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Huai'an City Christian Counsel
Huai'an is a city with a very rich mission heritage, and 
God's grace is evident. In this city of 5.4 million, there are 
about 300,000 Christians. In the church we visited 5,000 
worshippers gather each Sunday. Throughout the week, 
many more gather again for English Bible studies and 
prayer meetings.

Upon our arrival in Huai'an, Rev. Chen, the Senior Pastor 
to the Huai'an Christian Church and president of the 
Huai'an City Christian Counsel, warmly greeted us and 
following a tour of the church he promptly introduced us 
to the lay training center. In the Huai'an region, there are 
over 1,000 churches (or meeting places), 9 ordained 
pastors, 46 elders, over 600 preachers, who have yet to 
be ordained, and over 1,000 lay pastors. In the coming 
months, 10 more people are expected to be ordained to 
help with ministry and leadership. With this vibrant 
growth the need for leadership is clear. Pastor Chen 
said, "We are not just training 100 people, but if we train 
them, our influence expands."

Humbling to us all, the current class of 68 students (26 
male, 42 female) attending a 3 month continuing eduction 
seminar, stood and applauded us for our visit. The 
students range from 22 to 55 and generally live within a 
70km radius of the Center. They are the laborers for 
which the Chinese have asked us to pray, and we pray we 
might learn from their commitment to prayer, to study, 
and to share the gospel. Starting at 6 AM, they attend 
four classes before lunch and two in the afternoon, which 
is followed by personal study time and a prayer service at 
5. Many are being supported by their spouse, while some 
are farmers. Others take a leave of absence from their 
jobs and even a few have had to quit their jobs to be in 
training.

From the conversation, Pastor Chen’s passion came 
through.  He declared, in a very loose translation, "One 
of the key emphasis to help believers be spiritually sound 
so they can minister to others. You have to be edified, be 
a model, be a leader and carry on the great Commission. 
The Great Commission was given for everyone."

Presbyterian Mission Heritage
In 1887, the first foreign missionaries arrived in Huai'an 
via the Grand Canal. This northern area of China was a 
focus of the Southern Presbyterian missionaries with 
Rev. Absolom Sydenstriker establishing this particular site 
as a base for spreading the Gospel and loving the 
Chinese people.  (He is the father of Pearl Buck.)

On a more personal 
front, we made our 
way to visit the Ruth 
B e l l G r a h a m 
E x h i b i t i o n . T h e 
exhibition honors the 
life and tells the story 
of several foreign 
missionaries, with an 
emphasis upon Dr. L. 
N e l s o n B e l l , my 

grandfather. Dr. Bell came to Huai'an in 1916 and became 
the 3rd director of the Ren Ci (Love & Mercy) Hospital. 
His ministry and witness was particularly effective and 
over the next 25 years, he provided tremendous spiritual 
leadership and great surgical care to the Chinese. 
(Greater detail about his life and ministry can be found in 
John Pollack's book, A Foreign Devil in China). Following 
the exhibition, we were able to visit the modern day 
hospital and walk around the area where the 
missionaries lived and worshiped. There still remains at 
least one building and the clock tower built probably 100 
years ago. Engraved on the side of clock tower in 
Chinese script is the word "Ebenezer,” a testimony to 
God's faithfulness.

Our day began reading Mk 4:1-8. God has been faithful 
and gracious in scattering His life-giving Word 
everywhere. While the embers of the gospel may have 
dimmed through the middle years of the previous 
century, God is faithful still and His gospel will go forth 
to accomplish His purposes! May we accept Jesus' 
request to pray for the Lord of the harvest to send out 
laborers amongst the 1.3 billion souls of China.

Presbyterian Heritage Discovery in China

(left) The 68 students attending the lay training seminar; (center left) The sanctuary of Huai’an Christian Church; (center 
right) Jeff Ritchie, Pastor Chen, Nelson Bell, and Pastor Zhang stand at Ruth Bell Graham’s museum; (right) Remains of 
the church building where Nelson Bell’s grandfather worshiped. The government has agreed to preserve the bell tower and 
is completely financing the rebuilding of a new church in the same design as the old church.

Nelson Bell sits at his grandfather’s memorial


