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The pull of being remembered in this world: Gladys Aylward
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This morning, I want to explore Gladys Aylward's life with you.
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I think she will help us wrestle with the idea of the gravitational pull to be remembered in this
world. To leave a legacy.
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There is a saying that we die twice — once when you stop breathing, and once when
somebody says your name for the last time.
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We strive to be remembered. We want to leave a legacy, and impact on the world. We want
people to speak our name beyond our years on this earth.
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While we are alive, we desire to be recognised in whatever circles we move in—in our
communities, in our jobs, and in our social circles.
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Gladys Aylward’s world was no different — the pull to be remembered, to leave a legacy, to
have a presence, is a universal, human condition.
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So let’s look at her story, then let s reflect on this pull to be remembered.
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Glady’s remarkable story #& 35 % 44 69 dE LI F

Glady’s story is a fascinating one full of twists and turns, but I’'ll give you the short version
here!
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She was born in London right at the beginning of the twentieth century in 1902.
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Soon after her conversion, the idea of millions in China without access to the gospel gripped
her heart, and when Gladys Aylward was 27, she was accepted for missionary training by
China Inland Mission.
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However, she failed to learn the language sufficiently, so she wasn’t allowed to continue her
training.

Bl AR LD EEEHGZET, HILRBAFEFIETIIR

She was heartbroken, yet pressed on towards ministry in China.
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She eventually found out about a seventy-three-year-old Scottish widow looking for someone
to join her in ministry in northern China, and Gladys agreed to go and help.
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She saved up for a train ticket that would take her through Europe, Russia, Siberia and into
Northern China. She set off in 1932, aged 30.
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At the beginning of her journey, she met a Dutch couple on the train returning home after
attending the Keswick Convention in England.
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The Keswick Convention has left a lasting legacy on KCC, like what we are doing this
weekend in thinking about holiness as we live in this world and resist its gravitational pull.
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So think of this conversation as taking place as the couple headed back down the mountain!
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The couple talked with Gladys and learned she was off to China with the gospel.
RIF s 1a H 44 33K, EF Lt BiFET.

The woman promised Gladys that at nine o’clock every night, for the rest of her life, she
would pray for her, and they wrote their names in the other one’s Bibles to remember each
other.
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The man gave Gladys a British one pound note as they said goodbye, which felt useless to
Gladys now she had left England for good! But it would save her life.
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Unfortunately, the war between China and Japan had broken out the year before, and she was
re-routed through Russia.
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There, Russian soldiers took her passport away and changed her profession in the passport
from “missionary” to “machinist” so that she had to stay and work.
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She was completely trapped, but some locals helped her escape on a Japanese boat about to
leave for Japan.

WX EMEET, B—Rg AT ISR AR R A6 B A&k,

Russian soldiers grabbed her on the gangway, but as she pulled out the one-pound British
note for them, they loosened their grip just enough for her to jump onto the boat as it began to
move.
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Gladys said this moment in her life was like escaping the net of a bird-catcher.
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After landing in Japan, she crossed to China, where she still had a further train, bus and two-
day mule ride to reach the small town in the mountains of northern China where she would
meet Mrs Lawson.
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Mrs Lawson lived in a very rough, large house that she planned to turn into an inn for
travellers, called The Inn of Eight Happinesses.
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Mules were needed to cross the rough mountain terrain, and their town was along this “mule
highway” so there was a definite need to provide these mule riders with cheap, simple
overnight accommodation and food.

FAMNENLEE ERRT, memedaataAEh [BFag] £, Baed
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News soon spread across the area that, quote, “the inn of the foreign ladies is clean, the food
is good, and at night they have long stories free of charge.”
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These were Bible stories, and in the end, this 1s how Gladys picked up the local language — by
learning these stories by heart so she could tell them to the travellers.
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Soon after, Mrs Lawson died and left Gladys very alone, and the only European person in that
part of China.
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One day, the local magistrate came to Gladys with a request.
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He had the personal responsibility to ensure that foot binding, which was recently outlawed,
was eradicated in his area.
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Foot binding forced a girl’s feet to be broken, folded underneath themselves, and bound, all in
the quest for beauty.
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Gladys was only four feet, ten inches tall, with size 3 feet, yet her feet were considered giant,
and locals would often lift the bottom of her skirt to marvel at them!
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The magistrate said that as a woman with “big feet”, he needed her to help inspect women’s
feet in the area, because men were not allowed, and every other woman had her feet bound
Wiketh, FH—2 [ KW ik, REZHFEREZHELHGH, BAEHFIL
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Gladys told him she had come to China to tell people about the God she worshipped, and if
she took the job, she would use it as an opportunity to preach the gospel in all the isolated
villages.
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Amazingly, he agreed, because he knew Christian women did not bind their feet, so this could
only help his cause.
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Gladys strikes me as a woman who was as wise as a serpent and innocent as a dove when it
came to opportunities to talk about Jesus.
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As a government foot inspector, she was paid for years to travel to so many villages, stamp
out a cruel practice, and speak the gospel. She became known in those parts as “The
Storyteller.”
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Soon, Gladys’ home became a beacon for orphans. She had discovered some children on her
foot binding inspections, others had lost their parents in the war.
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She accumulated more and more children, eventually more than one hundred.
WM E G ZT RS, KAARET 10018,

She cared for them, fed them, taught them, and spoke the gospel to them.
Yo BB RARA], ARAEAMAT, A, T EiefEAE S,

Her town was repeatedly a war zone, and so it became clear that Gladys needed to get the
children to safety.
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There was an orphanage in the “free zone” outside the conflict that she could take the
children to, but it was 350 km north, across the mountains.
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Gladys set off on the mountainous mule track with over a hundred children aged between
three and sixteen.
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It was a gruelling, dangerous, journey.
i3 A& — AR E B R 6 5RAZ
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They begged for food along the way, but this was scarce in war-torn villages. Other villages
were completely abandoned.
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They came to cross the wide expanse of the Yellow River, but the ferries had stopped running.

R AP] B % 18 5 P A T, ARIE B E4Z AL T 145,

This was a turning point for Gladys. It is where she says God really broke her and brought her
into complete dependence on him.
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They prayed for a solution, and these are the words of a child about that moment:
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“All of us bigger ones helped to carry the little ones, and Ai-weh-de (As Gladys was
known in China) was always carrying one or two of the sick ones. And when we got to
the river we waited and waited for a boat. We prayed for the river to be opened so that
we could walk across like the children of Israel did, across the Red Sea, but God knew
we were tired of walking so He sent a boat, and that was far better.”
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Once across the river, they continued the trek, going so high up the rocky mountains that the
clouds sometimes obscured them.
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After a month of the agonising journey, they arrived at the orphanage, where Gladys’ body
completely shut down, and doctors expected her to die.
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She was hospitalised with typhoid, pneumonia, malnutrition and exhaustion. She lay there for
a month, completely unaware of her surroundings
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She recovered, but it took years.
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When the Chinese Revolution began in 1949, she was forced to leave China and return to

England, never to return there. She would eventually go to Taiwan to head an orphanage in
1957, and she died there in 1970, aged 68.
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I've told you some remarkable parts of her story, and in many ways, it is a very memorable
story (and much more happened on the way). It'’s a wild ride.

K AR T HAG3C F P 89— 2L 5] A E H 49355, HKiRF 7Ky, E&—1EFF
BEAAIBEAIHFE (T HEEPHELTEZI9FG). 128 —AHIEI)HKAZ,

However, her story was very nearly completely forgotten because she did not think it was
worth remembering.
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And this is the more remarkable part to me. She was content to be forgotten.
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She didn t want or need a legacy.
W, CTREEE T HEK

Gladys Aylward and the pull to be remembered by the world
B F 4k o SUFREBAMTSERAAS] A

Let me tell you how her story came to light, and how it helps us reflect on the pull to be
remembered by the world.
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When Gladys returned to England in 1949, a few lines in a newspaper reported that she had
returned home from being a missionary in China for twenty years.
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A BBC journalist and writer, Alan Burgess, read those lines, and was interested because he
was writing and producing a series of true stories for BBC radio (think of it as a modern-day
podcast), called “The Undefeated”
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Alan went to Gladys’ home in London, and asked if Gladys had seen any adventures that fit
that theme of “undefeated”. I can think of a few!
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But she said she had nothing noteworthy to offer. (Laughable, because so countercultural)
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Alan recorded that conversation because it had such an impact on him.
A FE T AR, BHACHABER K,

‘But surely’, he said, ‘in twenty years in China you must have had many strange

experiences?’
s, e F B —+5, RELEERRSFIHRGFHE? |

‘Oh yes,” said Gladys, ‘but I’m sure people wouldn’t be interested in them. Nothing
very exciting happened.’
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It was at least fifteen minutes more before she confessed that she had ‘once taken some
children across the mountains.’
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Slowly, the story emerged, and the rest is history. It was turned into a book, then a film, much
to Gladys’ consternation.
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She hated the attention, she hated becoming a household name.
W B BI M, T BROR A Ko PRt 5

[ marvel at Gladys's story. It is an incredible one.
R LEFHRORFRIET, CARZLSAEUAER,

But more so, I marvel at the fact that she did not desire it to be remembered. She was not the

centre of her story.
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She would have been much more comfortable with being forgotten by the world.
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Why is that?
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Alan Burgess helps us understand the woman he met that fateful day. He wrote:
e« 486 F W H B ARATRRAFACAEAMB R 2 H A B TE BB A, 5.

‘It was not mock modesty on the part of Gladys Aylward; the stories she had been
telling were, to her, the greatest in the world taken straight from the pages of the New
Testament; that her own adventures might be worth setting down, she had simply not
considered.’
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For Gladys, the stories of Jesus that she told to the mule drivers, orphans, and townspeople
were marvellous, and everything else paled in comparison.
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It was the legacy of Jesus she was in awe of, not her own.
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She had no need to build a monument to her own ego and pride.
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And it wasn’t false modesty either, which can be a temptation, too.
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Her adventures seemed to her entirely unremarkable when seen in the shadow of the One in
whose name she was doing these things.
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In this way, she models for us Christ-shaped humility.
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The pull of her story being remembered by this world had such a loose grip on her.
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She resisted that pull to be remembered by a stronger pull - she simply had a better story to
tell.
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It was the stories of Jesus that captivated her, that filled her imagination, that filled her life.
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She didn’t want to be remembered in this world, because she knew deep in her bones the God
who would always remember her.
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