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Elizabeth Elliot (who is still alive and exercising a ministry in the United States today) worked 
as a missionary for more than ten years in Latin America. Her missionary experience there, 
and that of her husband Jim who died a missionary ‘martyr’ as a relatively young man, 
produced a series of books in the 1950s and 60s which were widely read in their day. The 
most famous, I should guess, is the account of the ‘Auca martyrs’, Through Gates of 
Splendour (1956). The biography or memoir of her husband, Shadow of the Almighty (1958) 
probably comes a close second. I have to say that both of these are a little inclined to the 
‘heroic’ style. They are still worth reading today, especially the latter, but even taking into 
account that they were written almost fifty years ago, there is a strong and rather off-putting 
feeling that there is too much hero worshipping going on. The Savage my Kinsman (1961) is 
a different matter. It is an account of the time Elizabeth spent actually living for almost a year 
with the Aucas or Huaoranis and of the changes that took place in her thinking as a result. 
No doubt we have thought more carefully since the 1960s about the encounter of ‘modern’ 
with ‘pre-modern’ peoples, but The Savage my Kinsman still bears eloquent testimony to 
important truths. Here is a sample, which would be worth reading to someone in the White 
House: 
 

The Auca, too, believes that it is wrong to kill – except under certain conditions. 
He has a conscience about killing. Some of the men who killed the five 
missionaries say now that they did not do well to kill them. But it was only a 
mistake. The Auca was trying to preserve his own way of life, his own liberty. 
He had every right – indeed he did what he considered the noble thing – to kill 
them. In America we do not merely excuse a man for defending his country – 
we decorate him…Clearly if man’s inhumanity to man is the issue, American 
civilisation has little to offer the Amazon Indian. Deathblows are dealt – no 
matter if it be with wooden spears or ballistic missiles. [157] 

 
Despite my continuing feeling that these books about the Aucas (Huaoranis) deserve to be 
on our shelves, the three books I want to concentrate on more particularly are No Graven 
Image (1966), Who Shall Ascend? (1968) and finally These Strange Ashes (1975).  
 
The first of these three, No Graven Image,  is a novel, the only novel, as far as I know, that 
Elizabeth Elliot has written. It is the story of a young American woman missionary called to 
Bible translation work in the Andes among the Quechua people. I suspect that there is a 
strong element of ‘hidden’ autobiography in it. The account of Margaret Sparhawk’s 
frustrations with her uncomprehending neighbours, not to mention her insensitive colleagues, 
rings very true to life. But the heart of the matter is that the story recounts the death of a 
young man, the very man indeed who seemed to be the key to the success of Margaret’s 
mission. Again, we are not far from autobiography. And bravely enough, that is where the 
story ends. 
 

And God? What of Him? ‘I am with thee’ He had said. With me in this? He had 
allowed Pedro to die, or – and I could not then nor can I today deny the 
possibility – He had perhaps caused me to destroy him. And does He now, I 
asked myself there at the graveside, ask me to worship Him. 
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This bleak conclusion caused a considerable furore when the book was first published. 
People were faced with the truth that mission is not just a series of heroic triumphs after all. 
Things happen, like the premature death of young people we love, that evoke the 
profoundest questions. 
 
My favourite of all Elizabeth Elliot’s books is Who Shall Ascend, the biography of Ken 
Strachan of Costa Rica, the founder of Evangelism-in-Depth. Most biographies, in my 
experience, are at their best when they deal with the early years of a man or woman’s life. 
When people become famous they become less interesting. The early years of Ken’s life are 
certainly fascinating, but here the interest is maintained right through to the end. I think the 
reason is that, despite Ken’s evident success as a ‘missionary statesman’, he always felt that 
he was a failure. Even at the height of his powers, to use an overworked word, he struggled. 
Underlying this was the big question which the book poses in a number of different ways: 
what was it that Ken was called to do? Did he understand the choices and, when he did, did 
he make the right ones? The author, I think, never really answers those questions; she 
certainly never pretends that there is an easy answer. Let me illustrate: 
 

It was here that Ken made the most critical choice of his life. Would he do the 
thing he longed to do, stop travelling, learn to be quiet, give time to his family, 
live healthily and happily on the farm, and try to be a shepherd with his sheep, 
pursuing the slow, personal process of winning individuals by a life of love and 
holiness, or would he commit himself henceforth to a programme, to the 
immense grinding of wheels which is a movement, and would require more of 
the things he really disliked: travel, responsibility, promotion, publicity, people?  

 
Ken Strachan was, in his own way, a great man – I think. What I am sure about is that he fell 
into the hands of the right biographer. In the fullest sense, Elizabeth Elliott does him justice. I 
might add that any biographer who includes in her text extracts from George Herbert, Fyodor 
Dostoevski and George MacDonald is taking a risk, but Elizabeth Elliot holds her own.  
 
These Strange Ashes returns to biography, or in this case autobiography. It is an account of 
Elizabeth’s first year as a missionary (a sort of gap year) when she went to do some Bible 
translation work with the Colorado Indians in Ecuador. It poses the usual interesting 
questions about contextualisation, working with others, and translation work. As with all of 
Elizabeth’s later books, however, the key theme is the nature of success and failure. We are 
warned about this by the title which is a quote from the Amy Carmichael lines: ‘But these 
strange ashes, Lord, this nothingness, this baffling sense of loss?’ The book ends with a 
crash. At the close of Elizabeth’s year in the jungle all her language notes – they had been 
packed off to headquarters – disappeared. They had been in a suitcase which was stolen 
from the top of a bus. At almost the same time she heard from her fiancé, Jim, that the 
mission buildings that he and his colleagues had spent all year building, had been swept 
away in a surprise flood. So what was it all about?  Wisely, Elizabeth Elliott, as already 
suggested, deals more with questions than answers. But that is also what makes the books 
worth reading! 
 
Does all this dwelling on failure mean that the books are defeatist or depressing? Not at all. 
They are wonderfully inspiring. We all know that God is as much with us in the failures as in 
the successes of life. It’s just good to be reminded. 
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A note on availability 
 
As far as I can make out Through Gates of Splendour, Shadow of the Almighty and No 
Graven Image are still available in bookshops. The others may prove more difficult. They are, 
however, likely to turn up in College and Church libraries, and on the bookshelves of 
missionary minded people – also in second hand bookshops.  
 
If you do have a choice and haven’t time to read them all, then here is a suggested ‘batting 
order’ (Not everyone will agree with my ranking!): 
 

1. Who Shall Ascend   
2. These Strange Ashes   
3. The Savage my Kinsman   
4. No Graven Image   
5. Shadow of the Almighty   
6. Through Gates of Splendour.  

 
 
 
 
Biography of the Author 
 
Jonathan Ingleby, PhD, MA (Oxon), BD (Hons), DipEd.  Jonathan has been Head of Mission 
Studies at Redcliffe College since 1990 and lectures on subjects in missiology and world 
Christianity to Postgraduate level.  Jonathan was brought up in Portugal by missionary 
parents.  He worked for twenty years in India at Hebron, a school for missionary children, as 
teacher and then headmaster.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

If you would like to respond to this article, please use the ‘Voice your comments’ form on the Encounters website 
(www.redcliffe.org/mission).  Alternatively, you may prefer to email your response to mission@redcliffe.org, in 
which case please remember to include your full name, your organisation/role and whether you would like your 
comments posted on the Encounters discussion board. 
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