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Based on Isaiah 40:1, 28b-31

“On Eagles Wings”
Today we have gathered here in this church, this place of worship, as family and friends who are bound together in grief and sadness at the untimely death of Lois Both.  Her passing is truly untimely because she graced the face of the earth – and sometimes the skies above – for a mere 35 years.  Almost 13 ½ years ago she and her beloved Doug shared their wedding vows, as Dr. Fred Veenstra said, in this church, and now far too soon we are gathered for her funeral service.  And that is just simply because suddenly, unexpectedly, something went wrong on the highway home after work just over a week ago – and Lois was taken from life.  And we are left to wonder and to ponder on the mysteries of it all. 
I’ve gotten to know Lois just a little bit over the past week as I have sat with Pete, while the family was out in Alberta.  Talking with Doug a little bit and everyone that I have talked to, talks about her love of living life passionately.  I think we have heard that in what has been shared already today – and I’ve been made well aware that the greatest passion of her life – apart from loving Doug – was aviation – flying.  That was her career, and it began in her teen years when the Royal Canadian Air Cadets was a big part of her life.  I can understand that to a degree – my youngest son, due to his fascination with aviation, was part of the 167 Air Cadet Squadron here in Owen Sound for a number of years, and as a parent I felt his excitement that day he achieved his dream and was able to go flying.  I am sure along with the same feeling Lois’ parents had years ago, stood with pride on the sidewalk when our children have marched in parades with their squadrons and I felt that pride even stronger when my son solemnly stood guard at one corner of the cenotaph here in Owen Sound during Remembrance Day ceremonies.  Having seen that from my own experience I can picture Lois doing similar things, and I can understand her fascination with flight and aircraft – there is something almost intoxicating about breaking those bonds of earth, climbing into the sky in a glider or aircraft and soaring as if on eagle’s wings! 

There is a poem about that Lois knew well – it’s on the plaque she received along with an Air Cadet Scholarship some years ago – it’s a sonnet entitled “High Flight” that was written by 19 year old John Gillespie Magee Jr. shortly before he died in a training accident while flying with the Royal Canadian Air Force in December 1941.  Not long after that his poem was subsequently sent to every R.C.A.F. air base and training station and has come to be known as “The Pilot’s Creed” – thus it is well known by aviators.  It was used in the service that was held in Leduc, Alberta this past Wednesday March 15th and I want to share it with you now too:

Oh! I have slipped the surly bonds of Earth
And danced the skies on laughter-silvered wings;
Sunward I've climbed and joined the tumbling mirth of sun-split clouds,

--and done a hundred things
You have not dreamed of—wheeled and soared and swung high in the sunlit silence. 

Hov'ring there, I've chased the shouting wind along, and flung
My eager craft through footless falls of air...
Up, up the long, delirious, burning blue
I've topped the wind-swept heights with easy grace
Where never lark, nor eer eagle flew—
And, while with silent lifting mind I've trod
The high, untrespassed sanctity of space,
Put out my hand and touched the face of God.

John Magee was a Christian, the son of missionaries, and he says something very important and profound in that poem - to touch the face of God, to experience Him, to know Him–is something every one of us needs - and never, “I dare say”, is that need more pronounced than in such a time as this. 

But so many people in our fast-paced society and culture so often live life as if God is unnecessary. Then – often only when tragedy strikes so painfully unexpectedly and compels us to pause from that busy day to day stuff of life – then we are compelled to confront spiritual realities that deep, deep down in our hearts, we now need to be confronted – realities of the meaning of life – and death. 

Suddenly – when tragedy shatters our illusions of life’s durability – we realize that life can be far too fleeting, that we are vulnerable; that what we cherish can be here today and gone tomorrow.  And if we don’t know God and what God has done for us – well, then we are shaken, confused, downcast into despair, and perhaps even angry at the unfairness of it all.  And where then do we mere human creatures find solace, comfort, and hope? 

Christians know – in our Creator – the God the Bible teaches is our loving Father, the God who is Jesus – the Christ, our Saviour, and the God who is the Holy Spirit – Whom the Bible calls our “Comforter” and “Counsellor”.  God knows all about suffering and tragic untimely death – Jesus died when he was only 33 years old – dying on a cross of execution so that we can know just how much God loves us.  And in Jesus, Christians find our hope – and to be blessed with that hope all we have to do is reach out and take the hand that God is already extending to us even when we don’t know him. Christians know this, and even when we are stricken with pain we know deep down that God is there to comfort us and give us strength to go on living the life he has given us.  In fact, God promises that He will even carry us through the dark days of life and bring us even closer to Himself.

We know this because the Bible – God’s Word – says it!  Many, many centuries ago, about 3 months after the people of Israel had been released after 400 years of slavery in Egypt, Moses went to meet with God up on the mountain above their camp, and God said to him, “This is … what you are to tell the people …: ‘You yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt, and how I carried you on eagle’s wings and brought you to myself.’” What a wonderful picture of God’s love that is!

Here God, I think, uses the image of a soaring eagle to illustrate that because (I think aviators understand this), nothing describes the freeness of life lived well and exuberantly and freely more than the flight of a majestic, powerful bird like the eagle.  Many people have written and sung about how they wished they could fly like an eagle – even for a moment – and experience such freedom. Lois Both knew what that was like – and I would like to think that it was there in those moments of flight that she sensed the presence of God most powerfully. 

But now she is gone.  The aesthetic quality of her life that was shared with loved ones – Doug, family, and friends – is now we can say is caught up in precious memories of the past.  The accident that took her life released her soul to soar up and away to a place we can’t know until we too slip the bonds of life and go to meet our Creator.  And now that she is gone, we mourn her loss. 

But we can also celebrate her life!  We can remember how she blessed those of us whom she blessed and, as the Pastor said in Leduc, Alberta on Wednesday, we can honour her by continuing to allow her life to impact ours.  We can remember what she loved – and love and respect them.  We can remember whom she loved and love them too.  And because her death has brought us here into the very presence of God today we must hear what God has to say and open our hearts to Him – because that is where comfort and answers to our pondering questions about the mysteries of life and death come from.  And one thing God does say is that a person’s life is more than the stuff of memories.  God has created us for an eternity that is only opened up to us, when we have lived our lives to the boundaries He has ordained and then, when we (and we all will) slip the bonds of life, God carries all who are His precious children to Himself as if on eagle’s wings. 

Today, with spirits cast down in grief, we have good reason to feel drained and weary.  But God offers sustaining words of encouragement and comfort to us – in Isaiah 40 He promises that “those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength. They will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not grow weary, they will walk and not grow faint.”  Yes, today we pause and remember Lois – and we must thank God for her life.  And tomorrow, well – let us face the days to come knowing that life, as uncertain and fleeting as it can be, is a precious gift from God and it is best lived well walking hand in hand with Him.  So I urge all of you to seek comfort and strength in Jesus – and I assure you that – if you trust in Him – He will renew your strength and lift you up to soar as if on eagle’s wings – and there, carried by God, you too will be able to reach out and touch His face, know His love, and live securely held in His almighty hands.
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