
Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, 
who comforts us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to comfort those who are in any affliction, 

with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God (2 Corinthians 1:3–4 ESV). 

COMFORT WALKS IN 
ON FOUR LEGS

by Beth Foreman, Associate Editor
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Yes, sometimes it happens slowly, but all too often, the world 
spins out of control in seconds, a top whirling wildly and then 
careening over the edge.
A car accident. A house fire. A suicide. Floods, wildfires, hur-
ricanes. In minutes, a small Illinois community is devastated 
by an EF-4 tornado. An elementary school in Newtown, 
Connecticut, is thrown into a war zone with five minutes of 
gunfire. The Boston Marathon finish line is filled with may-
hem instead of high fives. Lives lost, lives forever changed, 
people propelled into chaos in an instant.
Nothing, absolutely nothing, can halt the gut-wrenching pain, 
the agony, the sadness, the grief. 
Yet in the midst of the chaos, comfort comes. Perhaps it’s a 
gentle touch, a cold sandwich, a prayer, a thoughtful letter, a 
drink of water, a warm embrace.
Sometimes comfort walks in on four legs.
Take Ruthie, a two-year-old golden retriever who works for 
Lutheran Church Charities (LCC) as a K-9 Comfort Dog. 
Her American Kennel Club registered name is actually Ruthie 
Ephesians 4:2. That’s right. The Bible verse is her last name. 
With all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with 
one another in love. She’s got all that. Humility. Gentleness. 
Patience. No matter the situation, Ruthie brings comfort.
So do Barnabas, Chewie, Hannah, Luther, Moses, Susie, Prince, 
and about seventy more Golden Retrievers in ten states across 
the country. They are the LCC K-9 Comfort Dog Ministry 
team, along with hundreds of trained handlers. 
Each of the dogs has at least one caregiver and multiple han-
dlers: committed, trained, and compassionate volunteers who 

hold the leashes and lead these working dogs into schools, 
senior centers, churches, parks, and bookstores every single day. 
These are also the handlers who lead the dogs into the middle 
of chaos, into the midst of tragedies.
The handlers insist that it’s all about the dogs.
This is the dogs’ story.
I met Ruthie and Chloe and five of their handlers on two 
separate occasions. As I spent time with the dogs and listened to 
the stories, I realized I can’t begin to tell it all. Every single time 
these handlers and dogs go out the door and into the communi-
ty, lives are touched, doors are opened, the Gospel is proclaimed. 
These stories are just a glimpse of this ministry. I also witnessed, 
as I do again and again, the reality of the body of Christ. My 
prayer is that this story will give our readers a peek into one 
corner of God’s kingdom. 
Sitting with me in a noisy coffee shop in a Chicago suburb 
one Saturday morning, Rich Martin, who with his wife, Dona, 
is Director of the Lutheran Church Charity K-9 Comfort 
Dog Program, introduced me to Ruthie. She sat under our 
table as relaxed as if she were in her cozy bed at home. The 
high-pitched espresso machine, the laughter, and the delight-
ful conversations did not faze Ruthie. She sat quietly at my 
feet as we sipped coffee and chatted.
I also interviewed Chloe and three of her seven handlers, 
Sandi Kessler, Diane Roloff, and Diane Brasfield. Chloe is on 
the staff at Lord of Life Lutheran Church, Elburn, Illinois. 
Her business card sits on the office counter along with cards 
for the Senior Pastor, the Director of Christian Education, and 
the Administrative Assistant.

My dad’s world was slowly spinning out of control like a top that loses its momentum, teeters back and 
forth until it stops. As his health gradually declined, trips in the car were less and less about the hardware 
store and movie theaters and dinner and more about doctor appointments and prescription pick-ups.

Sitting in a quiet waiting room, Dad slumped in his wheelchair, perhaps wondering how much longer until he’d see 
the doctor, maybe considering the pain in his hip and knowing the cancer had spread. At eighty-seven, he didn’t really 
want to do anything about it. I showed him a magazine picture of a sailboat. He smiled but sank into himself again. 
That’s when we heard activity behind us. Turning, we saw the Golden Retriever. The handler led the dog over to 
us, and Dad’s body lifted, his eyes moistened, and his hand reached out to pet her. 
“Good dog,” he whispered, stroking her head, and we talked briefly about our family dog.
I reached down, hugged her, and stifled a sob. Somehow this gentle dog gave me permission to feel the sadness 
I had buried. If I’d been alone, I would have sobbed.*

*I’m not sure that this dog was part of the LCC K-9 Comfort Dog team, but this was my introduction three years ago to the simple beauty of well-trained therapy dogs.
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Just like other professionals, the dogs have 
their own glossy business cards, tucked into 
the pocket of their royal blue vest, which is 
their work uniform. When they wear the vest, 
they are working. Take the vest off? They fetch, 
run, play, chew toys, roll around, and bark just 
like any other happy, healthy Golden Retriever.
The amazing work of these comfort dogs came 
to the attention of our mourning nation as we 
watched the tragedy at Sandy Hook Elemen-
tary School in Newtown, Connecticut, unfold 
in December 2012. “We got the call and ar-
rived in about twenty-four hours,” Dona said. 
“We took Ruthie and Luther with us on the 
fifteen-hour drive, and rotated in many other 
comfort dogs once we were there.”
Rich explained how Ruthie and the other dogs 
worked. “Children who couldn’t speak would 
pet the dogs and just start talking. It was part 
of the healing process. It’s unconditional love.”
More than 15,000 business cards were distrib-
uted while they were in Connecticut. “It was a 
wonderful distraction for the children, collect-
ing and trading the cards. They’d take their 
Pokemon cards out of binders and replace 
them with the dogs’ cards,” Rich said.
Chloe arrived in Newtown two days after the 
shooting, along with Brasfield and two other 
handlers. One evening Brasfield brought 
Chloe to an area where hundreds were gath-
ered just days after the tragedy. “Chloe started 
pulling away from me. That’s not typical of 
Chloe. She’s not supposed to pull. But she kept 
pulling. I knew something was wrong, and so 
I followed her as she went up to someone who 
was crying. She sensed that. She knew. ‘Hey, I 
don’t need to be here. I need to be over there.’ 
She can feel when people are hurting.”
On her third day in Newtown, Brasfield and 
others were stationed at the high school in a 
large central area with the dogs. Students were 
welcome into that area to pet and talk to the 
dogs. “One boy wanted to pet Chloe. He was 
shaking and, when I started talking to him, he 
told me his brother was one of the students 
who died. ‘I came to school today,’ he said, 
‘because I heard the dogs were here.’”
The seed was planted for this LCC minis-
try back in 2005 with Katrina relief efforts. 
“We saw the bond between pets and owners, 
first hand. People wouldn’t leave their homes 

without their pets, so we got some flat bottom 
boats and started rescuing people with their 
pets,” Dona explained.
When tragedy struck not far from LCC head-
quarters outside of Chicago at a shooting on 
the campus of Northern Illinois University, 
DeKalb, in 2008, LCC was invited to minister 
there. According to LCC President Tim 
Hetzner, “We were the only faith-based min-
istry that was allowed into the dorms on the 
campus.” The LCC leadership saw how power-
fully these animals worked in the midst of the 
chaos. “I thought, why aren’t we doing this in 
the parishes?” asked Hetzner. The program was 
born and has been growing rapidly ever since.
“They have a sixth sense that God has given 
them to sense hurt in people,” said Hetzner 
on a radio show in Prescott, Arizona, where a 
team of dogs were deployed to comfort hun-
dreds who were devastated by the June 2013 
tragedy in which 19 firefighters lost their lives 
battling the Yarnell Fire northwest of Phoenix. 

“When they pet the dog, 
they relax and share what 
has happened to them. 
That’s an important part 
of the healing process, but 
it’s also an important part 
of being able to open that 
door to share the peace that 
comes through Jesus Christ,” 
Hetzner said.

Brasfield saw that first-hand in Newtown. “It 
opened doors,” she explained. “One teacher 
actually gathered Bibles in this public school, 
and the students started looking up verses 
from all the different dogs’ cards.”
Ruthie, Chloe, and others were invited back 
to Newtown in January, when the students re-
turned to school after winter break. “We planned  
to be there for five days but ended up spending 
five weeks there. Two dogs, Maggie and Addie, 
sisters, are there permanently,” Rich said.
These are working dogs who fulfill a deliberate 
and intentional ministry within the church. 
Lutheran Church Charities currently has a 
waiting list of congregations who are request-
ing comfort dogs. 
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The dogs’ journey from the breeder to 
the home church takes almost two years. 
Local breeders work with LCC to select 
dogs with just the right temperament.
The dogs are “tested” as puppies to see 
if they are suited for the work ahead. 
“They’ll hold the puppy on her back to 
see what she will do,” Kessler said. “The 
more aggressive the dog, the more un-
comfortable she will be upside down.”
Brasfield added, “If the dog wiggles or 
wants to get away, she won’t be a com-
fort dog. They want a dog that’s calm 
and passive.”
Once selected, the puppy enters an inten-
sive twelve-to-fourteen-month program 
of service dog training. “They are trained 
to service dog levels,” explained Dona, 
which includes about fifty different com-
mands. In the last two months of training, 
when a service dog would be trained to 
work with a specific disability, the LCC 
Comfort Dogs work on social training. 
They are brought into community venues 
from malls and schools and fire depart-
ments to bookstores and hospitals and 
public parks so they can socialize with 
people of all ages in a variety of settings.
“God prepares us. We prepare these dogs. 
And by the time they go to the church, 
they are ready,” Rich said.
According to Rich, the dogs are often 
called to be with first responders to crisis 
situations. They recently spent three days 
in a fire station after a devastating murder, 
suicide, and fire in the Chicago area. 
“Some of these first responders are young 
kids. They see some horrible things. So we 

hung out in the fire station’s bay area and 
let the firefighters meet with the dogs. 
Some of them talked about their pets. 
Some of them talked about the incident.” 

Studies clearly show that 
when people connect 
with a dog, they relax, 
their heart rate slows, 
their blood pressure goes 
down. Rich and Dona 
have seen it over and 
over. When the dogs lay 
down, obeying the “A-1 
command,” children and 
even adults get down 
on the floor with them. 
“Even people in airports 
drop to their knees and 
hug them,” Rich added.

Ruthie and Chloe sat quietly at my feet 
during both of these long interviews. 
Every so often, I’d reach down and 
pet their golden coats. Both dogs were 
meticulously groomed, handsome, dis-
creet, and obedient. Unlike any dog I’ve 
ever met, they never squirmed, begged, 
whimpered, or licked.
Curious, I asked if the dogs could dem-
onstrate some commands. Dona stood 
up, holding Ruthie’s leash, and spoke 
gently. “Visit,” she said. Ruthie looked 
up at her handler, looked at me, and 
then rested her head on my lap. She was 
so mellow that she seemed a bit sad. I 

imagined she might be longing for her 
favorite cloth duck or her kong toy with 
a little peanut butter inside. But maybe 
not. She seemed content just to be there.
I’m not the only one to notice that the 
dogs sometimes seem sad. Students in 
Newtown, according to Brasfield, were 
worried they were making Chloe sad. 
They didn’t see Chloe run around and 
play like most other dogs. “One day, when 
we gave Chloe her break in a private area 
and tossed the ball around, I took a short 
video of her playfulness and showed it 
to the students.” She explained to them, 
“See? She’s happy! She’s not sad. But 
when I put the vest on her, she’s working.”
The dogs’ quiet manner certainly fits 
the mood in a solemn setting, a vigil, 
or a funeral. It’s as if the dogs sense the 
atmosphere and blend right in, which is 
why they are often invited to visitations 
and funerals. 
Gwen’s story illustrates this beautifully. 
Chloe often visited Gwen in a memory 
care facility. She suffers from dementia 
and recognizes very few people. When 
Gwen’s husband passed away, Brasfield 
brought Chloe to the visitation. “Gwen 
recognized no one else, not her neigh-
bors, not her friends, not even her own 
son, but when Chloe walked in, she said, 
‘There’s Chloe!’” At the funeral, Chloe sat 
quietly with Gwen, offering her comfort 
in the midst of her chaotic world.
One day Chloe is at a funeral, and the 
next day she could be at a school. A 
regularly scheduled visit is at the middle 
school where Roloff works in the office. 
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Chloe waits patiently for students who 
need her, a sick child or maybe an anxious 
one. “One sixth-grader who suffers from 
anxiety came in and loved on Chloe for a 
while. Chloe was fine with the boy laying 
on top of her,” said Roloff. When the 
nurse came back and he was feeling better, 
he said, “That’s some kind of miracle dog!”
Tommy’s is another Chloe comfort story. 
“He has cerebral palsy, and it’s very hard 
for him to lift his head. He gets so excited 
when Chloe comes, you can just see the 
energy in him!” One day, Roloff asked 
Chloe to “rise,” the command to place 
her paws on a bed or in this case, on the 
boy’s lap.“Tommy’s head came up and he 
smiled. It’s amazing what Chloe can get a 
child to do, something they wouldn’t even 
do for a physical therapist,” said Roloff.
Their gift is certainly one of distraction. 
Even during my casual interviews with the 
handlers, I found myself distracted, lean-
ing over to talk to Ruthie or Chloe, to pet 
or cuddle. “She instantly takes the focus 
away from your troubles,” Kessler said.
As the primary caregiver, along with her 
husband Bob, Kessler runs a lot of errands 
with Chloe. “She loves to get in the car, 
but I have to plan on spending a lot of 
time when I take Chloe out,” she said. 
Kessler has grown accustomed to what 
she calls “being air-lifted into unknown 
situations.” One Farm and Fleet shopping 
trip turned into a home visit to a woman 
with multiple sclerosis. “This was a first, 
I think,” said Kessler. The woman was in 
a wheelchair, but she wanted Chloe to sit 
in her lap. Kessler explained to her that 
Chloe weighed about seventy pounds. 
“That’s okay,” the woman said. “My legs 
are numb anyway!” So Kessler used the 
“kennel” command and Chloe sat in her 
lap while she opened her life, her fears, 
her anxieties. 
“How does Chloe do that? I don’t know. 
She breaks down so many barriers. She’s 
not threatening in any way. People take 

one look at her and start to share,” 
Kessler said. 
The handlers agreed that they receive 
more than they give when they work with 
these dogs. Brasfield said, “We were there 
at Sandy Hook to bless other people, but 
we were blessed in so many ways.”
Dona said, “We have been blessed to 
meet so many good shepherds who work 
side by side during these disasters. We 
always work through local churches. 
It’s God’s plan to bring all these people 
together at these times. Pastors, deacon-
esses, volunteers, district presidents. There 
is so much unity. It really is an outreach.”
Kessler shared how the heavenly Father 
is teaching her more than she ever imag-
ined through this ministry. “I’m learn-
ing to trust God more. Wherever He 
sends me, He has a person there, a plan, 
whether it’s Farm and Fleet, a school, an 
assisted-living center. He is in control. 
That’s really the point. Maybe we bring 
a little of that back to these people who 
have had these horrible experiences. 
There is someone who cares.”
The handlers keep the focus where it be-
longs — on bringing comfort in the name 
of Jesus Christ. Roloff explained that she 
always prays before taking Chloe into the 
field. “I ask God the Holy Spirit to give 
me the right words. But sometimes I don’t 
say anything at all. I just listen,” she added. 
Dona explained that the handlers care for 
one another as well, especially when they 
go into disaster situations. “We are a team. 
We always start and end our days together 
with prayer and devotion.”
I looked at the Chloe and Ruthie resting 
comfortably and saw the three embroi-
dered words on their vests that mean 
much more to me now that I know their 
stories. “Please pet me”. I’m reminded of 
the simple invitation of Christ: Come to 
me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I 
will give you rest (Matthew 11:28). Q

This biennium, the LWML voted to give a $30,000 grant for training more comfort 
dogs to be placed in parishes. For more details about the program and all the dogs, visit 
www.lutheranchurchcharities.org.
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