
27 September 2020 

 

Dear Friends of Elmwood, 

 

 Life has ways of hijacking our plans. I must tap out these words in 

hazardous haste so I can be present for a solemn occasion, the funeral of a close 

friend in Toronto. So, forgive me. My essay is bound to be more disjointed than 

usual. 

 

Memories of Vankoughnet 

 The Rev. Tom Vais died suddenly last weekend. He was just a few months 

older than I. We first met…let me count…thirty-six years ago last May. Back 

then, he was a student at the University of Winnipeg, but he was toiling for the 

summer in his uncle’s sawmill near the village of Vankoughnet, in the swampier 

part of Muskoka. 

Few have heard of this village, but generations of Presbyterian Ministers 

know it well. St David’s Church is there. It sits in a field, down a long dirt road, 

surrounded by forest and a graveyard. To approach it on foot is to feel you’ve 

stepped into a postcard from 1910. 

Each summer, for decades, St David’s welcomed a new and callow Student 

Minister from Knox College in Toronto. These students tried out their rookie 

sermons on a (mostly) forgiving congregation. They learned the hard way that 

they weren’t the thrilling preachers they assumed they were, and that words like 

‘paraenesis’ and ‘teleological’ have no place in a Children’s Story. 

They’d join the weekly hymn sings, organise games and lessons for the 

children, print the ‘bulletin’ on a manual Gestetner, arrive at someone’s house at 

the meal hour looking ‘an hungred’ (of course they were fed!), and sometimes 

take the Friday afternoon Phys. Ed. class at the little two-room school, while the 

teachers caught up with their marking. 

They’d hold Bible studies in someone’s home and say things like, “Did you 

know the Greek word for love is agape, and faith is pistis? Fascinating, eh?” – and 

similar arcana they’d learned a scant six weeks before. They didn’t realise the 

people of St David’s Church knew these things already, having heard them year 

after year from a parade of summer students. (“Just wait. He’ll bring up the Dead 

Sea Scrolls next week. Look surprised.”) 

In 1984, I was one of those summer students. 
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I met Tom on the Victoria Day weekend, hours after I arrived. We knew of 

each other already. His younger brother, Chris, was my classmate. 

Chris Vais and I became firm, lifelong friends on the day of our enrollment 

at Knox College. When we graduated, years later, Chris was ordained and began 

his life as a Minister, and I left for England on a scholarship. He visited me there. 

I took him ‘punting’ on the River Cam. He got us stuck, broke the pole a mile 

upstream, and we had to wobble back with a tiny, inadequate paddle. (Life has a 

way of hijacking our plans.) When we arrived in the late afternoon, the college’s 

keeper-of-the-punts gave me a proper verbal thrashing, such as only an unhappy 

Englishman can give. Chris bought me a pint in my local pub. Then another. We 

were even now. Our friendship only deepened over the years. 

But life has a way of hijacking our plans. In his late 30s, Chris developed 

A.L.S. (‘Lou Gehrig’s disease’). He died in 2002. An image burned in my memory 

is Chris’s barely breathing body, his lively eyes still shining, as I sat by his 

bedside in the last hours of his life. And there was Tom sitting on the other side, 

keeping vigil. 

Tom and I had enormous fun that summer in Vankoughnet, and for many, 

many years after that. We, and several others in our ‘band of brothers’, have kept 

closely in touch since Chris’s death. Tom’s sudden death grieves us deeply, in all 

the ways Chris’s did. 

I know no one reading this hasn’t experienced such sorrow too; many 

times over, and more than I have, perhaps. The longer we live, the more we hurt. 

You know whereof I speak. 

Chris and Tom were better Ministers than I will ever be. They came by it 

honestly. Their father is a highly respected Minister, a father figure to me in the 

way Chris and Tom were brothers. The Call to the Ministry often re-echoes in 

families; it’s handed on from one generation to another the way Elijah handed 

his mantle to Elisha. 

Above all, Chris and Tom Vais taught me – in that school we all share, the 

one called ‘Experience’ – the meaning and value and friendship. Maybe, another 

time, I’ll say more about ‘friendship’. It’s a sorely neglected topic in Christian 

thinking. And it’s terribly undervalued in life. 

But for now, in haste, alas, I pay tribute to my friends, Chris and Tom. 

Here’s a poem from A.E. Housman’s collection, A Shropshire Lad. It calls to mind 

poignant memories of lost youth. 
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Into my heart an air that kills 

 From yon far country blows: 

 What are those blue remembered hills, 

 What spires, what farms are those? 

  

That is the land of lost content, 

 I see it shining plain, 

 The happy highways where I went, 

 And cannot come again. 

 

 May they rest in peace and rise in glory. 

 

This and That 

 I’m grateful, as you are, to the committee chaired by Don Clark. Their 

careful work and planning enabled our safe re-opening of the sanctuary for 

public worship. 

But life has a way of hijacking our plans. Rumours of a ‘second wave’ 

mount. Will we have to close the Church’s doors again? So far, as I write, the 

government hasn’t said so, but we know that may change, perhaps very soon. 

All the more reason, then, to stay in close touch with each other. 

John Pratt is recovering well at home after some minor surgery. So is Ann 

Fitchett. Elaine Allen and Marilyn Cassidy are healing after knee surgery. Bill 

Booth is slowly, slowly recovering. And David Van der Hoek, Bert and Trudy’s 

son, continues down the long road to healing too. You know the drill. Prayers for 

one and all. Remember to say one for yourself too. 

 

Yours in the faith, 

Andrew 

 

 
 


