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The men were looking at a gray German Messerschmitt fighter hovering just three feet 
off their wingtip. It was five days before Christmas 1943, and the fighter had closed in 
on their crippled American B-17 bomber for the kill. 
 
The B-17 Pilot, Charles Brown, was a 21-year-old West Virginia farm boy on his first 
combat mission. His bomber had been shot to pieces by swarming fighters, and his 
plane was alone, struggling to stay in the skies above Germany. Half his crew was 
wounded, and the tail gunner was dead, his blood frozen in icicles over the machine 
guns. 
  
But when Brown and his co-pilot, Spencer "Pinky" Luke, looked at the fighter pilot again, 
something odd happened. The German didn't pull the trigger. He stared back at the 
bomber in amazement and respect. Instead of pressing the attack, he nodded at Brown 
and saluted. What happened next was one of the most remarkable acts of chivalry 
recorded during World War Il 
 
Luftwaffe Major Franz Stigler pressed his hand over the rosary he kept in his flight 
jacket.  He eased his index finger off the trigger. He couldn't shoot. It would be murder. 
Stigler wasn't just motivated by vengeance that day. He also lived by a code. He could 
trace his family's ancestry to Knights in 16th century Europe. He had once studied to be 
a priest. A German pilot who spared the enemy, though, risked death in Nazi Germany. 
If someone reported him, he would be executed. Yet, Stigler could also hear the voice 
of his commanding officer, who once told him: "You follow the rules of war for you--not 
your enemy. You fight by rules to keep your humanity." 
  
Alone with the crippled bomber, Stigler changed his mission. He nodded at the 
American pilot and began flying in formation so German anti-aircraft gunners on the 
ground wouldn't shoot down the slow-moving bomber. (The Luftwaffe had B-17's of its 
own, shot down and rebuilt for secret missions and training.) Stigler escorted the 
bomber over the North Sea and took one last look at the American Pilot. Then he 
saluted him, peeled his fighter away, and returned to Germany. 
  
"Good luck," Stigler said to himself. "You're in God's hands now." Franz Stigler didn't 
think the big B-17 could make it back to England and wondered for years what  
happened to the American pilot and crew he encountered in combat. 
 
 As he watched the German fighter peel away that December day, 2nd Lt. Charles 
Brown wasn't thinking of the philosophical connection between enemies. He was  
thinking of survival. He flew his crippled plane, filled with wounded, back to his base 
in England and landed with one of four engines knocked out, one failing, and barely any 
fuel left. After his bomber came to a stop, he leaned back in his chair and put a hand 
over a pocket Bible he kept in his flight jacket. Then he sat in silence. 
  
Brown flew more missions before the war ended. Life moved on. He got married, had 
two daughters, supervised foreign aid for the U.S. State Department during the  



Vietnam War, and eventually retired to Florida. 
  
Late in life, though, the encounter with the German Pilot began to gnaw at him. He 
started having nightmares, but in his dream there would be no act of mercy. He would  
awaken just before his bomber crashed. 
  
Brown took on a new mission. He had to find that German Pilot. Who was he? Why did 
he save my life? He scoured Military Archives in the U.S. and England. He attended  
a Pilots' Reunion and shared his story. He finally placed an ad in a German Newsletter 
for former Luftwaffe Pilots, retelling the story and asking if anyone knew the Pilot. 
  
On January 18, 1990, Brown received a letter. He opened it and read:  "Dear Charles, 
All these years I wondered what happened to that B-17, did she make it home? Did her  
crew survive their wounds? To hear of your survival has filled me with indescribable 
joy." 

 
It was Stigler.  He had left Germany after the war and moved to Vancouver, British 

Columbia in 1953. He became a prosperous businessman. Now retired, Stigler told 
Brown that he would be in Florida come summer, and "it sure would be nice to talk 
about our encounter." Brown was so excited, though, that he couldn't wait to see Stigler.  
He called Directory Assistance for Vancouver and asked whether there was a number 
for a Franz Stigler. He dialed the number, and Stigler picked up. 
 
"My God, it's you!" Brown shouted as tears ran down his cheeks. 
  
Brown had to do more. He wrote a letter to Stigler in which he said: "To say THANK 
YOU, THANK YOU, THANK YOU on behalf of my surviving crew members and 
their families appears totally inadequate." 
  
The two pilots would meet again, but this time in person, in the lobby of a Florida hotel. 
One of Brown's friends was there to record the summer reunion.  Both men looked like 
retired businessmen: They were plump, sporting neat ties and formal shirts. They fell 
into each other's arms and wept and laughed. They talked about their encounter in a 
light, jovial tone. 
 
The mood then changed. Someone asked Stigler what he thought about Brown. Stigler 
sighed and his square jaw tightened He began to fight back tears before he  
said in heavily accented English, "I love you, Charlie." 
  
Stigler had lost his brother, his friends, and his country. He was virtually exiled by his 
countrymen after the war. There were 28,000 pilots who fought for the German  
Air Force. Only 1,200 survived.  The war cost him everything Charlie Brown was the 
only good thing that came out of World War II for Franz. It was the one thing he  
could be proud of. The meeting helped Brown as well, says his oldest daughter, Dawn 
Warner. 
  



They met as enemies but Franz Stigler and Charles Brown, ended up as fishing 
buddies. 
  
Brown and Stigler became pals. They would take fishing trips together. They would fly 
cross-country to each other homes and take road trips together to share  
their story at schools and veterans' reunions. Their wives, Jackie Brown and Hiya 
Stigler, became friends. 
  
Brown's daughter says her father would worry about Stigler's health and constantly 
check in on him. "It wasn't just for show," she says. "They really did feel for  
each other. They talked about once a week."  As his friendship with Stigler deepened, 
something else happened to her father, Warner says "The nightmares went away." 
  
Brown had written a letter of thanks to Stigler, but one day he showed the extent of his 
gratitude. He organized a reunion of his surviving crew members along with 
their extended families. He invited Stigler as a Guest of Honor. 
  
During the reunion, a video was played showing all the faces of the people that now 
lived--children, grandchildren, relatives--because of Stigler's act of chivalry.  
Stigler watched the film from his Seat of Honor. 
  
"Everybody was crying, not just him," Warner says. 
Stigler and Brown died within months of each other in 2008. Stigler was 92, and Brown 
was 87. They had started off as enemies, became friends, and then  
something more. 
  
After he died, Warner was searching through Brown's library when she came across a 
book on German fighter jets. Stigler had given the book to Brown.  Both were  
country boys who loved to read about planes. 
  
Warner opened the book and saw an inscription Stigler had written to Brown:  
  
"In 1940, I lost my only brother as a night fighter. On the20th of December, 4 days 
before Christmas, I had the chance to save a   B-17 from her destruction, a plane  
so badly damaged, it was a wonder that she was still flying. The pilot, Charlie Brown, is 
for me as precious as my brother was. Thanks Charlie.  Your brother, Franz 
 

     In retrospect we can see that Stigler was open to God’s prompting.  He had 
practiced it and found solace and direction in his faith. 
     Our Scripture reading this morning tells a story about “rising to the occasion.”  It was 
the role of bridesmaids in Jesus’ day to accompany the happy couple through the 
streets of their village meandering in a way that would pass by the most homes.  The 
bridesmaids would keep the bride company until the bridegroom arrived, but the time of 
the groom’s arrival was always a surprise.  In fact the groom might well wait until the 
bride’s escorts were napping.  He would send ahead someone to announce in the street 
that the bridegroom was coming but this might be in the middle of the night.  It was 



required that any bridesmaid coming out in to the street must have a lighted lamp with 
them.  These attendants would accompany the couple through the streets greeting as 
they went.  Once the ‘couple’ arrived at their destination where the ceremony would 
take place, the guests paraded inside, then the door would be shut and latecomers 
were not allowed in. 
      In Jesus’ parable, there were ten bridesmaids, 5 silly and 5 smart.  The silly 
bridesmaids took lamps, but no extra oil.  The smart bridesmaids took jars of oil to feed 
their lamps.  The bridegroom didn’t show up when they expected him, and they all fell 
asleep.  When the groom arrived to be greeted, the ten bridesmaids got up to get their 
lamps ready.  The silly bridesmaids found that their lamps were going out and asked the 
smart ones for some oil.  The smart ones said there wasn’t enough to go around, “go 
and buy your own.”  Which they did, but by that time people had gone in for the wedding 
feast, the door was shut and they were locked out of the ceremony.  They failed to be 
prepared to “seize the day.” 
     If a two-year-old doesn’t get a nap, the oil runs out, she is going to crash.  When you 
haven’t had a conversation with your spouse in three weeks that hasn’t revolved around 
carpooling and laundry logistics, your marriage is getting dry.  If you have worked 
seventy-hour weeks for longer than you care to know, your relationships are going to 
suffer. 
     There are some kinds of oil you can’t borrow from someone else.  We learn at school 
that you can borrow someone’s homework and get by, but you can’t borrow the hours 
they put in to studying for the test.  There are some kinds of preparation we can only do 
for ourselves.  There are some reserves that no one else can build up for us.  You can’t 
borrow someone else’s peace of mind or their passion for God.  You can’t say to your 
friend, “You have such a happy marriage, don’t you?  Could you give me some of that?”  
It doesn’t work.  You have to “rise to the occasion” yourself.  You have to figure out what 
fills you up, spiritually, and then make sure you have some to carry with you, every 
single minute of the day, because that’s how often you’ll need it. 
     Many people say that church is their “filling station,” this church, this community of 
faith.  This is where they get replenished week after week.  This is where they get 
nourished through the difficult times of life.  This is where they meet Jesus. 
     Folks, this stewardship focus that we are in, this is an invitation for you to “rise to the 
occasion.”  We have been given freedom. But maintaining that freedom has costs –
some of those costs are our time, talent, and treasure to maintain this “filling station.” 
We need to fuel this ministry for our children and our grandchildren today, for our town 
of Caledon East in these days. 
 We don’t stockpile oil because then we can turn others away.  No, you just stop 
at the “filling station” and fill your lamp and take it with you, because you can’t wait to 
meet the bridegroom, to join in the party.  You fill it out of joy.  That’s the price of oil:  the 
desire to meet Jesus when he comes.  Let’s seize the day!  Amen 


