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It’s always nice to hear how
Lombard’s own Eve Comfort Dog
has been bringing both joy and
calm to area school children, se-
niors and other groups—or helping
ease anxieties as travelers prepare
to fly out of O’Hare Airport.

But there are times when her job
is to be there for individuals and
groups who have experienced a
traumatic event.

Which means, of course, that her
handlers also face the aftermath
of such situations, and according
to Michele Arellano, one of Eve’s
handlers, those are assignments
for which the handlers have been
trained.

Arellano is now the “top dog”
handler for Eve, who will be 5 in
June and has been with St. John’s
Lutheran Church in Lombard since
December 2015. Eve is part of the
Lutheran Church Charities (LCC)
Comfort Dog Ministry and also its
K-9 police ministry.

Eve is one of over 130 gold-
en retriever comfort dogs in over
20 states, since the program was
launched in 2008, according to the
LCC website. Illinois has one of
the training facilities; the other is
in Nebraska.

As top dog, Arellano is responsi-
ble for administrative work, sched-
uling and social media, in addition
to taking Eve to various events.

She said the comfort dog ministry
program at St. John’s has evolved
since Eve came along, adding that
there are 13 handlers and a total of
20 volunteers.

“We have a big team now,”
she said proudly, adding that her
“right hand” person, Lenore Welsh,
serves as a community liaison to
handle new requests for visits and
goes to the locations to explain the
program, then maintains a relation-
ship.

“I couldn’t do it without her,”
Arellano praised, adding that as the
ministry expanded, “I had to grow
the team.”

It’s like that all across Ameri-
ca, she said, relating that the LCC

Comfort Dog Ministry “has grown
so much across the country.”

The police ministry has grown
as well, Arellano said, but differs
in that the dog’s handler has a job
or close relationship with law en-
forcement.

Eve has gone on a number of de-
ployments, as they are called, in the
last year alone that have involved
tragic situations, Arellano outlined,
such as visiting Glenbard East High
School last April after a number of
students were injured in a fire pit
explosion.

First and foremost, she empha-
sized, “We always wait for an in-
vitation,” which typically comes
from the LCC, finding dogs in the
area and/or who are available for
the deployment.

In this instance, “The counselors’
office called me directly,” Arellano
said, adding that Eve spent two
days at the high school, to offer
comfort to the students.

Eve attended the visitation and
funeral for Sheriff’s Deputy Chris-
topher Lambert who was struck and
killed Jan. 12 on 1-294, and was at
the funeral of McHenry Sheriff’s

Mary and Mike Millett also brought Eve to a celebration of life for
the Henry Pratt families and first responders, held last weekend at
Aurora East High School. Here, Eve is also pictured with Aurora Po-
lice Chief Kristen Ziman.

Deputy Jacob Keltner, who was
killed Thursday, March 7.

Another deployment for Eve was
to help provide comfort at the lo-
cal schools and police in Aurora
after the Friday, Feb. 15, shootings
at Henry Pratt that left five peo-
ple dead and five police officers
wounded.

In that instance, Arellano said,
“We had to clear the schedule” for
the week, and she said the groups
whose visits were cancelled were
proud of “their” dog being called
to duty.

She said during the following
week, some 12 comfort dogs vis-
ited the different schools and the
police station.

“We’ve now established a rela-
tionship with the Aurora Police De-
partment,” Arellano said.

Recently, Eve went to visit stu-
dents at an Oswego school after the
death of a student to offer comfort
to the students and staff.

When asked how the handlers
face such tragic situations, Arella-
no said that first of all, “The most
important thing is our handlers.
They just give up so much,” wheth-
er it be taking off work or volun-
teering personal time to go where
they are needed.

She explained that the handlers
receive not only training in how
to work with the comfort dogs, but
also in how to deal with questions
and other interactions with the indi-
viduals who approach Eve.

“People generally approach us
because of the dog,” Arellano said,
and the handlers “wait for them
to talk,” or not say anything. “We
have to feel it out and see where it
goes.”

“You have to see where the con-
versation takes you,” she added, re-
calling with a chuckle that a child
once asked what religion Eve is.

“Christian” was the response,
Arellano related.

And what about Eve? After all,
she spends part of her days be-
ing touched, hugged and petted.
Wouldn’t that stress anybody out?

Absolutely, says Arellano. The
handlers all work to make sure Eve
not only has down time but also is
limited to about an hour-and-a-half
of work before getting a break.

Her work is “rewarded after ev-
ery engagement,” she continued,
emphasizing, “We were taught how
to recognize signs of stress.”

Eve gets playtime when the vest
comes off, and “she gets a massage
every night,” Arellano outlined, as
well as daily grooming, walks and
a chance to be in a quiet place and
rest.

“She is very, very well taken care
of,” Arellano pointed out, adding
that Eve gets days off and also,
“LCC is pretty adamant that the
dogs not be worked for two or three
days” after a lengthy deployment.

Arellano said she believes Eve
is so calm because the handlers are
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Eve Comfort Dog (fourth from right) and her caregivers Mike and Mary Millett, from St. John’s Lutheran Church in Lombard, were among
other Lutheran Church Charities (LCC) Comfort Dog Ministry handlers and dogs to attend the recent funeral of McHenry Deputy Jacob
Keltner. Said handler Michele Arellano, “She knows when she’s really needed.”

“constantly reassuring her. We’ve
got her back. She knows the han-
dlers are protecting her.”

“Eve knows when she’s work-
ing,” she observed, adding that she
can see a difference in the dog’s de-
meanor during sobering visits, such
as a police funeral.

“She sits straighter, she sits taller
and looks straight ahead,” Arellano
described.

“She knows she’s got important
stuff to do.”

With the tragic circumstances in
which handlers find themselves,
for Arellano, “It is such a defining
moment in people’s lives, and it’s a
privilege to be invited; and you’re
a part of it.”

She added that handlers undergo
debriefing after such deployments.

On the more joyous side, Eve has
been establishing new and continu-
ing relationships with area schools,
such as Addison Trail, York and
Willowbrook high schools, the Hel-
en Plum Library, the Ronald Mc-
Donald House, the Proton Center
and the Lombard Junior Women’s
Club TLC Camp for children with

cancer and a sibling.

Eve has earned a partnership
award from the Ray Graham As-
sociation, and a school in Lemont
District 113A enjoys her so much
that a teacher wrote a grant (to
help build an outdoor run) and the
school sold T-shirts to help fund
her ministry, which is based solely
on donations.

Arellano mentioned, for exam-
ple, how LCC comfort dogs in
California were deployed after the
raging wildfires, so here in Illinois,
the team has a saying that covers
the whole country’s group of LCC
volunteers.

“We’re all part of one big fami-
ly,” she said, and St. John’s motto
is, “When one goes, we all go.”

To learn more about Eve’s min-
istry, visit stjohnslombard.org and
click on Ministries, or visit her
Facebook page at facebook.com/
Eve/ComfortDog.

To learn more about the comfort
dog ministry at Lutheran Church
Charities, visit lutheranchurchchar-
ities.org.

There are times when Eve can be a soothing influence on a child,
in this case one afraid to touch her with his hands. His feet served
as the next best thing. According to Arellano, Eve is “a comfort rug
with a heartbeat.”



