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May flights of angels sing thee to thy rest. 
 
As our new king said those words while paying tribute to his mother her late Majesty Queen 
Elizabeth II, our hearts were strangely moved. 
 
In a poignant and intimate tribute the King said “To my darling Mama, as you begin your last great 
journey to join my dear late Papa, I want simply to say this: thank you. Thank you for your love and 
devotion to our family and to the family of nations you have served so diligently all these years." 
  
And then – quoting from Shakespeare’s Hamlet he added: 
 
"May ‘flights of Angels sing thee to thy rest’." 
 
In Hamlet itself it is Horatio who holds the Prince of Denmark in his arms and says: “Now cracks a 
noble heart. Good night, sweet prince, and flights of angels sing thee to thy rest”. 
 
It is a scene of utter devastation Horatio is surrounded by death and perhaps it strikes a chord with 
us because – in its anguish and grief - it speaks to our sense of grief and loss. 
 
A week ago last Friday as I drove to the studios of BBC Essex I listened to the radio as callers broke 
down in tears their sadness at the death of our Queen having mingled with their own unresolved 
sense of loss. Grief is always composite, complex, never straight forward. And the death of our late 
Queen has affected many many people. 
 
Caroline Criado Perez would hardly describe herself as a monarchist but she said: “I have been really 
struck by how many people of my generation, and people who share my general sense of 
ambivalence about the monarchy, have been, as I have been, ambushed by our depth of feeling 
about her death.” “The Queen” – she says “has always been there. Quietly, solidly, getting on with 
the job”. “Out of all the people who hold authority in this country”, she said “The late Queen feels 
like one of the very last who truly believed in the ideas of duty and of being a public servant.” 
 
“Those musty, old-fashioned words, which now they seem to have left us, appear so much more 
valuable than we realised.” So Caroline Criado Perez concludes “our sadness, our sense of loss and 
dislocation is for that ideal that she so clearly subscribed to, that duty, that the job, that serving the 
country, is something so important that you put it above your own individual or partisan desires.” 
“It’s for the loss of that sense of stability and continuity that came from having someone in public 
life who so clearly wasn’t in it for what she personally could get out of it. Who took her responsibility 
so seriously, so gravely.” Something has shifted something monumental has changed and we are all 
every one of us diminished by this loss. It is – as the references to Shakespeare’s Hamlet remind us, 
it is a devastating thing that has happened.  
 
May flights of angels sing thee to thy rest. 
 
I don’t know what you think of when you think of angels perhaps Shakespeare uses them here to try 
and evoke the sense of heaven coming down to earth and something of earth being raised to 
heaven. Angels are often seen as those who patrol the boundary between earth and heaven but in 
truth, an angel is simply a messenger. We talk of the good news of the Christian Faith as being the 
evangel the good news - news that is often talked about by an ev-angel-ist. But here’s the thing: the 



most consistent, most explicit messenger of the good news of the Christian Faith year after year 
after year has arguably been the late Queen. Her Christmas broadcast to the nation which she 
always wrote herself was listened to by millions of people and oftentimes she would use these 
addresses to talk about her faith in God. 
 
“For me” she said “the teachings of Christ and my own personal accountability before God 
provide a framework in which I try to lead my life.” 
 
At the beginning of the new millennium she said “I, like so many of you, have drawn great comfort 
in difficult times from Christ’s words and example.” 
 
After her annus horribilis she said “I know just how much I rely on my own faith to guide me through 
the good times and the bad, Each day is a new beginning.” she said “I know that the only way to live 
my life is to try to do what is right, to take the long view, to give of my best in all that the day brings, 
and to put my trust in God.” 
 
On another occasion she asked “To what greater inspiration and counsel can we turn than to the 
imperishable truth to be found in this treasure house, the Bible?” 
 
And in her 2016 address, she said, “Billions of people now follow Christ’s teaching and find in him 
the guiding light for their lives. “I” she said “I am one of them”. Here was someone who though 
private and discreet about many of her thoughts and feelings spoke openly and passionately about 
her faith. And that makes all the difference. 
 
Like Job – she found great consolation great comfort in her relationship with God. Job says “I know 
that may Redeemer liveth, and that he shall stand up at the last upon the earth: Whom I shall see for 
myself, and mine eyes shall behold, and not another.” 
 
Job was looking toward that last day that final consummation when – as Saint Paul tells us in a flash, 
in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet, the dead will be raised imperishable immortal and 
when the saying that is written will come true: ‘Death has been swallowed up in victory.’ 
That is the message, the ev-angel, the good news, that life is eternal and love is immortal and death 
is only an horizon, and an horizon is nothing, save the limit of our sight. It is our faith in Jesus Christ 
that lifts us up to see beyond the horizon of death and to know that our future is that we will be with 
God for ever. 
 
So – Saint Paul says “my dear brothers and sisters, stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always give 
yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labour in the Lord is not in 
vain”. May flights of angels sing thee to thy rest. With our faith in the redeeming, saving, 
transforming love of God we can look forward to all that is beyond death. 
 
Shakespeare talks of rest: rest – repose – requiem or as John Henry Newman put it safe lodging, a 
holy rest, and peace at the last. 
 
Our late Queen’s labours are finished. And just for a moment it is worth reflecting on the exacting 
nature of the Queen’s role. Early on in Elizabeth’s reign, the former shipping correspondent for the 
Glasgow Herald - Dorothy Laird discovered that there was no basic reference book on the life of the 
Queen. Much to her surprise. She was given permission by the palace to write a biography. 
With access to courtiers and staff she interviewed 300 people and in 1959 Dorothy Laird’s book 
‘How the Queen Reigns’ was published. In the book, she says “The Queen has a longer lineage than 
we have, she has greater means than we have, she has more resources and more opportunities. 



But she has precisely the same number of hours in a day and days in a year as we have.” 
 
All the alternatives to duty are there: husband, children, lovely places to live in, horses to ride, hills 
to climb. And what does the Queen do? She spends hours each day reading worrying, dull, difficult 
papers about the unsolved, and it must often seem insoluble, problems of the world. She spends 
more hours talking gravely about these same problems to men at least a generation her senior. 
When she puts on her lovely hat and goes out in her fine Rolls Royce it is more often than not to sit 
on a draughty platform listening with serene courtesy to well meant but lengthy platitudes. 
 
When she travels, she has to pass by the coral beaches for the local hospital, the glorious loneliness 
of veld or forest for an overcrowded reception. Why? Because the Queen is filled with a sense of 
duty so deep that it is a feeling of vocation. Because for her the Commonwealth is her life. She 
knows that if she works incessantly, cheerfully, resolutely and entirely without taking offence, she 
will do incalculable good . ‘a sense of duty so deep that it is a feeling of vocation’. This vocation to 
service never left her. 
 
As Caroline Criado Perez said “Two days before she died, the Queen was still getting dressed up to 
welcome in the new PM, smiling, made up, posing for photos, doing tiresome small talk. 
She should have been in bed!” Her late Majesty Queen Elizabeth II did so much, achieved so much, 
inspired so much and... meant so much to each one of us. And now – as she rests from her labours, 
we may echo the words of the Master in Saint Matthew’s account of the Parable of the Talents, 
‘Well done, good and faithful servant’. ‘Well done, good and faithful servant’, now 
may flights of angels sing thee to thy rest. 
 
Amen 


