followed, as winter gave way slowly to spring, as I

pruned her fruit trees and turned over the garden soil and planted seeds, and marveled at the 

spectacle of life budding forth on branches wizened and bare and green seedlings rising up into 

the sunlight, I found some healing—that, and the fact of the unwavering love and support of my 

family.
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And finally, the young woman who asked me to say something today about her 

generation’s lived experience with climate grief and need for meaningful solace?  I think the best

thing I can do is quote her—she’s the one consoling her peers (and me). 

This is from a couple of weeks ago; she writes on Instagram: “If you're feeling nihilistic 

or cynical or spasmed with despair about life and politics and the future, I feel you!!!! Listen to 

me: I go through cycles of it myself—any sane person will. I urge you to get involved, get 

connected with the better parts of the material reality that exist outside and beyond your 

beautiful mind. Join an electoral or eco-socialist or criminal justice reform committee. 

Nothing’s going to change—no matter who gets into office—without an engaged citizenry!”

And this is from two days ago: “Feeling so energized and so spent, as life goes. Mostly 

I’m insanely inspired by droves of young folks with clear eyes and immense moral compasses 

leading this global climate movement.  I was covered in goosebumps listening to Greta 

Thunberg address New York City throngs this afternoon and hearing all these young voices call-

and-response with each other. I urge you to get out onto the streets as much as possible—you’ll 

realize you're not alone with all the burdens you carry, and THAT is one of the most incredible 

capacities we have.  More collective action!  More disruptions!  LET'S GO!”  (yes, that’s my 

daughter.)

 Solace comes in many forms: listening, professional humility, extending practical 

support, hard truth-telling from ancient voices, the unexpected grace of a garden’s gift, the 

seasonal renewal of life, a family’s enduring love, keeping despair and nihilism at bay through 

direct political action.  May we be vessels bearing solace—each and all of us discerning how 

best to extend its tough and tender mercies to a world and to people and times so in need of its 

healing embrace.   
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