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Princeton and the Laos Mission:
A Case Study of Princeton Theological
Seminary’s Influence in the Nineteenth Century

by Herbert R. Swanson

O ver the course of the nine-
teenth and early twentieth
centuries, Princeton Theological
Seminary became well known

in the United States for being a
center for theological education
and the home of a succession of
famous Presbyterian theologians,
including Archibald Alexander,
Charles Hodge, A. A. Hodge,
and Benjamin B. Warfield. These
men and a number of colleagues,
former students, and compatri-
ots articulated what has become
known as the “Princeton Theol-
ogy,” a uniquely American blend
of Scottish Enlightenment phi-
losophy, Reformed confessional
theology, and American evangel-

Historians have claimed that Princeton Theological Seminary had an impor-
tant influence on nineteenth-century American Presbyterianism and on
American Protestantism more generally. On closer examination, however,
that claim has not been established and the evidence provided seems meager.
A case study of nine pioneer members of the Presbyterian Church’s Laos
Mission, located in northern Siam (Thailand), further demonstrates the dif-
ficulties in separating the specific influences of Princeton Seminary from the
main currents of its nineteenth-century religious and cultural context. The
limits of the historical record and the failure of these Old School Presbyterian
missionaries to document the sources of their thinking make it impossible to
establish the nature or the degree of Princeton’s purported influence on them.
The importance of Princeton Seminary to modern historiography, in sum, is
the degree to which its history and literature deepen our understanding of its
larger Old School, Presbyterian, and American evangelical contexts.

seminaries and that, later in the
nineteenth century, several of
those seminaries used Charles
Hodge’s Systematic Theology as
one of their standard texts. In
this and most other instances, the
difficult issues of what consti-
tutes “influence,” whether simple
attendance at Princeton demon-
strates such influence, and how
to actually measure it are passed
over, leaving the impression that
the surprisingly ill-defined and
unsubstantiated assertion of the
seminary’s influence is a well-
established fact.!

The question of whether
Princeton Seminary actually
exerted the influence claimed by

ical piety. Recent scholarship has
claimed for Princeton Seminary
and its theology a wide influence
on nineteenth-century American
religious thought and history that
extended well beyond the con-
fines of the Presbyterian Church.
In most instances, however, the
scholars making this claim sim-
ply assert Princeton’s influence
without providing much evi-
dence to support the assertion.
Lefferts A. Loetscher, a typical
example, contends that Princeton
was the Presbyterian Church’s
most influential theological
seminary. He notes as evidence
that Princeton Seminary gradu-
ates taught at other Presbyterian
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scholars has important implications for the histori-
cal study of the relationship of nineteenth-century
American evangelical thought to American evan-
gelicals themselves. First, is the historical record
available to scholars? Can historians use that record
to make a compelling case for the influence of one
or another of the various institutions disseminating
evangelical thought? Second, how did the influence
of institutions such as Princeton Seminary relate to
intellectual and theological currents abroad in the
nineteenth century? Can its influence be distin-
guished from those currents? If not, what does it
mean to claim influence for particular evangelical
institutions and agencies? Third, was there suffi-
cient cognitive diversity among various evangelical
populations, such as the Presbyterian Church in the
U.S.A,, to be able to attribute substantial influence
to one particular educational institution? The asser-
tions of Princeton Seminary’s influence represent
something more than a curious scholarly quirk;
they raise key issues in the history of nineteenth-
century American theology and its relationship to
American culture.

In his introduction to The Princeton Theology,
Mark A. Noll provides a detailed consideration of
Princeton Seminary’s influence, but his evidence
underscores the issues involved in defining and sub-
stantiating the claim. He observes that Princeton’s
influence rested on four pillars. First, Princeton
represented “the largest and most influential cen-
ter of training for the Presbyterian ministry,”
and its succession of key theologians taught over
5,500 students, many of whom went on to become
important church leaders in several denominations.
Second, Princeton University allied itself to Princ-
eton Seminary for most of the nineteenth century,
adding still more to the numbers who came under
the Princeton influence. Third, the Princeton
Review, the seminary’s flagship publication, was
“read with enthusiasm in Old School manses and
seminaries throughout the country.” Contempo-
raries praised it as highly influential. Finally, the
seminary was an important agency of the Old
School Presbyterian Church: Charles Hodge’s
annual report on the General Assembly was widely
read and the seminary was a key center for train-
ing Presbyterian missionaries.” Noll concludes of
the Princeton Seminary professors: “their influence
was primarily intellectual. The students they taught

and the ideas they propounded were not the sole
shaping influences on Presbyterians in the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, but they were
among the most powerful.”® Noll does not describe
what he meant by intellectual influence and focuses
more on the seminary’s statistical significance than
on any other facet of its role inside or outside the
Presbyterian Church.

Noll and Peter Wallace, more recently, flesh out
Princeton Seminary’s statistical significance by pre-
senting a set of eleven tables profiling students who
attended the seminary between 1812 and 1929.
They argue for Princeton’s influence on the basis of
these tables, but again they fail to define the term.
Most of the tables reveal nothing about the semi-
nary’s influence on its students or of its students on
the Presbyterian Church and larger world. Figure
7 is perhaps the most suggestive as it describes the
primary occupations of seminary graduates, show-
ing that just over 71 percent became pastors, nearly
11 percent worked as educators, and nearly 6 per-
cent became foreign missionaries.*

In the course of their arguments, Noll and
Wallace point out some of the problems facing
those who would study Princeton’s influence. They
acknowledge that such “anecdotal testimony” is
inconclusive, showing only that Princeton had a
strong influence on some graduates and little or
no influence on others. They also note that the
seminary’s influence is difficult to measure, stat-
ing that “It would also need a detailed study of the
graduates themselves, for simple attendance at an
institution by no means guarantees that the stu-
dent came to embrace the views of the institution’s
teachers.”” This observation casts considerable
doubt on the tendency of scholars to cite the large
number of Princeton Seminary graduates as proof
of its influence, especially in the absence of the
detailed studies proposed by Noll and Wallace.

The authors, however, still claim for Princeton an
“obvious” general and broad influence, in spite of
the problems in detailing such an influence. They
cite the number of Princeton graduates who taught
at other seminaries and colleges and the number
of graduates who became moderators of the gen-
eral assemblies of various denominations. Yet they
admit that the numbers of professors and modera-
tors who graduated from Princeton Seminary “do
not constitute normative judgments about a semi-
nary’s quality,” nor, presumably, about its influence.
Noll and Wallace argue rather that historians have
to give attention to the activities of the seminary’s
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graduates played in Presbyterian and American
Protestant church history.

On the one hand, Noll and Wallace propose
that Princeton’s influence can be measured by
studying the roles its graduates later played in the
Presbyterian Church and other denominations. On
the other hand, they remind us that mere atten-
dance at Princeton does not constitute proof of the
seminary’s influence. Without disputing that many
Princeton Seminary graduates went on to play
important roles in the church and nation, Noll and
Wallace raise serious doubts as to whether or not
those students mediated the influence of the semi-
nary. We might also note that while they have not
defined the term “influence,” the authors seem to
be arguing that the seminary’s primary influence
was ecclesiastical and political rather than intel-
lectual. In sum, in spite of the general scholarly
consensus that Princeton Seminary was highly
influential in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, the nature, magnitude, and reality of that
influence has not been established.

Other considerations reinforce the sense that
historians do not know if Princeton was as influ-
ential as claimed. In terms of historiographical
method, Noll and Wallace are correct in their
observation that Princeton’s influence cannot be
adequately measured merely by counting the num-
ber of students who sat in its lecture halls. The
historiographical problem of Princeton’s influence
is further compounded by the seminary’s intimate
relationship to major currents in earlier nineteenth-
century American theological and philosophical
thought. Princeton Seminary stood in the con-
servative wing of the mainstream of American
evangelicalism, more skeptical than many perhaps
regarding radical piety and the antics of frontier
revivalists, but still in the mainstream. The semi-
nary particularly shared with the vast majority of
Americans a commitment to Scottish Common
Sense Philosophy, Baconian science, and a New-
tonian world view. Sydney E. Ahlstrom notes that
Common Sense Philosophy in America comprised
“a vast subterranean influence, a sort of water-
table nourishing dogmatics in an age of increasing
doubt.”” Princeton also shared other key elements
of its theological thinking with other American
evangelicals, including most notably a common
view of scripture.? Those who would insist on
Princeton Seminary’s influence face the serious dif-
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ences and the specific influences of the seminary
itself. Even where we find Princeton Seminary
graduates articulating a theology clearly similar to
that of their mentors, it is not enough to claim that
former students who thought like Princeton did so
because of Princeton’s influence, unless causal links
of one type or another can be made between that
person’s thinking and the seminary.

One approach that provides some important
insights into the relationship of Princeton to its
nineteenth-century context is to look at particu-
lar case studies of selected groups of Old School
Presbyterians. If Princeton exerted an important
influence anywhere, surely it would be among
its core constituents, the members of Old School
churches. Within the Old School, we would expect
that Princeton would hold particular sway over
Presbyterian missionaries sent out by the Board
of Foreign Missions (BFM) during the nineteenth
century, not least of all because of the seminary’s
leading role in producing missionaries.” The
nine members of the Presbyterian BFM’s mission
in northern Siam, the Laos Mission, appointed
between 1867 and 1880 represent one such group.
These five women and four men came from diverse
backgrounds and geographic locations. They
included three married couples, two single women,
and one single man. At the time of their appoint-
ments to the Laos Mission, they ranged in age from
21 to 39 years old, the oldest born in 1828 and
the youngest in 1858. Their number included two
ordained clergymen, both members of Princeton
Seminary’s Class of 1856."

Is there evidence that Princeton Seminary
influenced the thinking of these nine mission-
aries? Is there a clear, evidential link between
Princeton’s theology and world view and that of
these missionaries? What follows is a look for his-
toriographical proof of such a link, focusing on
Princeton’s influence on the missionaries’ think-
ing as being easier to prove than its influence on
their behavior.

The Laos Mission was founded in April 1867
when the Reverend Daniel McGilvary (1828
1911), Sophia Bradley McGilvary (1839-1923), and
their two children arrived in the city of Chiang
Mai. Chiang Mai was the largest of the five north-




ern dependencies of Siam (historical Thailand), a
city that from the thirteenth through the sixteenth
centuries was the capital of the Lan Na Kingdom.
The Reverend Jonathan Wilson (1830—1911) and
Kate Wilson (1833—-1885) joined the McGilvarys
in February 1868. The mission established the First
Presbyterian Church of Chiang Mai that same year,
even before the missionaries gained any converts.
After a brief period of evangelistic success during
which the mission gained seven converts, the Chi-
ang Mai authorities initiated a brutal suppression of
the new religion in September 1869, which resulted
in the death of two northern Thai Christians and
the scattering of the rest. The mission did not
begin to recover from this persecution until 1876,
and in 1880 it founded three new congregations,
thus marking the end of its pioneer era. In addition
to the McGilvarys and Wilsons, five other mission-
aries worked under the Laos Mission during that
pioneer era: Dr. Charles Vrooman (1841-1882), Dr.
Marion Cheek (1852—1895), Sarah Bradley Cheek
(1850—1933), Edna Cole (1855-1950), and Mary
Campbell (1858-1881).

Daniel McGilvary graduated from Princeton
Seminary in 1856 with impressive Old School
credentials. He was raised in a pious family in a
North Carolina hotbed of conservative Old School
Scottish immigrant Presbyterianism, where he
was a member of a solid congregation, the Buffalo
Church. As a child his days were filled with the
exercises of Presbyterian piety and the lessons of a
Presbyterian education; by the age of ten he had

Dr. and Mrs. McGilvary, 1881, from
Daniel McGilvary, A Half Century
Among the Siamese and the Lao: An
Autobiography (New York: Fleming
H. Revell Co,, 1912), 239.

memorized all 107 questions
and answers of the Shorter Cat-
echism. His tiny home library
contained religious books and
periodicals mostly published in
Philadelphia. Year after year he
witnessed the impressive sacred
rites and social camaraderie of
the “Buffalo Communion,”

a carryover from Scotland of
an intensely evangelical Pres-
byterian communion ritual.
Before becoming a missionary,
McGilvary served as a local church elder, attended
Princeton Seminary, and after graduation briefly
served two Old Sl<1:hool North Carolina congrega-
tions as a pastor.

McGilvary is the only one of the pioneer mem-
bers of the Laos Mission to make direct reference to
the Princeton theologians in his letters and papers.
Soon after his arrival in Chiang Mai, for example,
he forwarded a brief article entitled “Brethren, Pray
for Us” to the Foreign Missionary. In that article, he
quotes his former professor J. Addison Alexander to
the effect that Paul’s injunction to the Thessalonian
Christians to pray for him (I Thessalonians 5:25)
almost amounts to a commandment.'? In 1874,
McGilvary visited the Orthodox Congregational
Theological Seminary in Hartford, Connecticut,
and commented favorably on the fact that its pro-
fessors were “all Orthodox men to the handle.”

He singled out one of them for special comment,
writing that “Dr. Childs is a Princeton man, and
interprets and teaches the Bible and the Shorter
Catechism just as Drs. Hodge, [Robert Lewis]
Dabney or [William S.] Plummer would.” While
he observed that the rest of the faculty all came
“square up” to the accepted measures of Calvin-
ist orthodoxy, it is notable that he singled out for
special attention the one man from Princeton—and
that he equated Hodge with other Presbyterian
theologians who were not directly linked to Princ-
eton.”® In an 1872 letter to the BFM, moreover,
McGilvary responded to the news that the Princeton
Review might not continue to be sent to the mis-




sion with the statement that he “would not like to
forfeit the pleasure of its perusal.”"* These and a few
other passing references to the Princeton circle of
theologians indicate an easy familiarity with their
thoughts and writings, which in turn suggests the
possibility of their influence on McGilvary.”

One might look at these references to Princ-
eton Seminary in a number of ways and draw
from them differing conclusions. They surely
demonstrate some degree of Princeton’s influ-
ence on McGilvary; he knew the Princeton circle
and its writings. At the same time, he makes no
such allusions to theologies or seminaries other
than Princeton: Yet these passing references do
not reveal the degree, extent, or direction of
Princeton’s influence on McGilvary. On their
basis alone, the historian cannot state unequivo-
cally that Princeton had a serious influence on his
thinking, particularly when we take into account
the small number of such references in an admit-
tedly large body of letters and papers.

The most impressive evidence for Princeton’s
influence on McGilvary is the way in which his
own theology parallels that of the Princeton
theologians. Three examples will suffice. First,
McGilvary shared Princeton’s restrained views
on revivalism. In the last days of his pastorate in
two rural North Carolina Presbyterian churches
in 1858, he invited a guest preacher to preach at
a communion service and at an evening service
prior to the Sunday celebration of the sacrament.
This preacher made a strong impression on the
congregation, and McGilvary later reported that
at the evening service there was a “deep serious-
ness throughout the congregation” that led to
a desire to hold further services, which subse-
quently led to a series of evening meetings and a
period of revival.’ In his comments at the time,
McGilvary emphasized the solemn nature of the
evening prayer meetings; there was no excite-
ment, no shouting, and seldom any sighing or
calling aloud. Only the speakers’ voices broke
the silence. McGilvary insisted that a “spirit of
prayer” prevailed throughout the revival, most
clearly seen in the congregation’s quiet, intense
attention during the services. He felt that this
profoundly quiet spirit confirmed that the revival
was truly God’s work and not contrived by any
human agency.”” McGilvary’s observations call to
mind Archibald Alexander’s warning that emo-
tional revivalism only stirred up “feelings which
belong almost entirely to our animal nature” and
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did not lead to a true “sincerity of love” or the
true “character of God” at all. Alexander felt that
such revivalism could end up being merely “an
idol of our own imagination.”*®

Second, McGilvary shared Princeton’s under-
standing of the role of science, frequently termed
“Baconianism,” which was rooted in the Common
Sense Philosophy of Thomas Reid (1710-1796)
and a number of other eighteenth-century Scottish
Enlightenment thinkers. The Scottish school took
strong exception to David Hume’s (1711-1776) rad-
ical attack on the certainty of human knowledge,
both of the physical world and of God. It argued
that God created an orderly, ascertainable world
and gave humanity the senses necessary to under-
stand it. Most importantly, God planted within
humanity a universal, timeless “common sense”
that gives the whole human race assurance that the
physical world is real. Common Sense Philosophy
(or Common Sense Realism) was first transported
to the United States in the last half of the eigh-
teenth century and eventually exerted a profound
influence on American thought, not least among
Old School Presbyterians.”” Historians of Princeton
generally agree that Common Sense Philosophy
had a particularly important influence on its the-
ology, although they do not always agree as to
precisely what that influence was.*

In a series of articles published in the North
Carolina Presbyterian from June through August
1869 under the collective title “Medical Missions
and Missionary Physicians,” McGilvary presents
his rationale for the employment of missionary
medicine as a key element in the practice of foreign
missions. These articles demonstrate McGilvary’s
commitment to Common Sense Philosophy and
Baconianism and represent a remarkable exercise
in the inductive method of Enlightened common
sense reasoning. In the first three articles of the
series, he establishes the biblical principle that mis-
sionary work is “the great work of the church,”
commanded by Jesus and then, in Baconian fash-
ion, surveys an impressive array of material from
missionary sources, minutely demonstrating his
thesis concerning the significance of medical work
for foreign missions. In sum, the line of argument
in these first three articles adheres strictly to a
Baconian inductive approach in which McGilvary
begins with biblical principles, presents a mass of
detailed data, engages in a minute examination of
the facts, and establishes.the truth and meaning of
the general principle proven by those facts.” The
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Princetonians advocated this process of reason-
ing and Hodge considered it God’s way of leading
humanity “along the paths of knowledge.”??

In the fourth article in the series, McGilvary
extends his argument to include the common sense
of all of humanity. He asks “What is thus supported
by Scriptural illustrations and divine example and
the acknowledged influence that the healing art
and medical missions have exerted in all countries
where the experiment has been made, is found in
accord with the common ideas of most nations.”*
He thus claims that “there is a natural congruity
- between the two professions” of doctor and priest
and asserts that these two professions carry out
analogous roles, one ministering to the body and
the other to the soul. McGilvary goes on to observe
that no missionary agency is as likely to touch the
human heart as missionary medicine, for medical
missions reach out to help people at their hour of
greatest suffering. People find it hard to resist the
kindness shown them at such times of need. Citing
the example of Jesus, McGilvary concludes that

The great characteristics of human nature
are the same the world over. And the means
; that were seen adapted to reach the heart
| of the Jews of our Saviour’s time will be
’ equally available wherever the sons and
daughters of suffering and sorrow are found.
And these are the inevitable concomitants of
man, as man, in his present state.?*

Princeton-like ideas of Scottish Common Sense
Philosophy abound in this brief statement as well
as throughout the article: Human nature is one.

First Church Chiang Mai (Gallery 3, PHS,
Philadelphia).

It shares a set of commonsensi-
cal ideas. What worked in the
past will work just as well today.
Human nature is necessarily what
it is. It can be nothing else.
Finally, McGilvary also
thought about the seat of and the
remedy for sin, as did his men-
tors at Princeton. In his analysis
of the nature and place of human
sin, Charles Hodge argued that
the human soul is a single entity
comprised of heart and mind and that sin resides in
the heart. Sin, he felt, is an evil corruption of the
heart. Hodge held that regeneration of the heart and
the whole soul requires knowledge of the truth—a
knowledge both objective and biblical—and it also
requires the work of the Holy Spirit to make the
truth effectual. Knowledge alone, without the Holy
Spirit, cannot reach or change the heart. Those
who learn the truth, acknowledge the wickedness
of their heart, and feel the presence of the Spirit
thereby experience regeneration and conversion, by
which they obtain spiritual discernment and illu-
mination. Their hearts are changed and their souls
renewed.” According to Hodge, the process of
conversion, at its simplest, involves the Holy Spirit
energizing objective theological information aimed
at reaching and changing the human heart.
McGilvary knew this process well. While he
does not state his views as systematically and fully as
Hodge, his correspondence emphasizes the wicked-
ness of the human heart, and he evidently felt that
the conditions of “heathenism” in Siam made it
even more difficult for the northern Thai people to
submit to the “humbling doctrines of the Gospel.”
Regeneration, according to McGilvary, involves
a process of enlightenment by which truth works
through the mind to affect a clear change of heart.?
He summarizes the whole process as follows:

God by His external providence may
throw a man within reach of instruction
but neither that providence nor that
instruction will reach the heart unless the
Holy Spirit attend it. It is not the force

of logic, the power of arguments nor the
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eloquence of appeal, which leads men to the
Saviour—God who commanded the light to
shine out of the darkness must shine into the
heart to give light of the knowledge of the
glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.?’

Whether according to McGilvary or Hodge, the
steps of regeneration are precisely the same: objec-
tive knowledge (instruction), the energizing
attendance of the Spirit, and a changed heart.

In light of these and other important theologi-
cal parallels between McGilvary and Princeton, it
does seem probable that the Princeton Theology
exercised a direct influence on Daniel McGilvary’s
thinking. The problem we face, however, is how
to measure the degree of that influence or even to
state with assurance that it existed. In terms of the
evidence, McGilvary’s letters and papers contain
no statement where he attributes his thinking even
indirectly to the Princeton circle of professors and
fellow travelers. The evidence for such influence is
circumstantial.

Furthermore, we might well account for ele-
ments of McGilvary’s thinking without recourse
to Princeton, or at least Princeton alone. As a
pious Old School southerner, McGilvary likely
came under the influence of southern Reformed
theology-——a branch of Old School thinking that
had many affinities with Princeton but devel-
oped beyond direct Princeton influence. Morton
Smith goes so far as to suggest that Virginia gave
birth both to the southern tradition and to Princ-
eton; the theology they shared, that is, originated
in the South and not in Princeton.?® McGilvary
himself alludes to the southern school in a letter
written in 1874 on the occasion of his visit to the
Orthodox Congregational Theological Seminary.
He observed that the Hartford professors were
“all Orthodox men to the handle” and lumped
together the theologies of Hodge, Dabney, and
Plummer.?’ The fact that McGilvary equated two
southern theologians (Dabney and Plummer) with
one Princetonian (Hodge) suggests that McGilvary
drew his own theology partly from Princeton and
partly from the South. In one sense, this specula-
tion is purely conjectural, built on the one passing
reference to Dabney and Plummer. In another
sense, it is difficult to believe that McGilvary’s
intimate exposure to southern Old School Pres-
byterianism during the first twenty-five years of
his life did not leave a mark on him, one that can-
not be clearly attributed to Princeton Seminary.
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The point is that church historians have no way
to dissect McGilvary’s thinking with any preci-
sion. One has to wonder if he could have carved
his theology into neat chunks labeled “influenced
by Hodge” or “influenced by Dabney.” While an
argument can be made that McGilvary thought
like the Princetonians, it can also be posited that
he thought like the southerners.*

Historians may also account for McGilvary’s’
theological views on such important subjects as
revivalism and Baconianism apart from Princ-
eton. In terms of Baconian science and Common
Sense Philosophy, historians of nineteenth-cen-
tury America generally acknowledge that both
had a wide-ranging and profound influence on
American thought that included not only Old
School Presbyterians of all varieties, southern as
well as northern, but also such apparently dispa-
rate groups as the Harvard Unitarians.? Michael
Gauvreau makes it clear that the United States was
virtually unique among English-speaking nations
in the extent to which it accepted Common Sense
as its semi-official philosophy.* Given the sig-
nificance of the Scottish philosophy for his time
and culture, it must be concluded that McGilvary
experienced the influence of Common Sense
thinking long before he entered Princeton Semi-
nary. And while Hodge and his colleagues at the
seminary may have helped McGilvary express his
philosophy more articulately, one cannot credit
his clear commitment to Common Sense thought
to Princeton alone, even indirectly. In the same
manner, his moderate attitudes concerning reviv-
alism were generally held throughout the Old
School, not least of all by the southern churches
where he grew up.” Parallels to the thinking of
Princeton are undeniable in both cases, but it is
not clear how significant they may be, which is
precisely the problem we face in trying to gauge
the influence Princeton had on McGilvary’s
thinking. Even though he has left us a relatively
large collection of letters and papers, including an
autobiography, this material contains no footnotes
documenting the sources of his thought. It con-
tains only sufficient hints to safely conclude that
McGilvary thought like a Princetonian—but also
like a southerner of the southern tradition, like an
Old School Presbyterian more generally, and like
the great majority of evangelical Americans of his
day. Given the nature of the sources, it is not pos-
sible to separate Princeton from the South from
America.




Jonathan Wilson, n.d. (RG 360, PHS,
Philadelphia)

Tracing the possible
influence of the Princeton
Theology on Jonathan Wilson,
the other Princeton graduate
who worked in Chiang Mai
prior to 1880, is even more
difficult. Wilson was a far
less prolific writer than McGilvary and, unlike his
colleague, left to posterity neither an autobiogra-
phy nor any substantial articles of a theological or
reflective nature. His letters and papers, amounting
largely to his correspondence with the BFM and
a few published letters in the Presbyterian press,
suggest a man of conventional piety and theology
whose thinking fell well within the boundaries of
what Princeton taught. Wilson was born in west-
ern Pennsylvania, one of the strongest centers of
Presbyterianism. Pennsylvania Presbyterians knew
Princeton well, a relationship illustrated by the fact
that seven other Pennsylvanians entered Princeton
Seminary with him in 1853. The eight Pennsyl-
vanians made up nearly one-fourth of Wilson and
McGilvary’s class, which numbered 31. Some 29
students from Pennsylvania, furthermore, enrolled
in the seminary for the 1853-1854 school year, out
of a total student body of 108.%* After spending
some time studying in the homes of two Presby-
terian ministers, Wilson attended a church-related
academy and then entered Jefferson College in
Canonsburg, Pennsylvania. Upon graduating from
Jefterson in 1851, he taught at Blair Hall, Faggs
Manor, Pennsylvania, for two years. The Synod of
Virginia founded Jefferson College in 1802, and
for a time the school served frontier Presbyterian
churches as an important agency for training clergy.
Blair Hall shared a similar history, with many of
its graduates going into teaching or the ordained
ministry.” Wilson graduated from Princeton
Seminary in 1856, and then worked for a year as a
Presbyterian missionary to the Choctaw Indians in
Oklahoma, teaching at the Spencer Academy.

Wilson’s letters and papers also contain
clear parallels with Princeton. He, for example,
shared in its love of science, and one of his col-
leagues remembered that “Father Wilson was a
poet and his name will always suggest to us the
songs of Zion; but in theology and in natural
science also he was a deep thinker. His Schaff-

Jonathan Wilson later in life, n.d. (RG 360, PHS, Philadelphia).

Herzog Cyclopedia was studied and marked
page by page showing no superficial reading.””’
Wilson himself proposed the use of both science
and medicine as ways to undermine northern
Thai confidence in “the muttering of charms
and the incantations of the spirit-doctor.”* In
1894 he commented on biblical inerrancy, an
issue that in 1893 had exploded on the floor

of the Presbyterian General Assembly during
the famous Briggs heresy trial. Wilson voiced
full support of the orthodox views championed
by Princeton Seminary and admonished the
BFM to send to northern Siam only missionar-
ies who rejected higher criticism.?” Although
we can speak with less certainty about his other
theological views, they do seem similar to
Princeton’s; his views on heart and mind, for
example, were not discernibly different from
those of Hodge and McGilvary.*® Wilson’s cor-
respondence, however, lacks even the scattered
allusions to Princeton found in McGilvary’s;
without knowledge of Wilson’s Old School
background it would be difficult to discern the
sources of his thought. He writes much like any
other pious American evangelical of his day.
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(above) Mrs. Daniel McGilvary on the steps of her home,
Chiang Mai, 1914 (RG 401, PHS, Philadelphia).

(right) Mrs. Sarah Bradley Cheek, from McFarland, Historical
Sketch, 129.

Without doubting that the Princeton Theology
must have had some influence on his thinking,
there is simply no way to ascertain the nature or
the degree of that influence.

Wilson possessed a romantic-like inclination that
appears to have cut a deeper channel than was usual
for Princetonians. Raleigh Don Scovel character-
izes the Princeton theologians as bland, conventional
pious men who lived happily settled middle class
lives. They were not prepared, he argues, to struggle
with deeper tensions and anxieties, and he charac-
terizes them as having limited religious experience
and insists that the word “conventional” is an apt
summary of their religious mentality and spiritual-
ity.* While perhaps overstated, Scovel’s description
does point to the tendency of Princeton to be more
subdued in its evangelicalism than a great many
American evangelicals. Wilson seems to have been
less moderate than his mentors. In his case, death
had been a constant companion over the years, tak-
ing from him two wives and three children during
his missionary career. These deaths touched an emo-
tional core in him that flowed through his life in a
mixture of sorrow, joy, anger, and faith that eventu-
ally found expression in the lyrics of the hundreds of
hymns he translated into northern Thai, including
some he wrote himself. Hints of his romantic incli-
nations are also found in the flowery language of his
tearful, emotional letters to the BFM as his loved-
ones died.® It was in his hymns, however, that his
colleagues most clearly saw the more poetic, semi-
romantic side of his nature. Just after his death one
wrote “Dr. Jonathan Wilson was born with a poetic
nature, but it was only after more than a life time of
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service had been given to other lines of missionary
work that he began to put into permanent form the
songs that had for years been thrilling his soul.”™*
This is not to say that individuals under Princeton’s
influence could not be emotional. However, in Wil-
son’s case his flowery piety and romanticism seemed
unusual for his connections to Princeton. They seem
to place him closer to the evangelical American
mainstream than Princeton.

McGilvary and Wilson were Princeton Semi-
nary graduates. Their theologies fell well within
the boundaries of Princeton. There is no conclusive
evidence, nonetheless, directly linking their think-
ing to the writings or instruction of their mentors
at Princeton. The more closely one examines that
thinking, the more it melds into the grand back-
drop of conservative American commonsensical
evangelicalism. It may well be that either or both
were deeply influenced by the capable teachers
at Princeton Seminary. It seems logical that they
would be. The problem remains that one has no
unequivocal proof. In these two cases, at least,
macro-certainties regarding Princeton’s purported
influence fade into the micro-uncertainties inher-
ent in the historical record.




Mary Margaretta Campbell and Edna Cole, n.d. (RG 360,
PHS, Philadelphia).

As just shown, Wilson and McGilvary fell into
the category of those Old School Presbyterians
who seemed to have been influenced by Princ-
eton Seminary, even though that influence cannot
be clearly demonstrated. The other seven pioneer
members of the Laos Mission were even less clearly
influenced by Princeton, if at all. The most impor-
tant in terms of length of service and contribution
to the work of the mission were the two senior
married women, Sophia McGilvary and Kate Wil-
son. Sarah Cheek, Sophia’s step-sister, also had
some limited influence over the work of the mis-
sion prior to 1880, as did her husband, Dr. Marion
Cheek.

Sophia Bradley McGilvary and Sarah Brad-
ley Cheek present a particular problem for those
wishing to discover the influence of the Princeton
Theology on the Laos Mission. Their father was
Dr. Dan Beach Bradley, perhaps the most impor-
tant Protestant missionary ever to have served
in Siam. Bradley grew up in the heart of the
“burned-over district” of western New York, one
of the key centers of the radical frontier revivalism
of the Second Great Awakening.*® He underwent
a conversion experience in the white heat of those
revivals and later adopted Charles Finney’s views
on sinless perfection, which held that it is possible
for humans to live free of sin, if they live the way
Jesus did. The majority of orthodox evangelicals
considered Finney’s views outlandish and heretical,
and Bradley had to withdraw from the ecumenical
board on which he served in Siam, the American

Mary Margaretta Campbell, n.d. (RG 360, Presbyterian His-
torical Society, Philadelphia).

Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions. His
biographer notes that even his former mentor in
New York City, Dr. Gardiner Spring, a Presbyte-
rian minister with a revivalist background, rejected
Bradley for having gone over to “Finneyism.”
Sophia and Sarah thus came from a New School
Finneyite background unacceptable to the Old
School.* Princeton’s brand of theology is likely
thus to have played little role in their upbringing, a
fact that McGilvary obliquely acknowledged when
he wrote to the BFM explaining why he was mar-
rying the daughter of a Finneyite. He stated of
Sophia’s family and father,

Their doctrinal views differed once consid-
erably from our Old School standards—but
one whose heart is so near right & who
loves the Saviour & his cause so much as
Dr. Bradley could not help from coming
right. He possibly might not yet assent to
some of our statements of doctrine but I've
found him quite an orthodox Calvinist.*
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None of this sounds like Princeton. It is difficult
to say much more because only a few letters from
Sophia exist and virtually no records from Sarah
that give any cluesas to their theological views.
Those views likely were compatible with Old
School Presbyterianism, but it is apparent that they
almost certainly did not originate with Princeton.
The fact is that we have no way of knowing the
actual sources of their thought.

As in the case of Sophia McGilvary and Sarah
Cheek, we also have little information concern-
ing the theology of Kate Wilson. We can infer,
however, something of her religious experience
and theological orientation from the fact that when
she left Chiang Mai permanently in 1876 because
of illness, she moved to Oxford, Ohio, where she
maintained a close association with the Western
Female Seminary. When she was too ill to care for
herself, she stayed at the seminary, and her children
went to school there in what she called a “Chris-
tian environment.”™® Founded in 1853, the school
grew out of a New England-based movement in
women’s education that went back to the 1820s
and endeavored to promote Christian home life
through training girls in a Christian environment.
Helen Peabody, Western’s founder, studied and
taught at Mt. Holyoke Seminary in Massachusetts,
one of the most influential institutions in early
women’s education. Western emphasized domestic
training, academic study, and Christian piety. Stu-
dents, as a rule, boarded at the school. The school
also prided itself on the fact that between 1853 and
1880, forty-one of its graduates became missionar-
ies. During the winter months of 1878, the school
experienced a period of intense revival.* We can
infer from Wilson’s long and close relationship with
Western Female Seminary that she felt comfort-
able with the New England heritage of the school,
a heritage that does not have any obvious con-
nections with Princeton. Otherwise, Wilson has
left very few letters or papers, and what there is of
them reveal a rather ordinary piety—again, with-
out any discernable links to Princeton, or even to
Old School thinking as such.

The last two women to serve in the Laos Mis-
sion up to 1880, Edna Cole and Mary Campbell
were classmates and fellow graduates of Western
Female Seminary. During their last year, the school
underwent its revival of 1878, which encouraged
each of them to respond positively to a request
from the Laos Mission for missionary teachers.
They both had Presbyterian connections, especially
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Campbell. She came from Lexington, Kentucky,
where her father served as a Presbyterian minister.
Her father had attended Jefferson College, where
he formed a close friendship with Jonathan Wilson.

Edna Cole came from St. Louis and belonged
to the Second Presbyterian Church there.® Cole
and Campbell’s correspondence suggests the kind
of enthusiastic, pious orthodoxy that one might
expect of missionaries who studied at Western, one
marked by an abiding sense of trust in God’s call-
ing and a feeling of personal closeness to Jesus.™!
While as single missionaries both left a somewhat
more prolific historical record than the married
women, there is yet again nothing that makes
direct reference to Princeton or even contains
indirect allusions. At the same time, their warm-
hearted piety conformed to what would have been
acceptable to the Princeton theologians.

Cole and Campbell’s almost generic evan-
gelicalism also suggests the possibility that their
ages may have influenced their theology. They
were both born in the 1850s, as was Sarah Cheek,
nearly a full generation after the senior members
of the mission and at a time when the apparently
hard boundaries between the Old School, New
School, and even the more radical evangelical-
ism of the Methodists and Baptists were softening.
Nathan Hatch notes that during the course of the
antebellum era there was a gradual blending and
convergence of the radical and more conserva-
tive wings of evangelicalism, so that by 1850 the
conservatives had taken over many of the radicals’
revivalist techniques and put them to use in ways
acceptable to the middle class. The radicals, mean-
while, had become more concerned about such
things as a learned clergy, education, decorous
worship, theological complexities, grand edifices,
and propriety in behavior and dress. If Whitney
Cross is correct, the more extreme tendencies of
the radical party to engage in a misguided, judg-
mental, and irresponsible “ultraism” contained
the seeds of its own destruction and could not be
sustained over the long run.*? The same process of
theological amalgamation was at work among Pres- |
byterians, quietly mending the massive rift between 7
the Old and New Schools symbolized most clearly  §
in the Old School’s successful excising of four New
School Synods in 1837. By the 1860s, the theologi-
cal differences no longer seemed as great between
the two as they once had, and in 1869 the Old
School and New School denominations reunited.
In reality their theological differences were never




as great as radicals on both sides imagined.* It is in
these larger theological and ecclesiastical currents
that one is likely to discover the main influences
on the theological thinking of Cole and Campbell,
especially considering their schooling at Western.

These brief theological biographies of the five
women who worked under the Laos Mission up
to 1880 suggest that there are particular problems
and issues involved in ascertaining the influence
of Princeton on Presbyterian women missionar-
ies. The married women tended to stand in the
shadows of their husbands and leave most of the
correspondence in their husbands’ hands, which
severely limits access to their thinking as well as
to their role in missionary work. Nineteenth-cen-
tury Presbyterian women, including missionary
women, generally did not have access to a formal
theological education, which suggests they received
much less direct exposure to the systematic theol-
ogy taught at Princeton. That is to say, the general
theological currents abroad in the latter antebellum
era most likely had much greater impact on Pres-
byterian women than did any particular school of
theology or theological institution.

The relationship of Dr. Marion Cheek, the
second physician to serve in Chiang Mai, to Princ-
eton Seminary is the most perplexing of any of the
nine missionaries. Cheek arrived in Chiang Mai

A Bible class at the Campbell residence in Chiang Mai, from McFarland, Historical Sketch, 225.
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in March 1875 and for a time in the 1880s exerted
some influence on the life of the mission, but for
the period under study here he was still a young
and inexperienced missionary doctor. He also made
several trips down river to Bangkok, each of which
took him away from Chiang Mai for months at a
time.> In a letter written some months after Cheek
arrived in Chiang Mai, McGilvary described him
as loving the Bible and Hodge’s theology.”® Cheek,
however, was not theologically trained, and his
correspondence, whether before or after 1880, con-
tains nothing identifiable with Princeton or even
the Old School. He, unlike most of his colleagues,
tended to write matter-of-fact letters that contained
little theological or pious expression at all. He did,
however, write an article for a book published by
the BEM, which indicates that he shared the Old
School’s interest in science and Baconian induc-
tion. In that article he contrasts northern Thai
superstition and speculation to the western medi-
cal methods of patient observation and intelligent
experimentation.®® What evidence exists, however,
suggests that the Princeton Theology influenced
Cheek only to a limited degree, if at all. McGilvary
later complained to the BFM that Cheek elimi-
nated evangelism from his practice of medicine,
something neither McGilvary nor his professors at
Princeton could condone.” .
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The relationship of the five women members
and Cheek to the Princeton Theology, in
sum, points to the difficulties in asserting that
Princeton significantly influenced Old School
Presbyterian thinking. They represent two-thirds
of this admittedly limited sample. Two of the
six, Sophia McGilvary and Sarah Cheek, appear
to have had deeper roots in New School piety
and thinking than in the Old School generally or
Princeton in particular. The matter is unclear, but
certainly there is no reason to claim any influence
for Princeton on the basis of the historical record.
Three others, Kate Wilson, Edna Cole, and
Mary Campbell, had Presbyterian roots but also
seem to have had connections with a brand of
New England revivalistic piety that grew out of
a theological tradition different from Princeton’s.
Again, the records give no evidence for any
direct influence by Princeton on any of them. In
Cheek’s case, there is only McGilvary’s word that
he “loved Hodge’s theology,” an observation that
seems in light of later events to reveal more about
McGilvary’s theological orientation than Cheek’s.

It may be argued that these observations are
unfair and even an exercise in futility. After all, the
historical record is not sufficiently clear to discern
whether Princeton exercised any clear influence
over the thinking of these six individuals. The
point is well taken, but it works against claims of
Princetonian influence as much as it does against
denial of such influence. Of the eight missionaries
discussed thus far, only Daniel McGilvary has left a
large enough body of letters and papers to claim a
reasonable knowledge of his theology. That theol-
ogy is admittedly very much like Princeton’s and
almost surely reflects some degree of influence by
the Princeton theologians, but that is not unreserv-
edly clear. The evidence, even in this best case
scenario, is circumstantial. For McGilvary’s col-
leagues, there is no way of discerning the degree
of Princeton’s influence, and the circumstantial
evidence is mixed. It was possibly significant in
Jonathan Wilson’s case. It was probably insignifi-
cant or nonexistent in Sophia McGilvary and Sarah
Cheek’s case. Princeton may have had some limited
influence on Kate Wilson, Edna Cole, and Mary
Campbell, although the matter is doubtful at best.

The last of the pioneer members of the Laos
Mission was Dr. Charles Vrooman, the only one
of the nine who failed to pass theological muster
with McGilvary. Vrooman, a Canadian trained
at the Medical Department of the University of

120 « Princeton and the Laos Mission

Michigan, arrived in Chiang Mai in April 1872.
He stayed only for a short period, during which
time he suffered health problems and may also
have experienced some interpersonal tensions
with other members of the mission. He left Chi-
ang Mai permanently in June 1873. In the same
letter to the BEM in which McGilvary praised
Cheek for his love of Hodge’s theology, he wrote
that Vrooman had been a failure as a missionary
because he lacked a strong foundation in religious
orthodoxy.*® McGilvary did not make clear the
precise nature of Vrooman’s theological failings,
but in a letter to the BEM, Dr. Samuel R. House
of the Siam Mission (Laos Mission’s sister mission
in central Siam) complained of Vrooman that “his
doctrinal and denominational sympathies are all
with the Wesleyan Church in which he was born
and brought up.”® It can be inferred from McGil-
vary and House’s comments that Vrooman showed
evidence of a Methodist Arminian piety, which
would be unacceptable to these committed Old
School missionaries.

Vrooman’s case is instructive in a particular
sense. In his autobiography, McGilvary remembers
that Vrooman had attended “Dr. Cuyler’s church
in Brooklyn,”® referring to Dr. Theodore Ledyard
Cuyler, who graduated from Princeton College in
1841, Princeton Seminary in 1846, and eventually
became pastor of the Lafayette Avenue Presbyterian
Church, Brooklyn, in 1860. Under his leader-
ship, the Lafayette Avenue Church became one of
the largest churches in the Presbyterian Church in
the U.S.A.%! Vrooman’s association with Cuyler’s
church serves as a reminder that proximity to
Princeton graduates does not necessarily imply
influence. In this particular case, the influence of
a “Princeton pulpit” did not transform a Wesleyan
into a Calvinist, which is to say that simply count-
ing up the number of Princeton graduates between
two given dates and describing how many took up
which of a variety of ecclesiastical positions does
not “prove” Princeton’s influence on the thinking
of their parishioners.

\')

Michael Coleman’s study of nineteenth-cen-
tury Presbyterian missionary attitudes toward
Native Americans deals with records of the same
type as those of the Laos Mission and alludes
to the same problem of how to establish links
between Princeton Seminary and Presbyterian
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Dr. and Mrs. McGilvary 50 years after their marriage, from
McGilvary, Half Century, 428.

missionary thought on the field. Coleman attri-
butes Presbyterian missionary attitudes toward
Native Americans to the “Princeton Theology,”
but he points out that the theology he finds in
their records is a “stripped-down” or a “simpli-
fied” version of the Princeton system, which the
missionaries alluded to haphazardly and infre-
quently. Those records, he contends, do not
contain the full, carefully thought out dogmatic
theology of the Princeton circle of theologians.5?
Although he is certain that Princeton influenced
missionary thought and behavior, Coleman must
be added to the long list of scholars who fail

to show any evidence that such was the case.
Indeed, his frustration with the sketchy theo-
logical content of those missionaries’ records
indicates the uncertainty of his assumption of
Princeton’s influence.

The case of the nine pioneer members of the
Laos Mission throws even greater doubt on the
“fact” of Princeton’s influence, the point being not
so much that the seminary did not exercise influence
over the thinking of Old School Presbyterians and
others but that modern historians do not actually
know if it did. There is some reason, most historians
of Princeton agree, to assume that Princeton Semi-
nary did exercise an important measure of influence,
but the reasons turn out to be flimsy and uncertain
on examination. McGilvary, thus, would seem to be
a prime example of Princeton’s influence. Instead,
he becomes a key example of precisely the opposite
argument, namely of how difficult it is to establish
the historical reality of Princeton’s influence. He
never claimed to have been influenced by Princ-
eton. His theological writings contain no footnotes
to establish their cognitive pedigree. Several pass-
ing references to the Princeton circle demonstrate
that he remembered his professors but not that he

Daniel McGilvary and Jonathan Wilson, n.d. (RG
401, PHS, Philadelphia).

thought as he did because of them. Parallels in
his thinking to Princeton might just as well be
attributed, in the main, to his being a southern
Presbyterian as to his having studied at Princeton.
Historians, in his particular case, are left with that
frustrating, age-old historiographical problem that
what seems almost certainly to have been true can-
not be proven to have been so. Princeton must have
been an important source of McGilvary’s thinking,
but it is impossible to resolve the major intellectual
and theological currents of his day into specific
strands of influence. When Jonathan Wilson,
another Princeton Seminary graduate, is considered,
the problem of relying on limited evidence to prove
that Princeton significantly influenced its students,
its church, and the larger world of nineteenth cen-
tury American religious thinking becomes even
more perplexing. On the basis of these two exam-
ples, indeed, one can only wonder whether Noll and
Wallace’s call for case studies to ascertain the real
influence of Princeton study is at all practical. Given
the nature of the historical record, it seems impos-
sible to establish a clear evidential chain of influence
from Princeton to pulpit to indigenous population.
The cases of the remaining seven members of
the early Laos Mission drive home the difficulties
involved in proving Princeton’s influence on the
people in the churches. Those seven missionaries
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had no theological training, and the sketchy bio-
graphical hints point toward the New School, New
England, or even Methodism as much as or more
than they do toward the Old School and Princeton.
While their scattered, largely passing theologi-

cal expressions fall within the general parameters
of Princeton, the records that survive from these
seven Presbyterian missionaries contain nothing
that is attributable to Princeton Seminary’s influ-
ence. The inherent difficulties in defining and
describing Princeton Seminary’s supposed influence
on nineteenth-century Presbyterian and American
religious history serve thus as a reminder that such
institutional influences cannot be separated from
the central cultural currents of their day.

This is not to say that Princeton Seminary’s
rich history contains nothing of significance to
the study of nineteenth-ceritury religious thought.
But based on the records of the Laos Mission,
that importance has to be measured in a different
way than that implied by contemporary schol-
arship. Specific evidence of Princeton is spotty
in those records. What abounds is evidence of
Scottish Common Sense Realism, Baconian
scientific thinking, Old School Presbyterian the-
ology, and moderate American evangelicalism.
This “package” of ideas was, of course, taught
by the Princeton theologians, but they did not
create it; it existed outside the confines of Princ-
eton, and Princeton was its product as much as
its producer. Perhaps, then, the importance of
nineteenth-century Princeton lies not so much in
its demonstrable influence on others but rather in
the fact that it offers a better understanding of the
views of a sizable number of people who thought
the same way as the Princetonians—whatever the
sources of that thought.

The records of the nine pioneer members of
the Laos Mission support this more restrained
impression of Princeton Seminary’s influence.
The seminary is present in those records, but

only as an indistinct shadow and only in the
presence of a number of other cultural agen-
cies, including the Buffalo Church in North
Carolina, the North Carolina Presbyterian, south-
ern Reformed theology, Jefferson College, Blair
Hall, the Spencer Academy, the Bradley family,
Western Female Seminary, Second Presbyte-
rian Church, St. Louis, and Lafayette Avenue
Presbyterian Church, Brooklyn—to name only
some of the numerous institutions and groups
that impinged on these nine lives. Princeton’s
influence on the Presbyterian Church and on
American Protestantism, in sum, has to be seen
as taking place within a much larger context and
in conjunction with many other institutions, all
of which reinforced each other in mediating the
truly influential cultural and intellectual currents
of nineteenth-century America.

This study of the letters and papers of these
nine mid-nineteenth-century Presbyterians
rotates the question of Princeton Seminary’s influ-
ence precisely 180 degrees by highlighting that
Princeton and the Presbyterian Church stood
within a larger American evangelical context and
shared many important characteristics with that
context. A person, thus, might have an 1840s
Finneyite for a father and still marry into the Laos
Mission. She could find a home in a New Eng-
land-style women’s college after serving in an Old
School Presbyterian mission for some years. One
could be young, romantic, and yet easily conform
to the piety of and be acceptable to senior mis-
sionaries committed to Old School Calvinism.
These conclusions should prompt another look at
the usual assumption that the Princeton Theol-
ogy stood out against its milieu in a particularly
influential way. Perhaps it did, but the lives of
the pioneer members of the Laos Mission suggest
another conclusion: Princeton was the product of
a widespread religious and intellectual culture as
much or more than it was its creator.
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