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In October 1902, American journalist and humorist Finley Peter Dunne published a newspaper column featuring a rant 
from his famous character Mr. Dooley. As Dunne imagined him, Dooley was an Irish immigrant who was always ready to 
share his opinion on modern life in America from behind the bar of his Chicago pub. Commenting on his own local 
newspaper, Dooley opined – and I’ll spare you my attempt at the Irish accent Dunne gave his character – Dooley said: “The 
newspaper does everything for us. It runs the police force and the banks, commands the militia, controls the legislature, 
baptizes the young, marries the foolish, comforts the afflicted, afflicts the comfortable, buries the dead and roasts them 
afterward.”1 
 

Though through the mouth of Mr. Dooley Finley Peter Dunne was criticizing what he considered overreach by newspapers 
that published too many gossipy details about life in their municipalities, something about the phrase “comfort the afflicted 
and afflict the comfortable” stuck with the very people Dunne was targeting. That phrase, “comfort the afflicted and afflict 
the comfortable” became a kind of mantra for early 20th century muckrakers, journalists seeking to expose corruption and 
injustice in their communities. It didn’t take long for “comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable” to go out from the 
newsroom and get picked up by other kinds of justice-seekers – it was later attributed to everyone from folk singers to civil 
rights attorneys. And not surprisingly, the phrase was picked up by preachers too: in a 1944 newspaper column, the Rev. 
Frederick W. Burnham wrote, “The business of the ministry is to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable.” 
 

And to a certain extent I think he’s right: the business of the ministry – or at least the business of Jesus – is to comfort the 
afflicted and afflict the comfortable. That’s one way to understand today’s passage from the Gospel of Matthew. For we the 
comfortable, these words of Jesus sound quite harsh. What do you mean, Jesus? We thought you were the Prince of Peace – 
what do you mean you’ve come not to bring peace but the sword? What do you mean, we have to love you more than we 
love our families? Here we are at church all together! It’s Father’s Day, for goodness sake! And what do you mean we have to 
take up our crosses and follow you? That sounds hard, and heavy… These words of Jesus certainly seem to afflict the 
comfortable. 
 

But Jesus’s original disciples – not to mention the Gospel of Matthew’s original readers – these early Jesus-followers probably 
identified more with the afflicted than with the comfortable. As Jesus is speaking these words from Matthew 10 he is 
preparing to send his twelve disciples out with the power of the Holy Spirit to get some practice preaching, teaching and 
healing. In the beginning of the discourse, which we read last week – as Jesus begins he tells the twelve that they are to stick 
to Israelite towns, rely on the hospitality of those they encounter, and keep it moving when they are not welcome.  
 

Because not everyone will want to hear what they have to say. And not everyone will believe that the power they have – 
power to cure diseases and cast out demons – not everyone will believe that this power comes from the Spirit of God. Just a 
chapter ago, the Pharisees accused Jesus of casting out demons not by God’s power, but by the power of Beelzebul, the ruler 
of demons. As Jesus continues his instructions to the disciples in today’s section of this speech, he warns the twelve that if 
people have misunderstood him and mistreated him, their teacher and Lord, they should expect nothing less. 
 

And so we can hear this passage as a word of comfort to the disciples. In their ministry they may experience hardship, they 
may experience rejection, but it’s no more than Jesus himself has experienced. In the joy and in the pain, Jesus is right there 
with them. And God is watching over them. The God who knows when a sparrow falls, the God who knows every hair on 
their heads – their heavenly Father will protect them. What is true and good will eventually find the light. And the human 
beings who reject that truth and threaten truth-tellers – they are not to be feared. Only God is to be feared; only God has 
real power over their lives. And this God they are to fear? This God is a God of grace. This God is a God of care.  
 

Even the parts of Jesus’s message here in Matthew 10 that sound especially harsh to us may have sounded more like comfort 
to the disciples. For example, when Jesus says that he will acknowledge before God everyone who acknowledges him and 
deny everyone who denies him – to our comfortable ears, that sounds like a warning of eternal punishment. But for their 
part, the disciples are about to travel around the countryside to actively acknowledge Jesus before others. They have already 
given up home and family to follow him, just as Jesus himself has left his home and family to spread the good news of God’s 
redeeming love. And so perhaps when Jesus said, “I will acknowledge those who acknowledge me and deny those who deny 
me,” the disciples heard it more as a judgment on the people who would refuse to listen to their teaching, who would refuse 
to acknowledge Jesus as Lord – perhaps the disciples heard Jesus’s words as more of a judgment for others than as a warning 
for themselves. 



 

The Gospel of Matthew’s original readers probably heard Jesus’s words as a comfort as well. Those original readers were 
faithful Jewish people who had decided to follow Jesus as Messiah, a decision that led to increasing conflict in their 
communities. Some scholars believe that by the time Matthew was written, late in the first century – some scholars believe 
that by that time, these Jewish Christ-followers had already been kicked out of their local synagogues, left out on their own 
to figure out how to be Jesus’s disciples. One imagines that this led to significant family conflicts – men set against their 
fathers, daughters set against their mothers, daughters-in-law against their mothers-in-law, as one generation decided to 
practice a young offshoot of the family religion. Just as Jesus had predicted, families were severed, cleaved as if by a sword. So 
then for these alienated followers, to hear in Matthew’s gospel Jesus saying, your family may be divided if you follow me, but 
I promise, it will lead you to find your very life – well, that word would be a deep comfort in the midst of affliction. 
 

For our part, these words may sound more like judgment or threat than like comfort – and that makes sense, if Jesus did 
indeed come to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable. Compared to Jesus’s early followers, we are the comfortable 
– we live in a society that for the most part respects the practice of following Jesus, a society in which church-going is seen as 
normal, even normative. Here we are in a safe and beautiful sanctuary, surrounded by family and friends, or people who 
could be our friends if we got to know them. We have the security of 175 years as a church community in this 
neighborhood, the safety of our wealth, for many of us the safety of our skin color or our citizenship status… we are not 
facing the kind of affliction that Jesus’s disciples did, or that Matthew’s first-century readers did. 
 

“The business of the ministry is to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable” – I’ve repeated it but not sure I always 
agree with it. Sometimes we the comfortable are more afflicted than we look. And there are times we all need to hear God 
speaking comfort to us. Furthermore I’m not convinced that Jesus’s business was really about afflicting anyone – afflict is not 
quite the right word, at least not in its modern sense of “to cause pain or suffering to.”2 Jesus didn’t go around making 
healthy people sick. Even when the townspeople the disciples evangelized rejected the good news, Jesus instructed them to 
simply shake the dust off their feet and keep it moving.  
 

Maybe a better way of saying it is that Jesus came to comfort the afflicted and convict the comfortable. Jesus came to comfort 
the oppressed, the marginalized, the disenfranchised – and Jesus also came to convict the hearts of all people. Jesus came to 
challenge us to take a good look around, to take a good look around and consider if we are really loving our neighbors, if we 
are really following God’s commandment to love our neighbors with the same kind of love we give our own.  
 

Jesus came for comfort, yes, but also for challenge. And so if all we ever hear from Jesus is comfort – if all we ever hear from 
Jesus is, you have peace with God for your eternal soul and don’t worry about the rest – if that’s all we hear from Jesus then 
we are not really hearing him. Of course Jesus does offer us peace with God for our eternal souls – today’s epistle lesson 
from Romans is very clear about that. But in addition to comforting us, Jesus is also always challenging us. He is always 
challenging us to be more faithful followers of his way. He is always challenging us to be his true disciples: his true disciples, 
people who share his love in word and deed by the power of the Holy Spirit. 
 

And sometimes when we courageously answer Jesus’s challenge to live his love in word and deed we will face consequences. 
If, like those muckraking journalists of the early 20th century we expose the corruption of the powers that be, we may face 
public criticism. If we stand up to unjust workplace practices, we may risk our jobs. If we tell the truth about race in the 
classroom, we may find our university’s federal funding cut. If we show up at a local detention center to protest the 
abominable treatment of our immigrant neighbors inside, we may end up being shot with tear gas and rubber bullets. If we 
affirm that God loves God’s children of all genders and sexual orientations without reservation, we may find strangers in 
our direct messages on social media threatening our families or telling us we’re going straight to hell — that happened to a 
friend of mine earlier this week. When we answer Jesus’s challenge to love our neighbors, we may face backlash. 
 

But it’s nothing Jesus hasn’t already warned us about. He tells us up front that his message of peace will not always be met 
with peace. And living that peace may not always lead us to lives of peace in the traditional sense. But when we follow Jesus, 
when we take risks to love our neighbors, when we get into good trouble, as John Lewis said – when we follow Jesus, God 
will be right there with us, counting even the hairs on our heads. So tell the truth. Live God’s love. And don’t be afraid. 
Though we may be met with the sword, we trust that not even a single sparrow falls to the ground apart from our heavenly 
Father. 
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