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Of Flight and Life

Contemplations on the Life of Charles A.Lindbergh

Every time I go to Washington, D.C..I make a pilgrimage visit to the
Smithsonian Institute. There are many remarkable things to see there,, but
always I take my view of one. It is a frail 1little airplane hanging by
wires from the ceiling. It is a single-engine plane named The Spirit of
Ste Louise It is the tiny eircraft in which a young pilot by the name of
Charles A, Lindbergh made a sensational flight from New York to Paris 47
years ago. He made that flight alone in 33 hours and 29 minutese.

At least I think it wes, and still is,, sensational. Since Monday of
this past week, August 26, when Charles Lindbergh died in Hawaii at the age
of 72,.1 have thought much about the flight and life of this man. Indeed,,
in 1948 he wrote a book which he called Of Flight end Life. What this man
did and thought, and what the events of history did to him, are worthy of
our serious reflection. I imvite you this morning to recall this life with
me.

As can meny other living Americans I can recall exactly where I was
standing and what I was doing on May 21, 1927, when the word was flashed over
the world that Charles Lindbergh had landed safely in Paris. I happened to be
on Water Street,. in front of the Millikin Bank Building, in my hometown of
Decatur, Illinois, when the word was flashed in 2 newspaper headling speci,lls.
Ag a boy I grew up with an intense fascination for this epochi event. I read
Lindbergh's first book called We We and then a series of boys" fiction. the
adventures of <Led Dcott which were based on the Lindbergh legend. Ag an adult

I read his book Of Flight and Life, and then eagerly devoured his book The

Sgirit of D1:. LOuis.,his autoblographical narrative setting forth his planning
and emecution of the first nonstop airplane vassege between the continents

of America nd fmrope, concluding with an hour-by-hour account of that momentous’,
desperate, triumphant first flight over trackless waters." (dustjacket) If T

were to go to Washington, D«Cey. I would once 2 aln my find my way¥ to the Smithe
\
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sonian Institute where I would mmEeE gaze up in awe and wonder at that frail
little airship.

Because the life of Charles Lindbergh tells so much about what has happened
in a stunningly short time in our world, and because his life tells us so
much about ourselves,.I would like this morning to draw From his saga several’
relevant observations.

i

The first is that Lindbergh in that lonely flight of 47 years ago exphibited
a raw, indoming%le human courage that is very rare in the affairs of men,. but
which is zwe-inspiring.

Lindbergh largedly designed that 1little plane, The Spirit of “t, Louis,. by
himself. He went to San Diego,. Calif. to supervise its construction. There
was a seat in it for only one person. He took no excess taggage, certainly
no luggage. 11 space was sacrificed for the sake of £mi® fuel. He took no
radio,. no sextant. He navigated by the starse. He haa[a minimum of gear, only
a few sandwiches and coffee. For 33 hours and 29 minutes he flew alone over
a trackless ocean waste,. fighting sleep and boredom, ice and fog.

This speaks of a kind of courage which I think we need in many other areas
of contemporary life. I think of my own simple flight through this life and

the courage that I often need to stand alone. I wonder if ke too many

compromises, if I sacrifice principle more often than I should for the szke

of comfort and place. I wonder if I really belleve in the purposes I set for
myself long ago, end if it will have strength to endure to the endbh.
In hisdetailed account of the flight Lindbergh records these thoupghts:

If I fly through storm over the “tlantic, it may

propitiate the gods; and by the law of averages alone
there should be less chance of striking another over
Europe. If I make the whole flight without meeting anything
worse than those scattered squalls in Nova Scotia, If1l

. feel as though XI'd been cheating, as though I hadn't earned
success, as though the evil spirits of the sky had dis=

\ dained to sall forth in battles & victory ziven stands pale
beside a victory won. A pilot has the right to ¢ nhoose his
battlefiled - that is the strategy of flight. But once
that battlefield is attained, conflict should be welcomed,.
not avoided. If a pilot fears.to test his skill with the

elements, he has chosenthe wroﬁg‘profession. (pe.302-~303)
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And then just a feyw pages later:
Subconsciously, without understand the full significance of
my action, I adopt a basic rule for the flight. Somewhere, in
an unknown recess of my mind, I've discovered that my ability
rises and falls with the essential rrinlems that confront me.
What & can do depends lepeely on what I have to do to keep
alive and stay on course. If there were no a ternative, I could
fly blind throuch fog during 2ll the night and day's The love of
life is sufficient guarantee for that, But there is en alternative,
the alternative of climbine faster; and that I choose’,
My head is thrown back to look upward. My neck is stiffls. But
what of it? Hold on to these stars. Guide on them. DUom't et them
get away.. (p.310)
I wonder if that doesn't say much about how one manages to live wlth courage,
Lindbergh paid dearly for his fame and his courage anﬁ falth were tested
to the limit when his baby son, Charles, was kidnapped from his home in
New Jersey on March 1, 1932 -~ just five years =fter his heroic flight. 72
days later in a patch of woods in the same neighborhood the baby was found
brutally murdered., The Lindbergh Kidnapping law was effected because of this
tragedy.
This tragic event of hlstory showed us something about the violence that
tortures our society today. In Lindberth's career we glimpse an intensely
dramatic and real vision of the bestiality and brutality of manly This ought to

tell us something,. still),, about our soclety, and ourselvess. There is a raw

gfzgak of animal violence and ange?_in our bloods It happens every day,,
everywhere, but 1;:zz;;h;;;;;;Z;;E“;E;;_;E*;ccurs to the great and the neare
greats It shows us what man does to man,. and the pathetic need we have in our
common human life’ for tenderness, compassion and mercys. Lindberigh's life and
career encompass a nature that is "red in tooth and clawe" How could we XEX

ever doubt our need for humaaﬂization;:for compassion,, for Christian love

and brotherhood? e : ;ﬁt e

The third observation of Lindberkth 's life, though unpleansant to me, ig
not really suPprising. It is always disilllusioning to fing that your heroes

have patches of clay., Lindbergh certainly did. For in one period of hig life
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he exhlbited a racism and 2 fascination with faclist ideologye,.

Those who know Lindbergh's story recall thet in the ¥Emk® events that
led up to World War II Lindbergh was, for a time, cappured by Nazi propaganda
and made blind to the signs of cyclonic evil thatwsizxgathering in Nazi
Germany. Lindbergh went to Germeny and was given the highest decoration by

Hermann Goring, pinning upon him the Service Cross of the Order of the German

Eagle, with Star, and doing this in the name of the Fuhrer, Adolrh Hitler,
“—__—‘__“‘——-..

Many wilifrecalthhis romance of Lindbergh with the Nazis and his perticipation
with the America First organization which sought to keep America out of World
War ITS.

Lindbergh apparently wes impressed with the Nazidodoctrine of white
superpiority. In addition’y Lindbergh Had a long and fateful redationship
with a distinguished scientist, Alexis Carrel who happened, also,. to be a

champion of white supremacy and anti-~semitism, During this thase of his
career, Lindbergh made many statements that were blatantly racist and anti=
semitice. Wnen the Japanese struck at Pearl Harbor, of course, he offered
his services to his nation = services that were somewhat reluctantly accepted.,.
I cite this as an example of the flawed character of human beingsi A1l
of us - perhaps even the most saintly = have areas of bliddness and sin. AlY
of us have to struggle with the tempsationm to indulge ourselves in racist
notions of supremacy,. to loo¥ dowm upon other human ereatures, even to indulge
im hateed and snobbery.. It is a streak in the human person that must always
faces the grace and love of Christi,
LA

One other obzervation ~bout Lindbergh: in his maturing years he did exhibit
too a spiritual sensitivity,. even a theological bent, that can only be thought
of as elevated and noble.

In his hour-by-hour account of his flight in The Spirit of _®%. Louls, he

he records a2 most revealing and rewardin-~ thought s:

During the long ages between dawn and sunrise,
I'm thankful we didn't make "Te Spirit of St, Louis" a stable
plene. They very Instability which makes it difficult to fly
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blind or hold an accurate course at night now guards
me against excessive errors. It's acain a case of the
pPlene and me compenseting for each othere o ' Wnen I
was fresh and it was overloaded, my aquickness of reaction
held its nose from veering off. Now that I'm dreaming
and ridden by sleep, its veering prods my legging senses's
| The slightest reX3xation of pressure on either stick or
| rudder starts 2 climbing or a diving turn, hauling me back
from the Yorderland ofZsleep. Then, I fix my eyes on
the combass and determine #gain to hold it where it
belongs. (p.362)

Is this not a good analogy for men understending himself, and realizing his
ovn nature make those spiritual compensations which help him to live abundantly,

always keep one's eygs on bother the stars and the compass?

In his 1ittle book Of Flight and Life Idwikmrmir - written Imx 21 years
after his solo flight = Lindbergh speaks of his early fascination with

science. He tended to make science a god that could do everything and answer

—_—
all questions. But 1n‘a' time of deeper maturity he wrote:

I now realize that while God cannot be seen as
| tangible as I had demanded as a child, His presence
! can be senses in every sight and act and incident.
I know that when man loses k¥zxzeEmz®m this sense, he
mlsses the true quality of life - the beauty of earth,
its seasons and its skies; the brotherhood of men; the
joy of wife and children. He loses the infinite strength
without which no people can survive through time ~ the
element which war cannot defeat or peace corrupte. I
ow understand that spiritual truth is more essential
to a nat%on th?n the mortar in its' cities' wallsl
Ps 52
I like to believe that this spiritual sense deepened Lindbergh's faith and

roadened his sympathies with his fellow human beings. It is most significant
that the last endeavor he was making was i&m the FPhillippines fof the World
Wildlife Ffund, to encourage anima2l conservation. There he 2lso became deeply
interested in the Fhillippine tribesmem people and efforts under way to"eonserve"”
them. The plight of these tribespeople was similar to that of the American
ndian in the 19th century. Apparently his lsst days were spent in showing
cpmpassion and concern for the very kind of "yellow" people whom earlier, in
more racist moods, he had disparaged,

At the very simple memorial service held for him in Hawaii for only family
and a few friends it was disclosed that in his last days, when he knew he was

going quickly to dle of cancer, he had selected the passages himselfls. One of
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these wzs from that great passage from Isaih which was read to you earlier

today:

Have you not lmown? Have you not heard?
The Lord is the everlasting God
the Creator of the ends of the earth.
He does not faint or grow wesry,
his understanding is unsearchable.
He gives power to the faint,
and to him who hass no might he increases strength.
Even the youths shall faint and be weary,
and the young men shall EEEKEEIY fall exhausted;
but they who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength,
they shall mount up with wings as eagles,
they shall run and now be weary,

they shall walk and not faint,.
(40:28:~31)

I suppose that msmx soon now we will be seeing on television, probably
on the late show, & film produced about ten years 2go, "The Spirit of St..
Iouis." Tt was an attempt to capture the essense of that historic fl ight
in 1927: It is significant, I believe, that this film was considered a box=
office failures Who in the age of space probes, nuclear submarines, and trips
to the moon, was interested in a young man flying a tiny little plane across
the ocean? BPBut I know I will want to see that film again, and b¥he next time
I am in Washington ,D.C..TI will go to the Smithsonian Institute once more and
gaze up at that frail 1little craftis. How terrible it is for us to lose our
sense of awe and wonder! How sed it is for us to be unmmoved by courage
and strength@® How serious it is for us to miss this contemplation of the
nature of human beings! For in it 211 we mey miss the great God of Christ

who 1s still seeking to ,ake us lmow that

They who wait for the Lord shall r w thei
they all mount up with wings as eaglegnew SAT TRy
they shall run and not be weary,

they shall walk and not faint.



